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      Wyn arrived precisely on time, but there was no sign of either train or package as he drew the pony cart to a halt, the sudden cease of hoofbeats leaving a hollow absence in the still morning. Fog clung low to the ground, and the dark train tracks disappeared into blankness on either side of the platform. His instincts prickled at the sheer ominousness.

      Weather isn’t an omen, not here in the Mortal Realm, he reminded himself. Fog was a perfectly natural phenomenon, the result of damp spring weather and ground-air temperature differentials. Not at all dangerous. But his sense of oncoming doom refused to abate in the face of this excellent logic. Instead, his magic shivered in restless patterns under his skin, as if it knew something he did not, and a faint hint of petrichor hung in the air. He pushed it down, as he had been doing so often lately, smoothing his thumbs over the leather of the reins to steady himself.

      The horse snorted, as if it sensed his unease. Or perhaps it merely objected to his proximity. Harder to fool animals than humans; Stariel’s horses had always known there was something wrong with his scent, and it tended to put them a little on edge even though they were accustomed to him.

      Out of habit, he checked the sky. A pointless action, even if it hadn’t been obscured by fog, for the moon had set hours ago. Not that he needed to check its phase in any case; he already knew there were still five days left until the moon reached full.

      He shook his head at his own foolishness and climbed down, leaving the pony cart hitched. As he approached Stariel Station, the billowing grey clouds drew eerie shapes around the straight lines of the station.

      Small scuffling noises came from the platform, and he leaned on his leysight to identify the person hidden in the shadow of the ticket office. The sudden awareness made him suck in a breath, not because of the man’s identity—unsurprisingly, the stationmaster, Mr Billington—but because of the heady combination of leysight with land-sense. He still wasn’t used to that, the way the faeland—his faeland, now—surrendered information so freely.

      This is my home now. As always, an uneven murmur of joy and guilt accompanied the thought, the latter beating a name in the hollow beneath his sternum: Cat, Cat, Cat.

      Cat, who was trapped because of him.

      He called out to the man as he came onto the platform, not wishing to startle him. “Good morning, Mr Billington.”

      “Morning, Mr Tempest,” the stationmaster responded cheerfully without turning from the door. There was a snick of the lock tumbling, and the stationmaster froze as if his own words had only just caught up with his ears. His shoulders hunched. “I mean, Your Highness.”

      There was an edge in his tone, halfway between accusation and question. It was the first time the two of them had interacted since Wyn’s identity had come to light—reasonable for the man to be cautious of him, even if it stung a little.

      What exactly did Wyn want to achieve here? He could play the coolly distant royal, if needed. Would Hetta want that of him? His heart twisted, worry and wonder twining in equal measure. A few weeks ago, before the world had tilted on its axis and shaken every priority into realignment, he would have known the answer to be a firm negative; Hetta wasn’t a woman with much concern for rank. Now…would there be some advantage in it for her, if he made sure everyone acknowledged his title? An advantage for their child?

      Child. The word slid through his mind like ice-water, and he shied from it, mustering a friendly smile for the stationmaster. When in doubt, appear harmless.

      “Ah—I see my reputation precedes me.” Wyn wrinkled his nose. “But the formal address is unnecessary. It seems foolish to stand on ceremony, given the length of our acquaintance. And given that you once yelled at me for raiding your plum tree.” That had been Hetta’s idea, not his, years ago, before she’d left Stariel.

      The stationmaster’s expression softened. It was difficult to mistrust someone you’d seen young and sticky with fruit stains. “You and every other youth in the county. Including her lordship, if I remember correctly.” He coloured faintly, and Wyn knew he was wondering about Wyn’s relationship with Stariel’s lord.

      Wyn and Hetta hadn’t yet publicly announced an engagement, but they’d unofficially announced their intentions to Hetta’s family, and the Valstars weren’t exactly discreet, though he couldn’t truly blame them in this instance. All of Prydein knew there was something between Hetta and him now.

      “They were very superior plums,” he said diplomatically.

      “Aye, and still are. This year’s crop looks set to be the best we’ve ever had.” Mr Billington smiled, but there was still a tension to him, and he examined the space behind Wyn as if expecting wings to sprout. You’d know if I were in my fae form, Wyn always felt like telling people. Wings weren’t exactly discreet, and neither were horns.

      I haven’t changed, Wyn wanted to say. Not fundamentally. I’m still just Mr Tempest, good-natured steward, practically human, and certainly nothing to fear. But he couldn’t pretend things were the same as they’d always been. All Prydein now knew who and what he was. There could be no more pretending.

      “Don’t let me keep you,” he said instead, gesturing at the ticket office. “I am merely awaiting the arrival of some seed barley.” And the other package, of course, but best not to draw attention to that.

      “The train’s running late,” Mr Billington said, unnecessarily. He grimaced at the fog. “Not surprising, really. It’s the slick tracks as much as the visibility. Probably be another ten minutes at least.” He let himself into the ticket office. “You’re welcome to come in and wait out of the chill, if you’d like…sir,” he said cautiously, waiting for Wyn’s reaction to the address.

      Wyn didn’t particularly feel the cold, but he recognised a peace offering when he saw one.

      “Thank you.” He ducked into the small space even though in truth, he would have preferred to spend the time pacing the length of the platform. A restlessness had hold of him this morning, and his feathers itched under his skin. But continuing to settle the stationmaster’s anxieties was a better use of ten minutes than brooding. He rifled through his memories.

