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[image: Chapter One]
[image: ] The girl, Thorn, lived at the far edge of the world, deep in the forest where the trees towered and grew bigger around than she could reach with both arms. In her simple cottage and garden, she grew up alone and isolated—but she lived a thousand lives through her sorcery.

From an early age, she could lay hands on even a plain and empty brass box, and read the story better than in a book. Every object she touched offered illuminating glimpses of a world, shards of images that, pieced together, created a tapestry so staggeringly large and complex that Thorn could scarcely encompass it with her mind. All she knew was that, beyond the forest, there lived many other people in beautiful, crowded places called castles and citadels and cities. People with families that hugged each other and gave gifts with love. People who gave pledges of eternal affection with jewels that forever remembered those moments of intense emotion.

The world also held evil. She saw those tales, too, spun out in silent imagery, soaked in violent emotions. Jealousy and hate and greed drove people to terrible crimes. She was safe at the cottage, within the thorny boundary of the rose hedge that billowed and bloomed. Summer brought the heavy honey-gold blossoms, filling the air with sweet scent and the buzz of bees, but in all seasons, the black-emerald canes wove an impenetrable barrier, thorns curved like blades, protecting Thorn from the terrors of the world.

For a very long time, Thorn believed this was true. Her guardian, Jada, taught her how to use her magic, to touch the carefully bagged treasures and describe everything she saw and felt from them. Despite the moments of love and happiness she experienced, there were also terrible things, so she believed Jada that they were lucky to live where they did, safe and sound for always.

Thorn hated it when Jada would depart for a day or two or three, leaving Thorn safely inside the enchanted rose hedge where she wouldn’t come to harm. She greeted her guardian’s return with frantic tears and pleas to be allowed to go along the next time. But someone had to feed the chickens and milk Nessie the goat and make the cheese and butter from her milk, to keep up with drying herbs and storing root vegetables for winter, to put away fruits into jars of preserves.

Over time, Thorn lost her fear of being alone. She even began to look forward to the peacefulness of it, to the reprieve from worrying that she might make a mistake or reveal some fault requiring punishment and correction. And she looked forward to the stories she’d see in the trophies Jada brought back.

Thorn would sit in the library at the desk she’d used since she was old enough to take lessons and record the provenance of each new treasure. Through her psychometry, she could see anyone who’d touched the object, and feel their emotions of that moment. This was the remanence people left behind, an echo of their presence in the world. The most recent experiences were usually the brightest and most vivid, almost always some busy marketplace with a jumble of avarice and delight on both sides of the transaction as the object changed hands. She could then go back in time from there, tracing each instance someone had touched the object, all the way back to images of its maker, and how that person had felt creating it. Sometimes she could go back even farther, to the mining or harvesting of its component parts.

What made Thorn an especially effective psychometrist was that she could go so far back and see and feel so much.

With her powerful gift for psychometry, Thorn excavated the deepest levels of an object’s history, which meant her provenance revealed more than anyone else’s. She’d identified several lost artifacts created by celebrated artisans, fetching Jada a pretty pile of coin—very necessary for the two of them living alone, with no support from anyone else.

Left to her own devices, Thorn sometimes fell down the rabbit hole of tracing the remanence of some irrelevant component of an object. It slowed her down, becoming distracted by some sidenote of history, and Jada detested dallying. But Thorn couldn’t help being drawn in by the stories she saw, like those images of an exotic land made entirely of sand where a jewel had been mined or the surprising and horrifying twist when a bit of leather that appeared to be animal turned out to be human. She had to know everything, unable to look away even when the story turned out to be terrible.

Thorn had learned to balance her curiosity with efficiency, quickly establishing the provenance needed for maximum resale value and then indulging herself with tracing the deeper histories. She especially loved when she found romances tied to the objects. It happened most often with jewelry, given as tokens of love or promises of happy ever afters. The vibrancy of those emotions persisted in the gifts, along with images of kisses and embraces. Thorn lingered over the shimmering sensations of intimate affection, especially savoring the pieces that remembered being worn on the skin that lovers kissed and caressed.

Experiencing those secondhand memories of loving and being loved, so unlike her solitary, friendless life, gave her both hope and a sense of despair. A different way of being existed, but she didn’t know how to find it. Eventually, she realized she would never find anything different unless she left the cottage. Only Jada could pass through the brambles surrounding them, so no one ever visited and Thorn could never leave.

For a very long time, Thorn never questioned that essential truth.

Until one day she did.

It was a day much like all the days before, except that it was an exceptionally lovely summer afternoon. Thorn had fed the chickens, gathered eggs, milked Nessie, cleaned the kitchen following breakfast, started the dough for the day’s baking, and weeded the vegetable bed. Then, with Jada napping and a bit of time to herself, she took a new treasure—a jeweled belt buckle—out to the willow tree by the pond. She’d already catalogued it, meticulously writing out the relevant provenance. But on impulse, instead of putting the buckle back into its velvet bag, she’d slipped it into her pocket. She would put it back before Jada noticed its absence. She only wanted to play with it a bit more, to savor the lovely sense of it. And the prince she’d glimpsed inside.

As a jeweled buckle, it was pretty enough, and gems usually fetched good coin. In this case, though, Jada had been especially excited, suspecting it had belonged to someone of importance. She could improve on the resale value with a bit of royal cachet.

As Thorn received only images and emotions from the remanence lingering in an object, she couldn’t tell who exactly the royal had been. She could, however, describe him and the people around him: the rich clothing, the servants, the older man with a long red beard who touched it right before, who wore a crown—surely a king—and the person before that, a wealthy jeweler excited to see a royal court. The royal must be a young prince. He posed before a gilded mirror wearing the belt buckle, pleased with the flashing gems, the warmth of approval in the gift. He had glossy golden hair that waved to his shoulders, bright green eyes, a lovely smile. Thorn transcribed all the details she could glean about the jeweler, the origin of the gems, keeping to herself the sorry state of the miners in that distant underground tunnel.

Thrilled with the success of her purchase, Jada treated herself to a glass of afternoon wine and lay down for a celebratory nap—giving Thorn a golden opportunity to savor the presence of the prince in the buckle just a bit longer. Because, more than his sense of physical appearance, Thorn loved his lighthearted nature, a natural humor and attractive enthusiasm for life.

He seemed to be around her age, unusual for the treasures she examined. Under the willow tree, Thorn revisited that sparkling moment of the gift-giving, some kind of celebration, the king handing the prince the belt buckle, how much joy the gift had brought him. She was sorry the buckle had been later taken from him, stolen by a desperate servant who sold it to Jada in a back alley.

Thorn sorted through and memorized other moments of sheer happiness from times the prince wore the buckle: him taking classes in dancing and sword-fighting, riding horses through forests, a pair of hounds always with him. On the more poignant side, she recognized a loneliness in him that mirrored hers, a deep sadness, a feeling of not fitting in. Exploring those echoes of his heart reassured her of two things: that she wasn’t the only person in all the world to feel that way and that one could be a wealthy royal, surrounded by hordes of people, and still feel as alone as a girl in an isolated cottage. That someone out there had both—her gray loneliness and those moments of joy—rendered her hopeful and longing for more.