      “Tell me, how goes your Johnny?” he asked. “He must be nearly finished with his apprenticeship?” Johnny was the stationmaster’s nephew, and he and his wife doted on the young man. He’d taken an apprenticeship with a cabinetmaker down in Alverness, or so Wyn had heard.

      The stationmaster grinned. “Only six months more, he reckons,” he said, and the ten minutes passed quickly as he spoke of his nephew’s accomplishments, his career prospects, and the sweetheart he was apparently courting. Warmth kindled in Wyn’s heart, the reminder of domestic successes and concerns a pleasant one.

      Mr Billington eyed him sidelong. “We’ve told him he needs to finish his apprenticeship before he asks the lass, though—otherwise how will he afford to keep a wife?”

      “Sound advice,” Wyn said, deliberately disingenuous. Can I afford to keep a wife? The question briefly amused him, having never considered it from that angle before—it was a very mortal construct.

      “Of course, we’ve told him he must have care for the girl’s reputation, in the meantime.”

      Oh dear. Well, on the one hand, he couldn’t fault someone for caring about Hetta’s good name. On the other, the judgement in the stationmaster’s expression rankled, since Wyn would have liked very much to announce an official engagement to all and sundry—but the obstacles preventing him from doing so weren’t ones that he could explain in casual conversation.

      Firstly, Hetta’s queen is expecting me to return to the capital in the role of King of Ten Thousand Spires before she announces our engagement—and that is no longer possible. Secondly, my own High King needs to grant me permission to marry a mortal—and my godparent still hasn’t returned with word of how to find him, and they told me not to summon them until full moon if they didn’t return earlier.

      Fortunately, the long, mournful blare of the train horn saved him from finding a more sensible response.

      “Ah, there she is, eleven minutes late,” the stationmaster said, glancing at the clock with something like satisfaction at his earlier prediction. They both left the ticket office to watch the train roll in.

      The engine drew to a halt with a slow grind of brakes, the weight of the iron warping the leylines in a way that made all Wyn’s muscles tense. He forced them to relax. Iron resisted fae magic, but it wasn’t painful. Why should it bother him so much this morning? Perhaps it was only that he was already on edge, and the fog made the train’s emergence vaguely menacing, its lights creating narrow beams in the white.

      The train attendants moved briskly, throwing open the doors to the luggage carriage and ferrying the mailbag and other items marked for delivery onto the platform. The attendants closed the doors and hopped back aboard, while the stationmaster walked the length of the train and blew his whistle to sound the all-clear. The train began to move again, pulling away into the fogbank.

      Wyn was scanning for the package of books he’d come for among the train’s leavings when his gaze fell on a small pot plant next to the seed barley. The stationmaster made some remark, but he didn’t hear it over the sudden thunder of his pulse. The stunted, leafless stick of thorns was only a few inches high, black as pitch, but it seemed to suck in what little light there was.

      No.

      No, it couldn’t be what it looked like, not here, not now, not sitting in the perfect ordinariness of Stariel Station like a viper. He leaned on his leysight and blinked against the glare of the plant’s magic. His instincts hadn’t been quite as ill-informed as he’d told them. Maybe stormdancers have more foresight than I thought.

      Gritting his teeth, he resisted the urge to blast the cursed plant with a lightning bolt. A stiff envelope was tied to the black stem, and as he leant down to examine it, a taste of cherries and beeswax bloomed on the back of his tongue. He knew the signature and wished he did not.

      Tearing the envelope free, he stared down at the mocking words written in Princess Sunnika’s hand: I am calling in my debt, Prince Hallowyn.
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      Hetta touched the end of her pen to her mouth and frowned down at the unfinished letter in front of her. Unfinished was being generous, as so far she’d only gotten as far as:

      Dear Lord Arran,

      We have not been introduced, but you have no doubt heard of my ascension to Lord of Stariel.

      An inane beginning, since of course the Chair of the Northern Lords Conclave knew who she was. She looked down towards the lake for inspiration, but the waters were hidden by the billowing fog, making it seem as if the terrace where she sat was adrift in a vast cloud. Pulling her woollen wrap around herself more firmly, she drummed her fingers on the wrought-iron table. A more sensible person might’ve sat inside on a day like today, but she’d felt too restless to be cooped up by walls.

      Now, assuming Lord Arran wasn’t so old-fashioned that the mere act of an unmarried, unrelated woman writing to him turned him irrevocably against her, how exactly did one phrase the thing? What she wanted to say was simply: you’d better jolly well ratify my membership on the Conclave. I don’t have the patience for this nonsense, not when I’ve got bigger fish to fry.

      Or, more humiliatingly, Please, I really need this. So far I’ve managed to make a mess of lordship on nearly every front, and I can’t afford another. Not when I’m running out of time.

      She placed a hand on her abdomen, still as flat as it had been the last time she checked five minutes ago. Was the gesture an impulse that affected all women in her condition? Or only those paranoid about being discovered?

      Giving herself a shake, she began to pen a watered-down version of her sentiments, though the result made her wrinkle her nose. She wasn’t a watered-down or apologetic woman, and she didn’t want Lord Arran to believe her one. But did it matter what Lord Arran thought of her character, if he supported her on the Conclave? Once her membership was ratified, they couldn’t exactly un-ratify it; as far as she knew, membership was lifelong. There’d be plenty of opportunity for tactlessness later, after she’d proved herself to all the naysayers. Out-of-wedlock pregnancy, malicious gossip, and rocky start to lordship notwithstanding.

      Still, the resulting insipid letter left her with a sour taste in her mouth. With a sigh, she signed and sealed it before she could change her mind, put it firmly in the ‘done’ pile, and surveyed the rest of the papers spread before her. News next, she decided. At least keeping track of what was going on outside the estate didn’t require any pretence from her, even if it was likely to be similarly exasperating.

      Some minutes later, a familiar spark burned bright in her awareness. “You know,” she said without looking up, “I think we might be losing our infamy. There’s no mention of you in today’s paper, although one of the letter writers claims ‘fae monsters’ ate three of his sheep.” She raised her head. Wyn was padding over the damp stones, silent as a cat, carrying a stunted pot plant in one hand. “Are there fae that eat sheep?”

      “I am partial to lamb myself,” he said, straight-faced. “But yes, there are any number of lowfae that might eat sheep, though I don’t know if they’re at fault in this instance. Sheep are entirely capable of getting themselves into trouble without the need for any fae intervention.”

      Lifting the teapot, she poured him a cup of the green tea he preferred. Steam coiled in the cold air.

      “And how is our seed barley that you were so keen to fetch yourself this morning?” They both knew it wasn’t barley that had sent him out.

      “The books arrived,” he answered, slightly sheepish. “I’ve put them in my office.”

      “You know I will set the books on fire if you treat them as an ironbound set of rules that I have to abide by,” she warned. Wyn had tendencies. He’d mostly been keeping them in check, but she wasn’t going to live with nine months of him trying to coddle her, which he would do if she gave him the least encouragement.

      “I hope I am subtler than that.” He placed the stunted pot plant on the table with a kind of grim care, as if it were an explosive and not a rather unassuming botanical specimen.

      She frowned at the plant. Stariel’s awareness sharpened, information flowing between heartbeats. The land didn’t much care for the plant, sniffing around it with deep suspicion. A hint of candles and cherries, the taste magical rather than literal.

      “It smells like Princess Sunnika’s magic,” she observed after processing the signature. “What is it?”

      “A dusken rose.” Rakken’s voice cut through the fog. Wyn’s brother emerged out of the whiteness and stalked up the terrace steps in a blaze of fury. “Get out of the way and I’ll destroy it.”

      “Honestly, Rakken, I’m not going to let you electrocute a houseplant before I even know what it is or why it’s here, so you can stop boiling over with storm magic.”

      Rakken bared his teeth. The gold threads in his dark hair trembled free despite the fact that there was no breeze, and his bronze-and-green wings furled out to their full breadth—which would’ve been more impressive if his wings weren’t clipped as neatly as a hen’s. He was using glamour to disguise that fact, but glamour didn’t work on her anymore, not since she’d become Stariel’s lord and gained the Sight. Why did Rakken bother with the charade, knowing that? Maybe it was simply to needle Wyn.

      Rakken’s glare shifted to Wyn, who’d half-risen at his entrance. “And you, brother? Will you let this thing live? Have you not betrayed the Spires sufficiently yet? Are you now actively helping our enemies?”

      Stariel curled around Rakken, responding to her anger. “No, sadly we can’t just throw him out,” she told it regretfully. And she understood Rakken’s emotional state to some extent. If her sister were trapped somewhere, she’d be simmering with frustration too—but it didn’t make it acceptable for Rakken to take his temper out on Wyn, who wanted Catsmere back just as much as he did. Especially since Rakken had been busily ignoring them for weeks.

      “I’m not thrilled this is here either,” Wyn said. “But you cannot ignore the message it would send if we destroyed DuskRose’s gift.”

      “And what if that’s exactly the message I wish to send?” Rakken said silkily, folding his wings with a snap. The anger in him was vast and terrible, and somehow even more alarming when he smoothed it under a veneer of civility.

      “If you’ve quite finished?” she asked, pouring herself more coffee. “Could one of you please explain what, exactly, a dusken rose is?” She clinked the pot softly with her cup. Both brothers winced.

      “A dusken rose is a rare magical flower native to Princess Sunnika’s court,” Wyn said, slowly settling in his seat again, all the time eyeing his brother as if he thought he might need to leap up at any second. “And one closely associated with DuskRose’s royal bloodline.”

      Hetta considered the stunted black stick. It didn’t look like it would be flowering any time soon. “I’m assuming this ‘gift’ has more than just symbolic meaning?” She put down her cup and reached out a finger towards the plant. Both Rakken and Wyn froze, but neither moved to stop her. That, and Stariel’s lack of reaction, made her continue.

      The texture was smooth and slightly waxy, and it almost hummed against her skin, the sense of foreign magic intensifying. Stariel gave an unimpressed huff.

      “I can feel the magic in the stem, but Stariel doesn’t seem to think it’s dangerous.” She was confident of that, even if she and Stariel’s communication remained imperfect; like Wyn, the land tended to err on the side of caution.

      “DuskRose wants you to plant it,” Wyn said, extremely neutral. “To build a Gate between Stariel and the Court of Dusken Roses.”

      She frowned and hazarded a guess based on what she knew of fae magic. “I’m assuming a Gate is some kind of portal, and that this dusken rose is to give us a resonance point?”

      “Yes,” Wyn said. “A Gate is a type of permanent portal in a fixed location. They require substantial energies to build as well as an anchor to act as a resonance point, but once they’re constructed, they are more stable than portals and require little magic to activate and use. They also bypass wards against translocation.”

      “And if I use this, er, anchor to build a Gate between Stariel and DuskRose…?”

      Rakken bristled. “An insult.”

      “An insult to ThousandSpire,” Wyn clarified. “A Gate between two faelands…is symbolic.”