That longing folded in with an indefinable restlessness, a kind of hunger that had begun to plague her. Some of it came from the dull ache of her menses, which had started only the year before and continued to arrive with inconvenient regularity. Jada said that meant she was becoming a woman like her, but that made no sense to Thorn. Jada had pale skin, redly chestnut hair, and blue eyes. Thorn already stood taller than Jada, topping the short and slender woman by a handspan. Would Thorn get shorter again, her brown skin and black hair lighten, her dark eyes turn to blue?

When Thorn wondered aloud about such things, Jada laughed and called her stupid girl.

The hunger refused to subside, instead blooming lush as the honey-gold roses and pricking her as sharply as those wickedly curved thorns. The craving for something became tangled up in those intimate moments the jewels recalled so vividly, the needing and wanting and loving, which made Thorn want to fall into dreamy fantasies, a reverie of those sensations and emotions. Now she added the prince to those dreams, imagining him coming to rescue her, like in the fairy-tale books. He would love her and kiss her and give her a jeweled ring to prove it, providing her with one of those shimmering moments of joy she so envied him.

Except that he didn’t know she existed. How would she ever find him when she was forever tucked away in the cottage? How would he find her if no one but Jada knew she even existed?

She had to find a way into his world.

“When I’m finished becoming a woman,” Thorn asked very politely, after she’d snuck the belt buckle back into its bag, alongside the provenance she’d penned, “will I be able to go with you then, beyond the fence?”

“No.”

“Then when?” Thorn persisted. “I’d like to see the city someday.” She knew better than to mention her fantasy of meeting the sunny prince.

Jada laughed her most scornful laugh. “The city is not for you, my little country mouse.”

“Why not?”

“It’s not safe for you.”

“But when I’m a woman.”

“Especially not then.”

“But it’s safe for you.”

“Yes.”

“Why you and not me?”

“Thorn.” Jada said her name on a sigh. “We are different people. No two people in all the world are alike, thus none of them lead the same lives or follow the same rules. I may leave this place; you may not. It’s a simple rule and one you’ve known all your life. You’re a stupid girl, but even you should be able to understand this basic truth.”

“Doesn’t what I want matter at all?” Thorn demanded in growing frustration.

At this, Jada stilled and turned to look upon Thorn. In these moments, her physical stature ceased to matter and she dwarfed Thorn in every way. As it did when she was displeased, Jada’s magic unfurled around her, seeming to take the shape of giant white wings, her hair frosting and rising also to bristle with a life of its own.

If Thorn didn’t immediately apologize and promise to do better, those powerful wings would enfold her until she couldn’t move, her body drowsy as if she slept, though she didn’t feel sleepy in her head. She hated it. So, Thorn didn’t understand what drove her now to defy Jada, to run the risk of her displeasure, the suffocating suppression of those unseen wings.

Except that she wanted the joy that awaited her in the outside world more than she was afraid.

“Thorn.” Jada spoke her name with quiet menace, the wings of power stirring the air currents. Thorn quailed inside, but made herself stand tall. “You are allowed to want some things. But I have a duty to you. A sacred responsibility I have devoted myself to since you were born. All your life, I have protected you from danger. I know what’s best for you. Have I made myself clear or do you need me to contain you, for your own good?”

Thorn’s brief rush of courage ran out and she shook her head. “I only asked,” she protested meekly.

“You used to be such a sweet girl,” Jada observed. “I don’t know what I’ve done for you to be so unkind to me, so ungrateful for all I’ve given you—and given up for you.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry,” her guardian mimicked in a whiny voice. “I have some more objects for you to evaluate. You can make it up to me by being useful. I need to be able to sell these in the city on my trip next week.”

“You’re leaving again already?”

“Yes, I told you that.”

Thorn didn’t think she had, but she didn’t argue, of course. Instead, as she obediently catalogued the rest of the items, Thorn contemplated how she could turn the alone time to her advantage. Maybe she could use the opportunity to try to figure out how to pass through the fence like her guardian did. Jada always followed the garden path to the far end, where the deep shadows of the forest draped lavishly over the arched gate in the rose-covered fence, and she somehow opened it. Thorn had always been made to stand well back by the cottage, unable to see clearly. A few times, Thorn had tried the gate. The latch never budged for her.

Worse, a feeling of repulsion made her skin itch all over, until Thorn couldn’t bear to stand so close to the gate any longer. That same feeling plagued Thorn any time she came too near the briar hedge, the golden roses seeming to lift their heavy blossoms to stare menacingly at her, the leaves peeling back to reveal curved black thorns ready to pierce her skin. Thorn knew that sensation meant wards. There were wards on the bookshelves Thorn wasn’t allowed to access, the enchantment blurring the titles of the books and pushing against Thorn coming anywhere close.

If Thorn wanted to pass through the gate, she needed to learn to overcome that repulsion long enough to find a way through the wards. She had no talent for wardmaking, but maybe she could break wards? Undoing wasn’t the same as doing. Thorn could methodically test the forbidding briars to see if she could determine what kind of wards twined through them. Probably she wouldn’t be able to escape this time, but maybe she could learn? Or maybe she couldn’t.

The thought saddened her immeasurably. She was trapped, perhaps forever.

It didn’t help that her seat faced the bookshelf with the large piece of polished amber holding a butterfly poised in flight. None of its color remained; its once brightly scaled wings had leached away into deeper shades of tawny ocher, like the golden roses outside when they faded into brittle remnants, leaving this skeletal shadow preserved for all time. It might be melodramatic, but Thorn saw herself much the same way. Her life over before it began, she might exist forever in this safe bubble, all her color gradually leaking away and leaving her a remnant of the person she might have been.

Fuming about it all, Thorn channeled her simmering frustration at her hemmed-in life into the psychometry analysis. Soon enough she had a detailed provenance for all seven remaining objects. They might be boring, but that also made them quick to get through. At least none had been soaked in violence. But, under their onslaught of impressions, she was already losing the lovely feelings from the prince’s belt buckle, too easily forgetting how that felt, how he felt. She couldn’t keep it, but—the rebellious thought bubbled up in her mind—perhaps she could keep a little piece of it.

Feeling terribly brave and quaking inside with fear at being caught—though she could hear Jada’s snores echoing down the hall—she unpacked the belt buckle, careful to keep the creases of the paper intact. Working swiftly, she pried out a tiny jewel from the edge, from a place no one would notice, hopefully. With any luck, the next buyer wouldn’t see the gap, or they’d think it lost by accident. Surely no one would guess that meek and obedient Thorn had taken it.

She pressed the tiny gem into a bit of sealing wax and secreted it in her apron pocket, checking first that no holes would allow it to escape her, and made herself take meticulous care in rewrapping the package and tying the strings to hold it closed. There.

Giddy with the unaccustomed power of disobedience, and with Jada’s snores still audible, Thorn decided to look for books on rune-breaking. On the far side of the library, two walls of shelves held the locked and warded books too dangerous for Thorn. When she was littler, Thorn had tried to read the titles on the spines, straining her eyes in frustrating attempts to read the letters that blurred, bounced, and jigged out of meaning. Even if she resisted the itchy repulsion of the wards and put one eye right up next to the words, they refused to make sense.

Thorn considered those warded shelves, which certainly contained useful information. She couldn’t access them until she learned to break wards, however, so that made for a neat circle that led nowhere. Instead she searched the shelves she was allowed to access for elementary books on runes.

Then, realizing the snoring had stopped, hearing Jada’s steps approaching the library door, Thorn snagged the leftmost book at random, stowing it in a deeper pocket of her skirt, then scurried back to her worktable. Making a show of stretching, she pretended to be surprised by Jada’s entrance.

“Is it time to make tea already?” she asked, then gestured at her documentation. “I just finished,” she added, surprised at how easily the lie came to her lips. She hadn’t outright lied to Jada since she was a child, and part of her braced for her mentor to know, as she always did, to scold her, for the punishing wings to batter her.

But Jada did not notice. She simply scooped up the sheaf of documents, perusing the information with tight-lipped satisfaction. “These will fetch a pretty bit of coin. And yes—time for you to bake the scones and get the tea brewing. Make some of those cucumber and goat cheese sandwiches, too, with the crusts removed. I’ll be there in a bit.”

With a relieved sense of having narrowly escaped a stinging punishment, Thorn turned to go—though she couldn’t help glancing back at what seemed to be a glaring hole where the book had been. She should have adjusted the spacing. She almost confessed at that moment, the text burning through her skirt.

Jada glanced up from boxing the artifacts with their documentation. “What?” she snapped. “The scones won’t bake themselves and you know I hate it when tea is late.”

Thorn fled for the safety of the kitchen.

[image: ]

Later that night, under the tent of her bedcovers, Thorn made a small light. Minor pyromancy was another of her weak skills, useful primarily for surreptitious reading past her bedtime—and for venturing into the dark, cramped, and decidedly damp root cellar. She pressed the sealing wax holding the jewel to the underside of her bedframe, where she could drape her hand over the side and caress the surface of the jewel, the prince’s sunshine like another light in her dark night.

With one finger near the gem, and lying on her side with her back to the door, just in case Jada came to check on her, as she sometimes did, and ready to snuff the light at the slightest sound, Thorn read the opening chapter of the kiddie primer on runes in disbelief.

She’d been lied to.

It shouldn’t come as such a shock—after all, Thorn had been dancing around the edges of this discovery for quite some time—but she hadn’t expected this level of deception. For all that the primers on rune-scribing had emphasized the critical importance of perfect execution, it turned out that wardmaking could be accomplished without runes. In fact, by sheer luck, Thorn had picked up a text whose author disdained runes as a method for warding, entirely because accuracy could be so critical, which made them useless for a sorcerer under duress or distraction.

The author, a sorcerer named Stearanos Stormbreaker, advised employing runes only for permanently installed wards, such as on a castle—or probably like the ones woven into the rose hedge—and only when they could be regularly reinfused with warding magic by their maker. Thorn allowed the book to close, contemplating the implications in wonder. That must be what Jada did when she left: she reinfused the permanent runes with warding magic.

More important: the warding magic worked separately from the runes. Jada had made them sound like one and the same, but clearly they were not. Jada might have even hired some other sorcerer to inscribe the runes on the cottage fence when it was erected, or in the climbing roses themselves, and the sorceress had simply activated and deactivated them as she left and returned.

All of which meant that Thorn could use the techniques this Stearanos indicated he’d describe later in the book to modify the wards to allow herself an opening in them. She didn’t need much, just a small gap for her to slip out, perhaps find a village.

Eagerly, inspired and excited as she hadn’t felt in a long time, Thorn flipped to chapter 20: “Thinning, Fraying, Penetrating, and Shattering: Four Methods for Breaking Wards.” Reading quickly, she committed the instructions to memory. This way, she could return the book before she started making breakfast, before Jada was even awake.

[image: ]

“Remember,” Jada said, checking the bags Thorn had packed for her, “you will stay within the perimeter of the garden during my absence.”

“Yes, Jada,” Thorn replied meekly.

“Don’t ‘yes, Jada’ me, missy. I haven’t forgotten your rebellious questions. I must be able to trust that you’ll stay safe inside the fence.”

“I understand,” she said, instead of “Yes, Jada,” but she must have sounded wrong, because her guardian focused on her, the sound of suffocating feathers beating in the distance.

“If necessary,” she said softly, “I can make it so you can’t leave even the cottage.”

“But then who would tend the chickens and Nessie?” Thorn pointed out. She didn’t know what Jada meant by this new threat, but she was sure she didn’t want to find out.

“Don’t push me on this,” Jada warned in a quiet voice that was always worse than shouting. “If you give me any reason to believe that this new rebelliousness of yours will lead to the testing of boundaries any more than you’re already doing, I will confine you to this cottage. Or worse,” she added darkly. “Understand?”

“I understand.”

“Good. Now, go on down to the root cellar.”

“The root cellar?” Thorn echoed, fear striking her heart to a faster beat, cold sweat immediately trickling down her spine. She hated the cellar with its damp smell and the worms dangling palely out of the dirt walls. Needing the brightness of it, the bravery in him, she put a hand in her apron pocket, lightly touching the prince’s presence in the gem she kept there by day.

“Yes, Thorn. The root cellar. Don’t try my patience. Go.”

She didn’t dare drag her feet, but Thorn couldn’t make herself hurry as Jada followed her through the kitchen. Opening the door, she peered into the unlit pit, chilly even in summer, the wooden steps down more like a ladder than stairs. “For how long?” she asked.

“Longer, if you don’t get down there right now,” Jada answered, the magic wings wrapping around Thorn in silent threat. “Or do you need help?”

While it wasn’t that much of a drop, it still hurt to land on the hard-packed floor, so Thorn quickly climbed down.

“Count an hour,” Jada instructed, “and then you can come up. I’ll know if you cheat. Understand?”

“I understand.” She shivered already.

“Good girl. I’ll see you in a few days.” She shut the door, quenching the summer sunshine from above.

Thorn crouched on the cellar floor, not wanting to sit in the damp, counting the minutes until she could climb out. She made a small light to keep her company, mentally practicing the wardbreaking techniques, rewarding herself by revisiting the prince’s memory of a ride through the woods for each repetition. When an hour plus a little extra—just in case—had elapsed, Thorn climbed up the steps, easing open the door into the kitchen. The cottage was quiet. Thorn was alone and free to attempt her escape.

Just in case Jada came back for something she’d forgotten, Thorn resolved to wait for dusk. She completed her chores for the day. She milked Nessie and bedded the goat down in the little shed for the night. She put the chickens in their coop, too. Neither Thorn nor the dangers of the world could penetrate the wards, but animals could. The foxes and forest cats would love a goat or chicken dinner, given the opportunity. Once they lost a hen, one of Thorn’s favorites, an excellent hen, iridescent black with face tufts that she’d named Esmerelda and who’d wormed her way through the rose hedge and escaped. Apparently the wards kept only Thorn safe. She missed Esmerelda still.