      “Princess Sunnika spoke of an alliance,” she mused, wrestling with an instinctive rejection of the idea. The princess had helped her on more than one occasion. But Hetta kept remembering the cold fear of nearly losing Wyn in Meridon, thanks to a member of DuskRose’s court. That hadn’t strictly been Princess Sunnika’s fault, but on the other hand, it wouldn’t have happened if Princess Sunnika hadn’t sent her handmaiden Gwendelfear to spy on them in the first place.

      It didn’t help that Wyn had once been engaged to Princess Sunnika, nor that he still owed her a favour. Hetta wrestled with the urge to set the plant alight, and Stariel perked up its ears.

      “No,” she told it firmly. “Allies are a good thing, in theory at least. Let’s not burn bridges quite yet.”

      “Are Gates permanent once you’ve made them?” she asked.

      “In theory, one can destroy a Gate. But to do so would be an act of war.”

      “Do not trust the Court of Dusken Roses, Lord Valstar,” Rakken warned. “It’s no coincidence that they’ve sent you this while the Spires are under a curse. They wish to take advantage of the power vacuum. They’re trying to secure their place as the most powerful court of Faerie.” Something dark flickered in his expression.

      He truly hates the Court of Dusken Roses, she realised, faintly surprised. She knew DuskRose and ThousandSpire had been at war, but the emotion still seemed uncharacteristic for Rakken, who’d planned—and technically, succeeded in—a coup against his own father with a cold-blooded lack of sentimentality.

      “What happens if I don’t plant it?” she asked Wyn, who was still looking at the plant as if he could bore his way through it.

      “It will insult DuskRose,” he said heavily. “Dusken roses aren’t given lightly, and Gate anchors even less so. A great deal of magic went into making this.”

      “I note that you fail to mention your debt to DuskRose, brother,” Rakken said, snapping his wings irritably. “Is this what they asked of you, that you play their advocate?”

      An infinitesimal pause. “Yes,” Wyn admitted.

      Hetta stared hard at him. “And are you going to?”

      There were a lot of things glinting in the deep russet of his eyes, too many and too complicated to name. He sighed and pulled a stiff blood-red rectangle from his pocket. The florid gold ink of the handwriting was familiar; Princess Sunnika had used the same ink in her last note to him as well. Why did the princess have to send him so many notes, anyway?

      Rakken’s tone was mocking. “Oh, little Hollow, still keeping secrets. Still letting everyone else pay the price of your mistakes.”

      “The debt is mine to pay, and so I intend to tell Sunnika,” Wyn told Hetta, ignoring his brother. His words tended to become more precise in direct proportion to how agitated he was. They could have sliced stone now.

      Rakken laughed. “She’s your lord now, Hallowyn. It’s entirely within her rights to discharge oath-debts on your behalf. Oh, didn’t you know that? Didn’t he tell you?” he said innocently as Hetta narrowed her eyes at him. He flashed a dagger-sharp grin. “Are you still both pretending nothing has changed and that this play-acting will become real if you try hard enough?” He waved viciously at Hetta’s engagement ring.

      “Go away, Rakken,” she said quietly.

      He dropped his mocking act. “He will never be human, Lord Valstar, for all he hides his feathers from you.”

      “Go,” she repeated, and there were hints of Stariel in her voice.

      Rakken shrugged. “I have spellwork to be doing anyway.” He gave Wyn a passing glare. “Someone has to think of freeing the Spires.”

      The fog quickly enveloped Rakken, but she could still feel the blaze of his presence through her land-sense as he walked away—heading back towards the Standing Stones. He’d haunted the Stones these past weeks, trying to find a way back into ThousandSpire, but the curse that had locked the Spires into stasis had blocked any and all of his attempts.

      “Sometimes I want to strangle your brother.”

      “Entirely understandable,” Wyn said lightly. He nodded at the blood-red card in her hand. “It’s an invitation to Kurayanni at the Court of Dusken Roses, one of the more significant seasonal celebrations in their calendar. In one week’s time. The dusken rose is to give us a way to get there. Sunnika has asked for your attendance in payment of my debt.” His expression was fierce, the gold motes in the russet of his eyes glittering. “It is my debt, Hetta.”

      Hetta considered him. “Our debt.”

      “Are you trying to claim this from me?” His voice was dangerously soft, and he’d gone all icy fae prince despite not actually changing forms.

      “Yes, I am,” she said, adding quickly, “but not because of what Rakken said. This is our debt because we’re in this together. Of course I’m not going to decide a course of action without you; but similarly, you’re not going to settle this without regard to me.”

      She could see him fighting that, the stiff lines of his body saying just how little he liked the idea. She waited.

      Eventually he closed his eyes and gave a short, tight nod.

      She put a hand over his. “Thank you.”

      He breathed out, the line of his shoulders loosening. “I am not sure delivering this unlovely botanical specimen deserves thanks.”

      “That’s not what I was thanking you for.”

      He gave her fingers a gentle squeeze. “I know.”

      Giving him a moment, she read the card and then propped it up against the dusken rose’s pot. “Is the invitation simply an excuse to pressure us into planting the rose or do they actually want us to attend this Kurayanni event?”

      “Both. I imagine Queen Tayarenn would like to take your measure.”

      Hetta didn’t much relish the idea of a fae queen sizing her up, or of planting foreign magic within Stariel’s borders. She thought of her letter to the Conclave’s chair. Was DuskRose’s queen more or less likely to approve of her than Lord Arran? Queen Tayarenn wouldn’t care about the things humans found scandalous, but she might still see Hetta as lacking. Presumably DuskRose’s queen didn’t have difficulty controlling her own faeland.