At last, the light turned from golden to violet, signaling the end of the gloaming and the arrival of twilight. Thorn strolled slowly, sedately toward the garden gate, as if someone or something might notice if she made any sudden moves. Although she’d looked out that small portal in the fence many times, she saw it as if anew. The white picket fence extended in an arc, making a trellis for the roses. Their black-emerald canes wove a dense barrier in and around the fence, the leaves bristling with tiny blades, the thorns long and curved, the buds and blossoms heavy, glowing with buttery light in the purpling shadows, as if they’d soaked up the sunset colors, radiating back the warm pink-tinged golds, their thick, sweet scent heavy in the still summer twilight.

The gate filled the opening, though not completely, closing off the only briar-free aperture. The silvery lines of the runes shimmered along the wooden slats of the fence and through the roses themselves, sending out their unfriendly prickles for her to go away. Resisting the discomfort, Thorn made herself trace their precise, perfect lines with a questioning fingertip, careful of the thorns.

Jada’s magic, as familiar as Thorn’s own, infused the runes, but—as Thorn had wondered about—they’d been drawn and established by someone else. Her psychometry confirmed it, giving her an image of a tall, brown-skinned, and dark-haired man. He’d done the work with avid ambition and a fierce desire to protect—and as long ago as Thorn had been alive.

A thousand questions flooded her mind, but she set those aside to focus on this task: to see if she could thin the wards enough to open the gate.

She didn’t need to retrieve the book to do this. Thorn had developed her memory to perfectly reproduce the instructions from the text. She did get out the journal she’d put in her pocket. Precise documentation of all magical experimentation was good practice. So, Thorn had gotten her pink leather-bound journal off the shelf. Embossed with gold roses, the plush blank book had been a gift from years ago. Thorn had found it so pretty, the perfection of its creamy parchment pages too pristine to spoil. She’d never been able to bring herself to mar them with writing.

Now it would hold notes that would lead her to a new life, one where she could go to the city herself and purchase all the blank journals that caught her eye. She’d found a kind of company in writing down her thoughts and expressing her feelings.

Carefully noting the date and time, Thorn labeled the entry as attempt number one. She also recorded which technique she intended to employ. If the first didn’t work, she’d move to the second, and so on. She refused to allow any potential failures to dissuade her.

She unraveled the ward with meticulous patience, loosening it just enough to ease open the gate a narrow width that allowed her to gaze out into the darkening forest. The woods marched dense with the columns of trees. Birds sang their evening song in the canopy. And a path led away from the gate, weaving through the trees to a distant road. A road that led to the greater world. Waiting for her.

Allowing herself to feel the triumph of the moment, to savor the sweet taste of incipient freedom, she finally relaxed. She had succeeded.

Jada need never know. It would be her little secret. And in the morning, she would—

“Thorn,” Jada said, appearing suddenly on the path before her as if from nowhere, a wealth of rage layered into that single, quiet utterance of her name, invisibly potent wings unfurling in a promise of punishment that set her heart frantically pounding.

Jada’s voice rose to a scream like a fox in the dark night. “What have you done?”
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[image: ] Now that Rose had officially entered her twenties and her final year at the Hendricks Academy for Sorcerous Pursuits, she looked forward to finally beginning her glorious career as a preeminent sorceress of dream magic. She’d lived at school since her parents sent her away at the tender age of six and she wouldn’t miss it at all.

Despite her mother’s predictions that Rose would find friends, or at least peers, at the Hendricks Academy, she lived an isolated life. She was a quiet island with no visitors, within sight of a land teeming with people. Her teachers adored her. Her classmates did not.

At first, as a child caught up in the chaos of adapting to her changed circumstances and the excitement of her challenging new classes, Rose hadn’t really noticed her friendlessness. Mostly she missed Aster, her first and only friend, the pony growing chubby and lazy in the stables back at Northbrooke Keep. Now she only saw him on brief school holidays. She hadn’t had any friends at Northbrooke, unless you counted her nannies and tutors. Nor did she have any siblings. Not living ones, anyway. Nobody ever spoke of her dead twin. If not for the gravestone marked LILY OF NORTHBROOKE, with her birth and death dates the same as Rose’s own birthday, Rose might have forgotten about her sister altogether.

Sometimes Rose had wondered, though, if Lily had lived, whether she herself would feel more … normal. She never had liked being touched, even by her parents, and even before she’d manifested as an oneiromancer, her dreams had been oddly vivid. Sometimes she felt more alive in dreams than awake. She certainly felt more comfortable in her skin.

Besides her inherent strangeness, as one of the youngest students at HASP—as it was referred to by the students, and some faculty—Rose had no natural cohort. Children were bound by the blood geas when their magic manifested or when regular testing identified their potential, in cases of weaker, less showy talents. Tales spoke of children as young as toddlers being bound. Supposedly, the infamous sorceress Oneira, greatest oneiromancer of them all, had manifested as powerfully magical so young that she’d been blood-bound and taken into HASP before she was old enough to talk in complete sentences.

Most schools didn’t accept students until around the age of twelve, the median age of manifestation. Also, as a standard business practice, few academies cared to invest in the intensive caregiving required for very young children except in very special cases. It was only with those outliers, like the infamously dangerous Oneira, who reputedly nearly destroyed the ancient castle that had been her family’s home for centuries, that the academies took in those very young and wildly uncontrolled someday sorcerers.

Rose was another of those outliers. While not as young as Oneira had been, Rose possessed nascent potential as a powerful oneiromancer, promising to be wildly talented in that rare and dangerous specialization. As a precocious only child, she was also unusually independent and mature, so HASP had been willing to take her in that early. Besides, her father, Clotaire, was determined that Rose have the best and most training possible. As a sorcerer contracted to the king of a neighboring realm, he possessed enough political influence to make what he wanted happen. A young child living among much older ones, and strange even to herself, Rose focused on schoolwork and making her father proud.

When adolescence hit, and everyone around her seemed to burst with wild socialization, Rose became keenly aware of her loner status. She did not know, however, what to do about it. Having an analytical mind and keen powers of observation, Rose spent some effort trying to determine why she didn’t have friends. Especially why none of the boys liked her. Even though she still didn’t like being touched, she’d gotten more tolerant of it as she grew older, and she thought she might actually enjoy it from one of the boys she had small crushes on. Except, they seemed to ignore her, instead buzzing like bees around certain girls that everyone seemed to have agreed were ideal for no reason she could discern. It defied rational explanation.

Aside from her general oddness, one factor that Rose determined set her apart was that everyone at the academy was aware that her contract had been purchased for an investment so significant that it bordered on breathtaking. Never mind that the vast sum also meant she would have that much more to pay off someday, the coin from her eventual contracts going primarily to debt service. Knowing the steep road she faced, and having a naturally studious nature with a belly full of fiery ambition cultivated by her father, Rose devoted herself to her studies with a focused diligence that inevitably stoked resentment within her classmates. Nothing she could change there.

As a final nail in the coffin that contained her deceased social life, HASP, like most academies, discouraged close friendships among the student population. Their future relationships would be determined by their employers and it wouldn’t do for them to have complicating loyalties outside of the ones required by their eventual contracts. None of them knew who might eventually contract their services. Any number of the many warring kingdoms might elect to employ the most powerful among them to assist in their ongoing conflicts of fear, greed, and desire. As sorcerers blood-bound to their contracts, they’d have no choice in their eventual enemies. Any of them might end up facing a former classmate on the battlefield. So, succumbing to the dubious allure of friendship was the height of foolishness. Although the ever-shifting tides of romantic alliances seemed unconcerned with those details.

Besides all of that, Rose also lacked opportunity. Singled out for a specialized educational track from the beginning, Rose received individual tutoring almost exclusively. The larger survey courses where she might have had contact with other students covered material she’d already learned via intensive study with her father and the tutors he’d hired for her, so she was exempted early from those classes, all the better to advance in oneiromancy.

On the occasions when students did gather, Rose observed their gregarious interactions with distant fascination and a tinge of envy, especially those who paired off for those semi-illicit romances, giggling and cooing like birds. Some unused muscle in the vicinity of her heart twinged with longing to belong to someone—someone romantically, not her doting father—but she eventually set that emotion aside as not important, and as something Clotaire would be terribly hurt to know.

Rose mentioned the problem to her father only once, when he came on one of his regular visits.

“They fear you, rightly so,” he explained. “Having no intimates isn’t a problem. Quite the reverse, my rose. It’s an indication of your excellence. These pitiful boys recognize their own inadequacy compared to you and can’t handle it. What could they possibly offer you?”

“I just get lonely sometimes.”

“All truly great people are alone. It’s a sign that you’ve risen above the rest of humanity. Connections to other people will only get in the way of your path to ultimate power, understand?”

When she nodded, though she didn’t truly understand, he smiled with great pride and affection. “Besides, you always have me, and your daddy loves you more than anyone else in the universe. Look what I brought you.” Presenting her with a jewelry box, he nodded for her to open it.

Inside she discovered a jeweled barrette for her long and heavy black hair, a sturdy one that could hold the whole fall of it, one decorated with the jewellike roses he loved to gift her.

She’d received the first on the day her magic manifested, after she’d been bound with the blood geas, uneasy with the still-prickly enchantment seething under her skin. All the adults assured her the sensation would quickly fade, that she wouldn’t even notice the blood geas after another day or so. As long as she obeyed the implicit will of her contract holder, they would never have to command her and she’d never feel any pressure from the enchantment, which would bind her until the day she died or paid off her debt.

Though they’d also said she wouldn’t remember the torturous process of the blood-binding and she did. She remembered always, with creeping loathing.

But her parents had been proud, and her father had withdrawn a small, velvet-covered box from his pocket. “A special gift for my special girl on her very special day.”

With careful fingers, she’d opened the box. Inside, a rose pendant sparkled on a black ribbon. It looked almost real, except that unlike the honey-gold and peach roses in the garden behind the kitchen at Northbrooke, it shimmered with that jewellike rainbow of colors. The petals seemed almost to breathe, shifting through shades of iridescent pink, blue, and fiery orange. When she poked it with a tentative finger, she found the curved petal edges nearly sharp instead of soft. It shimmered with magic, with a bit of sideways unreality, and she felt a kinship with it unlike anything she’d known before.

“It’s a rose crystallized from the Dream,” her father said, taking the box from her and extracting the necklace. “Turn around so I can put it on you. I got it not long after you were born. A minor oneiromancer makes them. She can pull very small pieces from the Dream and stabilize them. Mostly for jewelry and other ornaments. She needed a favor and I’ve saved it ever since, in hopes I’d be able to put it on you in celebration of this day. There, let’s see.”

She turned around again, touching the jewel where it nestled exactly in the hollow of her throat, the black ribbon soft and snug around her neck. “Perfect,” he breathed. “Just like you. You’ll need longer chokers for it as you grow up, but you can wear this always.”

“Thank you,” she said, holding the pendant. It felt warm and almost pulsing with magic. “I’ll never take it off.”

“That’s my girl.”

By Rose’s twentieth natal day—in celebration of which, her father gave her a spectacular ring with a multicolored dream rose set in platinum and dusted with tiny diamonds—Rose had taught herself to channel all the sexual and romantic longing that ran hot in her bloodstream into her magic. She thought of it like chemical sublimation, like the solid weight of wanting and needing vaporized directly into skillful sorcery. Why worry about the cute boys who ignored her when her teachers praised her so extravagantly?

Not since the sorceress Oneira had they witnessed such finesse, such a levelheaded ability to navigate the Dream, the landscape created by the collective dreamers of all the world, including animals. As with dreams that everyone experienced during sleep, the Dream itself followed none of the rules of the waking world. Time didn’t exist in the Dream, nor did any kind of physical laws. With no up or down, no conservation of mass, nothing that prevented one thing from morphing into another, the inexperienced and unskilled could become easily lost in that landscape. Oneiromancers trained extensively before being allowed to access the Dream on their own. The textbooks cited any number of cautionary tales of unlucky or reckless magic-workers becoming lost in the Dream.

Those lost oneiromancers—or, rather, the irretrievably warped remnants of the people they had once been—were occasionally glimpsed, sometimes wandering aimlessly, other times trapped in loops and bubbles they couldn’t escape. Very likely, Rose’s teachers said, those lost to the Dream had no ability to understand that they inhabited a different reality, thinking themselves still alive, not an excommunicated dream self locked forever away from a body long since left empty.

“What happens to the empty bodies?” Rose asked Master Zoltan, the academy’s leading authority on oneiromancy.

A small, meticulously neat man with a silvering beard and a balding head, Master Zoltan spoke with a thick accent and alternated between excited glee and despairing gloom, with no apparent emotional states between. Rose had drawn glee that morning, which was why she’d dared ask the question. When she was younger, she’d been told she didn’t need to know about such unpleasantness yet. She’d hazarded that she might finally get the answer to this question that had plagued her and it was her lucky day.

“It depends on the physical age of the sorcerer in question,” Master Zoltan answered crisply, tucking his hands behind his back, “and on their level of power. As you should be aware by now, the majority of sorcerers either die young or live a very long time. The longer a sorcerer lives, the more the magic coursing through their body extends their longevity. After a certain point, in fact, mathematical models indicate that a very powerful sorcerer could become so saturated with magic that they could become functionally immortal. Certainly their bodies can be, occupied or otherwise.”

“So, a powerful oneiromancer who’s lived a long time could leave their body behind and it will just … live?” Rose asked, utterly fascinated.

“Theoretically,” he replied with a cautionary and slightly reproving note in his voice. “This theory has never been definitively tested. Magic-workers at that level of ability are highly sought after, and not usually for peaceable reasons. Most will die in battle, killed by superior sorcerers employed by the enemy, before they gain enough experience to survive those conflicts. Don’t count on living a long time until you’ve earned the ability to preserve your own skin, young Rose.”

“Yes, Master Zoltan.”

“You say that so meekly, but none of you truly are. This is why sorcerers of high ability are either quite young or very old, with very few in between. You are an arrogant lot, by nature and nurture. Being born with extraordinary talents sets you apart from a young age. You gain an inflated notion of your value, are coddled, praised, fussed over, and treated like special treasures for all of your schooling.”