      Hetta reached out to Stariel. “We’re getting better at communicating, though, aren’t we? And today’s experiment will be a chance to prove what we can do together.”

      Stariel sent her its standard response when it didn’t quite understand but was nevertheless attempting to be generically reassuring: the stone roots of the Indigoes.

      Wyn was gazing unseeing into the fog in the direction his brother had taken. “Rakken isn’t wrong that the timing of this takes advantage of the Spires’ curse.” His voice was soft, worried. “I thought Lamorkin would return before now. I thought…I didn’t think it would take them this long.”

      They’d asked Wyn’s godparent if they knew how to contact the High King, or if they knew his brother Irokoi’s location, since Irokoi had hinted he knew more about the Spires’ curse. Lamorkin, who liked being cryptic far more than necessary, had stated they’d return with answers by the full moon, and then disappeared without further comment. That had been weeks ago now.

      “Full moon is on Thursday night. Not so very much longer to wait,” she said, though it wasn’t much comfort. She’d hoped to know more by now too.

      Perhaps she ought to make another effort to hunt through Stariel’s library for information. For all she knew, there were entire shelves of notes detailing everything from the colour of the High King’s eyebrows to his dietary preferences hidden somewhere in the disorder. We really must get the library contents properly catalogued at some point.

      She sighed, knowing already how long the estate’s to-do list was. If only Marius hadn’t been so determined to return to Knoxbridge so quickly; he’d always been much better at searching through the mess than she was. Perhaps she should enlist some of her cousins to help? Aunt Maude had arrived with several of her brood yesterday, and cousin Ivy was bookish. Hetta made a mental note to ask. Ivy didn’t need to know exactly why she needed the information.

      Her gaze fell once more on the blood-red invitation. “What happens if you don’t pay Princess Sunnika back the favour as she’s asked?”

      Wyn didn’t meet her eyes, but she could tell his fae nature was still lurking close to the surface by the way the shadows of his features deepened, becoming subtly more angular. “I can live with a broken oath.”

      She huffed. “Yes, well, perhaps we can at least consider if there might be some alternative before you immediately leap to sacrifice yourself?”

      He gave a soft laugh, the hard edges of him softening. “Perhaps.” The warmth in his eyes woke an answering warmth in her, fond and gooey as caramel. His attention grew sharper, more assessing, but he managed to bite off the query before it could form.

      She couldn’t help smiling, even though she’d put a limit on the daily number of times he could ask after her welfare for exactly this reason. “I’m fine. And you’re up to three already today.”

      “Technically, I didn’t ask; it does not count.”

      “It does if I can see you thinking it that hard.”

      He diplomatically took a sip of tea instead of responding, and Hetta decided on the spot that complications of all varieties could wait. She rose—intending to kiss him—but a wave of dizziness rose with her. Pinpricks of sweat broke out behind her knees, of all places, and the world swam in a nauseating way. Grabbing the table for balance, she sagged back into her seat and laid her head on her arms.

      “Hetta? What’s wrong?” The alarm in Wyn’s tone was a sharp contrast to the gentle hands on her shoulders. He’d moved faster than humanly possible.

      She lifted her head warily. “Nothing, I think,” she said after a pause to check the world had indeed steadied, the dizziness ebbing as soon as it had come.

      “That was not nothing.”

      “Nothing inexplicable, I mean. I remember Cousin Cecily had dizzy spells early on, before she had her girls. I think I just stood up too quickly.”

      Cecily’s little girls were six years old now. Hetta had been in Meridon studying illusion by the time they’d been born, but she remembered some of Cecily’s pregnancy. This was normal, then. It was fine that her body was doing alarming things without her say-so. She swallowed.

      Maybe she should ask Cecily for advice. Or her stepmother. Or, in fact, any of the other innumerable women among her relatives who’d gone through this.

      Of course, that would also mean telling them that she was pregnant.

      At some point I’ll no longer need to tell them because it’ll be obvious. How long, exactly? She was fuzzy on the finer points of such things, but at least several months, surely? Another thought swam up guiltily. It might not stick, though. Many women didn’t widely share their news until the babe had quickened, for that reason. And if I’m one of them, I don’t want to bear my entire family’s condemnation for nothing.

      Wyn frowned worriedly down at her. “You should eat something.”

      “I will, shortly,” she agreed.

      He still looked worried, but his gaze had unfocused, and she suspected he was running through his own memories of her various relatives’ past pregnancies. I wonder if he paid more attention than I did?

      “You’re going to be very tiresome once you’ve read those books, aren’t you?” she reflected.

      The corner of his mouth curved up guiltily. “I…yes, probably.”

      She ought not to encourage that sort of behaviour, but since she hadn’t actually gotten the kiss she’d wanted earlier, she tugged him down. The fog created a small bubble of privacy with just the two of them inside.

      “Bloody hells, Hetta, do you have to paw at each other in public?” Her cousin Jack strode along the terrace, his face screwed up in disgust.

      She sighed and extricated herself. Not just the two of them, then. “Would you prefer we pawed at each privately?”

      Jack’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t take the bait. “I’d prefer you kept your appointments. Are we going to try this business at the Heathcote before the estate agent turns up or not? Is that one of Marius’s?” He frowned at the table, and she remembered the dusken rose.

      “That’s a problem I haven’t yet decided how to deal with. I’m inclined to procrastinate, at least for today.” She threw a questioning glance at Wyn. “Unless it’s going to start sprouting the second we leave it alone?”