Rose knew her value in absolute monetary terms—having witnessed with her own eyes the chest of coin Madame Hendricks had handed Rose’s parents when the academy head bought her contract—but she wisely held her tongue so as not to interrupt Master Zoltan’s unusually forthcoming mood.

“That arrogance,” he continued, “leads your sort to overestimate your abilities, both in solo efforts and against those superior wizards. Overconfidence ends in disaster more often than in happy results. If you wish to live a long life, remember that.” He finished with an owlish glare, waiting until Rose nodded.

“You don’t find many middle-aged sorcerers,” he observed more lightly, “except in the hallowed halls of academies where they impart their working knowledge of a particular skill to the next generations.” His mustache twitched with his self-deprecation. “The position comes with the added benefit of being unlikely to result in death by duel or battle, unless the faculty meetings become especially contentious.”

His deadpan delivery had Rose uncertain of whether he meant that seriously, so she simply smiled politely. She had never been sure of his age. The longevity imparted by magic saturation came with the side benefit of infusing an extended youthful appearance and likewise health. Beyond a certain point, no one could tell a magic-worker’s age just by looking. “Middle age” became a relative concept in those cases.

Rose knew many sorcerers took on jobs beyond their abilities, in hopes that a fantastic reward would help to liberate them from the blood geas that kept them trapped as spoiled and pampered, yes, but thoroughly indentured employees. As to be expected, decisions made out of desperation, on top of the attempt to do something so ill-advised that it came with such a tempting reward, rarely turned out well either, that is: never.

She also discovered that no one had examples of the theoretical immortality of aged sorcerers who managed to survive the power conflicts of youth and middle age because those wise, frugal, or exceptionally lucky souls who did manage to pay off their debts immediately withdrew from society. They effectively disappeared, usually never to be seen again. Of course, the only examples of those sorcerers came from very old tales. Rose’s classmates sniped that royals had it so rigged now that no sorcerer could liberate themselves from debt. Certainly no one in Rose’s family had managed to do it, not even with the coin infusion from the sale of their only living child.

Those in power liked to keep their power; they didn’t want unleashed magic-workers wandering the world, doing as they liked. Who knew what trouble they’d cause.

But Rose, at the shining beginning of her career, sheltered by the protection of her ivory tower and a father who wanted a glorious future for her, her life and sorcery full of endless possibilities, didn’t worry about any of these things. Yet.

She spent most of her time in the studio dedicated to the study of oneiromancy, a small space with a wall of windows where she studied with Master Zoltan during certain hours and that she otherwise had almost exclusively to herself. A few other students possessed minor talents in accessing and manipulating the Dream, but they lacked the power necessary to do much beyond extracting small objects—like the jeweler Clotaire patronized—or working with sleep enhancements.

Rose continued to refine her skills at those practices, too, but the power she could summon meant she outpaced her fellow students to the extent that it would be more damaging to them to work with her than otherwise. Master Zoltan believed very strongly in employing a scaled approach to magic-working of all sorts, but particularly the intertwined arts of inducing sleep and manipulating the Dream. If Rose could not perform the tiniest task with absolute perfection, then adding power to the effort would only magnify her errors.

For example, as much as Rose might wish to follow in Oneira’s footsteps—and Master Zoltan himself had taught Oneira everything she knew, he’d informed Rose on her first day, and without the least drop of arrogance—and be able to put a small city to sleep, if she couldn’t induce a short nap in one person with precision, there was no point in her trying for more.

So, Rose practiced exhaustively and to the point of exhaustion. Learning the limits of her magical reserves was important, too, so she worked beyond those limits, finding out their boundaries, the flexibility with pushing them, what kind of recovery she needed. She also refined her ability to create portals to the Dream, to search within the Dream without losing focus, to extract inanimate objects and then refine them with her sorcery to fit into the waking world.

Nothing in the Dream looked like it did in real life. The fabric of the Dream, the millions or billions of contributing dreaming minds over time, the mutable nature of reality in the Dream—these all contributed to a warping of even the simplest of items. If an oneiromancer extracted, say, a bluebird’s feather from the Dream, it would look very much like a feather from a real live bluebird, except that on closer inspection, the blues wouldn’t match any blue in the natural world. And the spines might be mismatched, curling in odd directions, the barb filled with something that looked like ink. In addition, no two feathers would ever look the same, each drifting away from waking reality in its own unique fashion.

Thus oneiromancers spent a great deal of time, energy, and magic on refining what they brought out of the Dream, making the objects fit into waking reality. The “fitting” was subjective, naturally, and depended on the people viewing or using the object. Obviously, if it was meant to be used for some purpose, whatever it was had to actually work. As far as objects of art, some people preferred a bit of magical resonance to remain. As with the jewelry and gowns Clotaire brought Rose, their unusual, clearly otherworldly origin lent to their cachet.

Most people, however—especially those with no magical ability of their own, which was the majority of the population—became uncomfortable around anything that made them think of the Dream. Even without consciously realizing it, they found themselves subtly repulsed, averting their gaze or skirting around the object. Thus the need for perfect refinement, to remove all sense of the Dream from an object intended for any but other sorcerers. Not that Rose would be much occupied with such a relatively plebeian task, but Master Zoltan insisted she perfect those skills also.

Once she had mastered extracting and refining inanimate objects, Rose moved on to living creatures. They posed far more complex challenges, largely because animals inside the Dream had no need to adhere to laws of anatomy, physiology, or even gravity. Also, people dreamed in symbolism, so the creatures that populated the Dream tended to be surface representations of a real-world creature, amalgams of multiple creatures, or even entirely imaginary ones, resembling nothing in the waking world.

Rose learned early on that the bluebirds whose escape from her dreams had flagged her early manifestation as an oneiromancer would not have survived long, even if her night nanny hadn’t banished them. The nanny had taken even the lone feather Rose had found on her pillow, all that remained of her dream made flesh. The thought still made her inexplicably sad, as if she’d lost something more that day than retaining a single feather or the opportunity to see her dream birds. Like she’d lost a piece of her own body.

During her early time at the academy she’d bent all her energy to learning how to ward her own dreams so she would not inadvertently summon anything from the Dream while sleeping. That had been a grueling process, the oneiromancers tasked with teaching her young self ruthlessly waking her any time she’d begun to dream “out loud.” She’d had to practice wardmaking and wardbreaking, too, learning various ways to seal her sleeping chamber so nothing could get out or come in, and be able to do that literally in her sleep.

Somehow, she’d come to associate those dream bluebirds with the homesickness, sleep deprivation, and sheer overwhelm of those initial weeks. Then it had taken Rose years—and numerous impatient lectures from Master Zoltan accusing her of not really wanting to be able to do it, which wasn’t wrong—to produce a viable creature from the Dream. A ladybug.

She’d progressed, of course. Between her father’s ambitions and the academy’s, Rose couldn’t fail. It simply wasn’t allowed and, after enough time had passed, she didn’t allow herself to be less than excellent. Yes, she hated her failures, the misshapen, sometimes monstrous creatures that flailed, gasped, then perished on the immaculate floor of the sunny oneiromancy studio. With every one, she still felt that curious sense of kinship, as she’d felt with that first feather and with the dream roses in her jewelry. Their painful demises hurt her heart. All the softness she couldn’t seem to summon when interacting with her peers overflowed for these stranded dream creatures.