      “I will put it in the greenhouse under wards,” he said, and then grew stern. “While you eat breakfast—before you experiment.”
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      Having woken at an ungodly hour, there were any number of things Marius ought to have used the extra time for: prepping for the tutorials he was taking later today; re-working his thesis proposal for the eleven-thousandth time; catching up on the latest journal articles.

      Instead, he was doing none of these things. Instead, he was doing something monumentally ill-advised, standing on the banks of the river in the early dawn light, about to spend precious sleep time on experiments—and not the sort of experiments he could put in his thesis proposal.

      Though it’s not as if I would’ve slept much anyway, he thought. So, really, what am I losing out on? Sleep had become an elusive creature of late, his nights torn into fragments by strange dreams. They weren’t always nightmares, but they were almost always unsettling, full of people he didn’t recognise and impulses he didn’t understand. Last night he’d been a linguistics student who’d somehow become trapped in the Professor of Modern Languages’ office—a location he’d never actually set foot in during his waking life—whilst lists of nouns and verbs sprouted teeth and menaced him. Marius hadn’t realised he knew that much about declensions in the first place, or that they were preoccupying his subconscious so. The night before, he’d dreamed of a pretty tavern wench in a pub he didn’t recognise and felt a desire for the girl that confused him utterly upon waking. Maybe I’m going mad.

      This, at least, was a familiar demon. I can’t be mad, he told his inner pessimist firmly. Someone would have told me by now. His father, for one; Lord Henry had never held back on his opinions of his eldest son. A grim reassurance, but reassurance nonetheless.

      But Hetta and Wyn were worried about you after Aroset’s attack, the pessimist argued back. They didn’t want you to return to university to see out the rest of term—what if it’s because they knew something might be wrong with you? What if Aroset permanently injured your brain?

      I’m not so easily broken. He hurled the words back forcefully, because he so badly wanted them to be true. His family loved him, but they saw him as fragile, made him see himself as fragile when he was around them. Returning had been a refusal to be that fragile man they thought him to be.

      Also, you didn’t want to be in the same house as Rakken for an extended period, the relentless inner voice added.

      Marius carefully drew his thoughts back from that dangerous topic. Instead, he checked once again that he was alone. This wasn’t a highly frequented section of river even at more civilised hours, and he was shielded from view of the old towpath by a handy willow in any case.

      Dawn was breaking gently above the thin whorls of mist, the sun a pale disc amidst the spires of Knoxbridge’s buildings in the distance, gentle gold infusing the landscape. Extremely pretty, but it was difficult to appreciate it within the prickle of his own self-consciousness. No one can see you, he reassured himself. And it wasn’t as if he were doing anything wrong, was it? If someone did come, they probably wouldn’t even give him a second glance. Right. These reassurances didn’t stop the itch on the back of his neck, as if an invisible audience were watching and judging his every move.

      Are you sure it’s not guilt rather than self-consciousness? his inner voice added helpfully. In which case, you can stop worrying; no one from Stariel is here to see what you’re up to. You can betray them all in comfortable secrecy.

      I’m not betraying them!

      Hetta would understand, wouldn’t she? He was just being sensible about things. Someone had to be. Gingerly, he pulled the case from his pocket and extracted the modified quizzing glass. He was no artisan, so although he’d eventually managed to glue the rowanwood in place, the result was a bit rubbish. Still, good enough to test a theory, he hoped.

      He held the quizzing glass up to his spectacles and surveyed the river. This would be a lot easier if he didn’t have to look through two sets of lenses, but it was necessary unless he found a handy fae within the three feet of the world he could see properly without his spectacles.

      Marius didn’t have the Sight, not really, though Wyn had theorised that he might be able to learn it, as an offshoot of his resistance to compulsion. But sometimes he did catch the odd ripple in the world, not seeing things exactly, but getting a prickling sense that there was something more present than met the eye. He’d gotten the sense of something unseen down here the other day, and moreover this spot seemed like the kind of location that might appeal to lowfae, with the banks left to grow naturally rather than cut into straight canals. All his reading suggested fae had always been more strongly associated with natural spaces. The books suggesting this were admittedly folk tales and children’s stories, but Wyn had been uncomfortable in the city when they’d been there recently.

      Although that might’ve just been due to the warrant out for his arrest at the time.

      Thin tendrils of mist curled lazily over the dark waters, and Marius’s heart stuttered as he spotted—no, it was only a pair of swans, feeding amidst the reeds on the opposite banks. He lowered the glass, disappointed.

      Step two, then. He pulled out a vial from his breast pocket. It was an awkward juggle to smear some of the mixture it contained on the quizzing glass, and he wrinkled his nose at the oily mark he managed to leave on his gloves in the process. He’d have to think of a more efficient dispensing method, if this worked. At least the green, herbaceous smell was pleasant enough. The yarrow was the strongest, but there were other plants in the mixture as well, combined with small iron filings. He’d decided to start with a rough approximation of the same mixture that had had such an effect on Wyn when thrown by the bank manager’s wife last year. If it worked, he’d take out ingredients until he could figure out which individual one was the key, or whether it was the combination.

      Perhaps a glassblower could make quizzing glasses with a hollow section that one could then add the liquid into? He mulled over the problem, considering and discarding ideas as he continued to survey the river through the quizzing glass. How were quizzing glasses made? He was so preoccupied with wondering that he’d almost passed over the swans again when he realised the flock had multiplied—and that none of them were swans.

      He inhaled sharply. The fae swans didn’t have feathers, or rather, their feathers didn’t seem to be made of the same stuff as birds’ were (What were bird feathers made of anyway?) but in any case, these creatures had bodies and wings adorned with pale, lace-like waterweed. Silver flashed as they moved, as if there were blades hidden amidst their weed-feathers, and their beaks were sharply silver too, cutting daggers of dawnlight with their deadly beauty. There were five—no, six of the creatures.

      Keeping his eyes on them, he lowered the quizzing glass. The shapes blurred, caught halfway between swans and whatever sort of lowfae they actually were, as what he knew fought with the glamour they were casting. It made his head hurt, so he held up the modified quizzing glass again. The blurriness resolved into the creatures’ true waterweed strangeness. Marius followed the fae swans’ lazy path as they swam along the riverbank, both fascinated and appalled that he’d successfully found lowfae in Knoxbridge.

      It all felt faintly surreal, blurring the boundaries of proper placement. Stariel was for wild magic and strange happenings; Knoxbridge was supposed to be a place of order, knowledge, and things fitting neatly in their assigned places. Even if the fit he’d thought waited for him here wasn’t quite as neat as he’d remembered it being. He’d thought he was coming home, but instead it was as if he’d gone to don a beloved coat only to find it had somehow shrunk in the wash.

      The fact that Knoxbridge was heartily pretending fae didn’t exist wasn’t helping. Some days he felt like he was going quietly mad, trying to reconcile a series of things that couldn’t be reconciled: Marius-before and Marius-now; fae and mortal; botany and magic. And now fae swans, he thought, watching the lowfae’s serene movements. Were there fewer of them than there had been before?

      Something hit him hard in the leg.

      He flinched back with a cry of pain, his other foot landing on slippery grass. I’m not actually going to fall into the river, am I? Not even I’m that unlucky, surely? he had time to think as he over-balanced and slid down the slope and, indeed, fell into the river.

      “Fuck!” The cold shock of it had him scrambling to his feet. The water came nearly to his waist, his trousers heavy and billowing as he pulled himself up onto the bank, creating a mess of muddy grass about himself in the process. Delightful. At least he hadn’t dropped his spectacles, though a patina of muddy river water now fogged over the world. He half-reached for his handkerchief to wipe them clean before realising not only that his gloves were filthy but that said handkerchief would now be soaked.

      “Gods bloody damn it!”

      An urgent voice at the back of his head reminded him that something had caused him to fall into the river in the first place and perhaps he should be paying more attention to that than clean handkerchiefs right now?

      He looked around wildly. One of the fae swans lurked further up on the riverbank, and Marius met its black, fathomless eyes with a bite of fear. He could make out every crisp detail of the creature’s strangeness, even without the quizzing glass. Perhaps the cold and shock had made his brain realise it ought to be paying better attention. The lowfae had seemed harmless from a distance; it didn’t seem so now.

      Mind you, maybe it’s just the angle. Even a real swan would be fairly alarming from this vantage point. But its beak looked awfully sharp, and were those claws rather than the webbed feet of a waterbird?

      “Er, was there a reason you bit me?” he asked it, for lack of any other option. The fae swan puffed out its strange feathers, and Marius was just thrilled to see that he’d been correct in his earlier observations: there were indeed what looked like sharp blades hidden in the curves of its wings. Excellent. Cygnus horribilis.

      “I suppose you weren’t expecting anyone to be able to see you. Sorry.” He wasn’t sure what made him carry on with the one-sided conversation, but it was better than trying not to stare at the bladed wings. “No, I’ve no intention of hunting you or your flock. None whatsoever.” He shot a quick glance towards the rest of the creatures. Oh no. Several of the fae swans were considerably smaller than the others. “Or your babies.” He held up his hands to show they were empty. “I was just watching, because, er…” I’m trying to figure out how to negate fae magic didn’t feel like the right thing to say, somehow.

      The creature made a low ominous sound and began to blur subtly at the edges. Marius got the sense it was doubling down on its glamour. He pinched the bridge of his nose and went to fish about for the quizzing glass with the other hand. He came up empty and realised with a sinking feeling that he’d lost it in the river.

      He started to get up. “I’ll just go then, shall I?”

      The fae swan—and he really must find a better name for them—spread its wings, blades flashing, when⁠—

      “Good morning! I say, shoo, you silly bird, shoo!”

      The fae swan made an indignant honking noise at the woman who was carefully making her way down the riverbank towards them. Then it resettled its wings with a hiss, and Marius swore he could hear it thinking scornfully, you’re not worth the trouble, before it gave him one last glare and flounced back to the river.

      Marius looked up at his would-be rescuer, conscious of his general state of disarray and of the fact that she’d just seen him menaced by—to all appearances—a perfectly ordinary swan. A familiar tide of hot embarrassment began to rise. Perhaps he could brush her off and put this whole incident behind him as quickly and anonymously as possible. Her next words put paid to this hope.

      “You must be Mr Marius Valstar. I’ve been looking for you.” She beamed.

      He pulled himself to his feet, feeling his ears heat. “Yes?” he said cautiously. “I don’t believe we’ve met, ma’am.”

      She was a youngish woman, a similar age to himself—ha, youngish!—dressed in smart but modest clothing, hair pulled back into a neat bun beneath her hat. There was something orderly about her that made him think of lists and notebooks.

      She held out a hand. Marius blinked at it. Women didn’t usually offer handshakes. But then, they didn’t usually approach muddy strangers on riverbanks at dawn either. Should he ignore her breach of etiquette and take her hand? Deciding it was far more awkward to ignore it, he reached out gingerly and then hastily pulled back before their hands could touch.

      “Forgive me,” he said, holding up his muddied gloves.