Master Zoltan dispatched them back to the Dream, chiding her if her tears escaped. There was no room in sorcery for remorse or compassion. The softer emotions interfered with the clearheaded, incisive thinking necessary for perfect spellwork.

One day when she had mastered all of those foundational skills, Master Zoltan would teach Rose to physically walk the Dream. Very few oneiromancers attained the mental discipline to view and search the Dream and maintain their sanity; even fewer could physically enter the Dream and travel to different parts of the world that way. She need only master physically entering the Dream and she would become one of the greatest oneiromancers in all the world. But, now that she’d entered her final year of school, time was growing short.

So Rose focused all of her considerable determination on becoming one of those rare few. If Oneira could do it, so could she. And the great Oneira, notably, had never married or had any liaisons anyone knew about. If she didn’t need love and romance and sex, well then, neither did Rose.

All truly great people are alone. Her father’s words echoed in her mind, but failed to provide any reassurance. Only ceaseless study made her forget her loneliness, so Rose buried herself in that.




[image: Chapter Three]
[image: ] After that terrible day when Thorn slipped through the briar wards for such a brief moment of freedom and possibility, she lost reading privileges. She was no longer allowed to enter the library at all. Her time in the garden was limited to weeding, harvesting, and caring for their animals. Her guardian, of course, confiscated the journal Thorn hadn’t had time to hide. She’d had to watch as Jada burned the little journal in the fireplace. Though it was an inanimate object, Thorn imagined the lovely, soft thing squealing in pain as it burned and, when she shed tears over it, she felt that she wept for its death more than her own loss.

Jada also confiscated all the other blank journals, sketch pads, and even loose paper from Thorn’s little bedroom. Clearly she couldn’t be trusted with writing materials of any sort.

And then there was the punishment itself.

In payment for Thorn’s transgression, Thorn spent her nights on a cot in the root cellar for an entire week. She wouldn’t say she slept there for a week, because she tossed and turned, more terrified of the dark dampness than ever. She kept imagining that the pale worms that dangled from the earthen walls had crept out to crawl over her skin, to burrow into her hair and ears. She woke from nightmares that they’d crawled into her nose and mouth, suffocating her.

The endless nighttime torment rendered Thorn so weepy and fragile that, when Jada opened the cellar door and allowed in the golden morning light of the sunny kitchen, Thorn wanted to throw herself into her guardian’s arms with trembling gratitude and affection. It embarrassed her later, that she’d practically groveled in thanks to the very person who’d jailed her in the first place.

And no amount of pleading, protesting, or promising in the evening made Jada relent in the slightest. Thorn would spend her nights in the root cellar for a week and that sentence would not be commuted. Even when Thorn utterly panicked and fought back, Jada’s relentless and airless wings enshrouded her and thrust her into the dank room. Locked physically from outside, the door resisting all pounding on it and attempts at thwarting the wards.

At the end of her punishment, Thorn returned to her small bedroom with pitiful gratitude for its clean wholesomeness and airy windows. She was also grateful that, by some sheer stroke of luck, she’d possessed the wit to not mention the prince’s gem in her journal. The lint-covered ball of sealing wax remained in Thorn’s pocket. Her prince became her daily companion, reminding her of a world beyond the briars. If not for the gem and the glimpses it gave her of another life, Thorn might have despaired.

Especially as the worst was yet to come.

Following the week of the root cellar, Jada again prepared to complete the journey Thorn had interrupted with her irresponsible and thoughtlessly rebellious behavior. Despite being thoroughly cowed on any number of fronts, Thorn found her mind returning to the problem of escaping through the warded gate, gnawing at the idea with the irresistible urge that had, when she was a girl, led her to wiggle a loose tooth until it released with a stab of pain and a gush of blood.

She told herself not to think about it.

She couldn’t stop thinking about it.

Indeed, with every bit of sorrow over some lost privilege, with every rush of exhausted anger, Thorn consoled herself with thoughts of—not revenge, exactly, but sweet rebellion and savage hope. That wild and reckless part of her refused to give up. She wouldn’t meekly accept being locked away when a road right outside the gate promised her another life. It wasn’t as if Jada could punish her more than she already had.

Even if she makes you stay in the root cellar again, for even longer, forever? a cautionary voice whispered.

Even then, she told herself stubbornly, knowing it was easy to make that resolution in the light of day. Still, she would not be broken. It’s only earth.

And worms …

With the root cellar mostly a bad memory, Thorn made a show of meek obedience and slavish repentance, all the while plotting when she would attempt her next escape. That wardbreaking technique had worked, even if Jada had somehow sensed it from afar or, suspicious of Thorn, had lurked nearby. Perhaps, if Jada had traveled farther away, she wouldn’t know. Or maybe it would take her too long to travel back and Thorn could run away and hide in one of those vast cities where Jada could never find her. Or she’d find the prince’s castle and he’d protect her.

And next time, she would try going through the briar hedge instead of via the gate. Maybe Jada wouldn’t detect a different kind of wardbreaking. Jada didn’t know Thorn had memorized more techniques from the book than that first one she’d attempted. Yes, Thorn would wait a full night and day for Jada to be gone and try making a small doorway in the bramble of thorns itself.

Except that Jada outmaneuvered her, as she informed Thorn the morning of her departure.

“I’m going to sleep the whole time you’re gone?” Thorn echoed, not quite able to believe it.

“A kind of sleep,” Jada amended. “An enchanted rest, where you will not feel the passage of time. You’ll close your eyes and when you open them, I will have returned.” Jada reached across the kitchen table, where they had all their most important conversations, and patted Thorn’s hand. “You won’t be troubled by loneliness this way, nor will you feel trapped. It will be as if no time passed for you at all.”

“But … But what if I need to visit the necessary? What if I get my menses?” She was due any day. Thorn felt on the verge of tears, from crushing disappointment or frustrated wrath, she couldn’t discern. Perhaps both. “Food, water!”

“Your body won’t need any of those things. You will simply sleep. In truth, I could leave you that way for a hundred years and you wouldn’t age.”

“No!” Thorn gasped in horror. “No, please, you wouldn’t. You can’t.”

“I can,” Jada replied meaningfully, “and I would, if you made it necessary for me to do so, but I won’t. Not yet. Not for any longer than a few days, like usual.”

“But how will I know it’s only been a few days?” This wasn’t the aspect to fix on, Thorn knew, but her thoughts flew in scattered shards like bluebirds when the hawk passes through and she couldn’t seem to order them again.

“Stupid girl, I will tell you how long it’s been. Would I lie to you?”

Yes, whispered that sullen, rebellious voice that had led her into so much trouble. “Please don’t do this,” her mouth said aloud.

“If you had obeyed me, I wouldn’t be forced into such an extreme measure. But there’s no need to fear. You’ve done this before with no harm. You will sleep and my wards will protect you.”

“Before?” Her mind and heart snagged on that, the sunny kitchen taking on a glare of cruelty, the whites too white, the sky outside mockingly blue.

“What do you think I did when you were an infant, a toddler?” Jada asked incredulously. “You didn’t imagine I left you alone to your own devices before you could care for yourself, did you?”

As with so many things, this had never occurred to Thorn. “I don’t remember,” she whispered. But … maybe she did. Old, vague, and distorted memories fluttered at the edges of her mind, of lying frozen, unable to move, but awake.

“There was no reason to tell you,” Jada said, waving that away. “I put you to bed at night, invoked the Sleep of Ages, then awakened you when I returned. See? Totally harmless and you never suffered. I have never wanted you to suffer, Thorn. I hope you know that. All of this is only to keep you safe.”

Safe. Thorn was beginning to loathe that word. “What about Nessie and the chickens?”

“They will also sleep, safe in their beds, just like you.”

“What if you don’t return to wake me?” she asked, at last voicing the fear that plagued her the most.

“I always return,” Jada answered. Somehow, the words sounded like a threat.

“Just in case, though,” Thorn persisted, hearing the desperation in her own voice, feeling it in the cold sweat slicking her palms, “I should stay awake. I won’t try to go out.”

“I can’t take that risk,” Jada replied. “One day you will understand.”

Thorn doubted that.

“Now, you have a choice,” Jada continued briskly, casting a glance at the position of the sun outside. “I can put you to sleep where you sit and you’ll awake with a crick in your neck that will take days to dissipate, or you can cooperate, lie down in your cozy bed, and awake rested and refreshed.”

Thorn wanted to refuse to cooperate, but her hands, still bruised from pounding on that immovable cellar door, reminded her of her powerlessness. She could not force her way out. Only via guile could she escape this concentric series of briars that bound her. This time, she would sleep. And later, she would find a way to research this spell. The Sleep of Ages. With a fancy title like that, the enchantment would be in a book somewhere.

“I’ll lie in my bed,” she replied with quiet dignity.

“Good girl,” Jada said. And that, too, sounded like a warning.
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Thorn opened her eyes to find Jada standing over her, wearing a different gown and a smugly satisfied smile. “There now,” the sorceress said. “Wasn’t that sweet and easy?”

Except … it hadn’t been.

Thorn had slept, immobile, not needing to eat or pee, her uterus slumbering uncramped, but she’d been aware the whole time. Not enough to count the passage of minutes, to track the days and nights. But she’d been awake, screaming inside her skull until it felt like she’d clawed the fragments of bone from the inside to lodge painfully in her brain.

She desperately wanted to ask how long it had been, but she restrained the question. Somehow it felt like giving Jada a victory she hadn’t won. Also, she wasn’t sure she could speak coherently.

“Come down to the kitchen,” Jada said. “There’s things to put away and I’m hungry for supper.”

Thorn changed clothes, as if she could shed the experience of unsleep as easily, relieved in some unnameable measure to find the sealing wax with its core of treasure still in her pocket. She transferred it to her clean gown, taking a quick, sweet taste of the special, happy moment of the prince receiving the belt buckle from his father. The sunlight in that scene looked more real than her own, which seemed sideways, as if she couldn’t quite believe in it after staring into the darkness behind her eyelids for so long. She stood there a long moment, blinking and squinting.

“Aren’t you going to inquire about my trip?” Jada asked.

“How was your trip?” The words came out automatically, sounding as she always had, and not like some corpse resurrected from the grave.

“Profitable,” Jada replied, eyeing her, seeming not quite sure how to assimilate her behavior. “I brought supplies, along with a number of treasures for you to determine provenance for. The last group sold very well.”

“That’s nice.” Thorn was unable to care.

“Did you dream at all?” Jada asked suddenly enough, with a whiff of suspicion that alerted Thorn to a subject of significance, even through the strange warp of her thoughts.

“No,” she answered honestly. She didn’t think that had been dreaming. “You know I haven’t dreamed since I was a little girl. I grew out of it, as you said I would.”

Jada visibly relaxed. “Excellent. I didn’t want my enchantment to cause your brain to revert to that childish state.”
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Years passed in a boundaryless blur after that. Sometimes Thorn lived her same life at the cottage, doing chores and tending the garden and animals, and sometimes she lay frozen in the half-awake state Jada forced on her with increasing regularity. Jada jauntily packed up the objects Thorn had researched with her psychometric sorcery, along with the detailed history and provenance Thorn had penned for each. Then Jada put Thorn to sleep, coolly threatening to enchant her where she stood, leaving Thorn in a crumpled heap if she wouldn’t cooperate by lying on her bed. Thorn always capitulated, immobilized like the faded butterfly trapped in amber, the cottage sleeping around her, while her mind beat futilely against the stasis.

Every time Thorn awakened from the Sleep of Ages, she felt a little more attenuated, less able to discern her waking life from the one where she hung suspended, not truly asleep and yet unable to wake. Time passed, the seasons changed, her body matured, but Thorn felt increasingly unmoored from reality. So much so that she became uncertain of what was real and what wasn’t. If not for her connection to the prince’s gem, the fixed memories of the outside world that never changed, she might have dissolved even more.

Jada said that Thorn slept just like Nessie and the chickens and, like them, awoke again without being aware of having been asleep. But Thorn had been aware, hadn’t she? Jada seemed to think that Thorn should be rested when she returned, refreshed and ready to see to the neglected household. But Thorn felt as exhausted as if she’d been awake for days or weeks on end, sometimes seeing things that weren’t there, her ears ringing and mind swimming.

The only way Thorn could think of to fasten herself to reality again besides the little jewel, which only held a few fragments of the same core memories of the prince—she avoided all the others—was her journal. Jada had gotten careless with the materials Thorn needed to write up the provenances and didn’t keep track of how much paper and ink Thorn used—nor the “mistakes” Thorn made, which required her to use a fresh sheet and discard the old one.

It had occurred to Thorn that she could track the passage of time by the moon. She wasn’t sure exactly how the moon’s phases corresponded to each day, but she started paying attention and making sketches. The discarded sheets were now covered in drawings of the moon from every clear night Thorn had been able to glimpse it, and even from the daytime when it crossed the tree-rimmed circle of blue sky above, a transparently pale version of its nighttime self. It turned out the moon rose and set about a full hour’s difference every day, which had been a surprise to Thorn. She began noting those times, as well as recording her thoughts and impressions compared to what Jada told her, secreting the pages in a metal box beneath floorboards of her little room.

And if those sheets also contained sketches of her prince’s face, no one would ever know but her.

The first time Thorn checked the moon phase after awaking from the enchanted sleep, she felt keen disappointment in her results, certain she’d done her calculations incorrectly. According to her charts, Jada had been gone for over two weeks. That couldn’t be right. It had never been more than three days before.

But the next time and the next, Thorn got similar results and she began to wonder, particularly after the brain fog wore off, if she really might be sleeping for that long.

Finally, it occurred to Thorn to ask Jada how old she was, thinking that might give her a clue about the passage of time. Jada cast her a puzzled frown. “Oh, it must be nineteen years now since you were born. Who keeps track?”

Nineteen years. And Thorn had started her
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