      “Oh,” she said, withdrawing. “Fair enough. Ms Orpington-Davies.” She gave a little wave in lieu of a handshake. The smooth Ms startled him. He knew the modern address had found fashion amongst a particular sort of woman, but he didn’t often hear it.

      Ms Orpington-Davies also wore spectacles, horn-rimmed ones that were thicker than his own. The eyes behind them were dark and intelligent, and he felt uneasily exposed beneath them. This isn’t a chance encounter; she wants something. Information. And there were really only so many topics people would seek him out for information on. He somehow doubted Ms Orpington-Davies had an interest in botany. A dull throb began at the base of his skull.

      “You’re a reporter,” he said flatly.

      “Well, yes,” she said. She gave him a charming smile. “But please don’t hold it against me! I promise I don’t bite.” She batted her eyelashes in a manner he knew was supposed to be disarming.

      He shook his head and started walking back up the bank to the towpath. She followed.

      “What do you want?” he asked.

      “To interview you, of course! Although I understand perfectly that you probably wish to change right now. What a peculiarly aggressive swan that was!” Her voice was warm with understanding, and she held out a card. He took it out of sheer reflex. “Perhaps we could set up a time⁠—”

      She hadn’t seen through the lowfae’s glamour then. “Interview me about what, specifically?”

      “I was hoping you might be able to tell me more about fairies. Obviously, our readers are highly interested in the topic at the moment.”

      He stopped and narrowed his eyes at her. “And why are you asking me?” He knew why, of course, but he wanted to see if she’d say it: everyone knows your sister is involved with a fairy.

      To his surprise, she dropped some of her artless manner and pinned him with those intelligent eyes.

      “There are eyewitness accounts of an altercation between you and a fairy woman with red wings at Celerebank Station in Meridon in March.”

      ‘Altercation’ was a mild word for Aroset’s attempt to kill Wyn with lightning in a crowded part of the capital city. For a moment all Marius could see were golden eyes, gleaming with triumph, fear a live thing in his belly. He pushed the memory away. The throbbing at the base of his skull intensified, sending rootlets up to his crown and around to his temples. Fantastic.

      “The public deserves to know if there will be further attacks.”

      “There won’t be,” he said heavily. “She won’t be coming back any time soon.” No one had seen Aroset since the Spires had been locked in stasis, which was compelling evidence that she was trapped there. Marius couldn’t imagine Aroset not causing chaos if she was freely wandering the human world.

      “What makes you say that?” A trace of excitement crept into Ms Orpington-Davies’ tone, and she had half-reached for her breast pocket, an automatic habit, to retrieve her pen and notebook.

      Marius frowned down at her. “I haven’t said I’ll give you an interview.” Besides, something about this whole situation didn’t quite fit. “What paper did you say you were from?”

      “I am the Society Reporter for Lady Peregrine’s Society News.” She said it with calm dignity, he had to give her that.

      Still, he turned on one heel and began to stride along the towpath. It was abominably rude, but he didn’t trust himself not to say something even ruder otherwise. It’d been Lady Peregrine’s that had started the original ugly rumours about Hetta.

      Ms Orpington-Davies followed him, though she had to pick up her skirts and trot to keep up with his long stride. “Please, Mr Valstar! I understand you’re probably angry about that article, but that wasn’t me—and wouldn’t you rather correct the record?”

      He couldn’t walk the entire way back to town with a pleading woman chasing after him, could he? Maybe she would give up?

      She showed absolutely no sign of giving up as they moved in their strange parade—him with his head down, his wet trousers flapping as he walked, trying to ignore her as she trotted tirelessly a pace behind him, peppering him with questions and justifications.

      He tried not to care, even though the awkwardness of it all made him want to crumple into a ball—or alternatively, break into a sprint and run away from the entire situation. But no, literally running away from a reporter wasn’t a good idea—he could already see the headline: Lord Valstar’s Brother Dodges Questions, How Suspicious!

      “What about these wing worshippers, then? Do you endorse them?”

      He lost his rhythm. “Wing what?” he asked, slowing down despite himself.

      Ms Orpington-Davies was slightly breathless when she caught up. “Wing worshippers. That’s what they’re calling themselves.”

      He curled his muddied fingers. “I don’t know what you’re referring to.” But he guessed nothing good, from that name.

      Ms Orpington-Davies pursed her lips. “I suppose you wouldn’t have; they’re new but quite fervent supporters of fairies.” She rolled the word ‘fairies’ around thoughtfully. “Zealots, by all accounts. They seem to be based in Greymark, but there hasn’t been much published in the papers yet.”

      “Why not?”

      She laughed. “You’re very free with your questions for someone who refuses to answer any!”

      He narrowed his eyes. “You were told to bury the story,” he guessed. It wasn’t much of a guess, given how angry Queen Matilda had been at one of her advisors—the Earl of Wolver—who owned a good chunk of Meridon’s press, including Lady Peregrine’s. And in fairness, all the papers the earl owned had refrained from printing any more mud about Hetta since. Not that it had stopped others from filling the gap. Marius carefully didn’t think about why the earl had taken up a personal vendetta against Stariel in the first place, though even skirting the knowledge made his insides writhe with shame.

      She heaved a deep sigh. “Yes. Well, not me personally. But yes. But that won’t hold forever—not with the upcoming Conclave.” She paused hopefully, waiting for him to comment.

      He sized her up as they came to the gate between the towpath and the commons. Small brown cattle looked up from their grazing as he put his hand on the latch. Could he simply close the gate in her face? No, that would be too rag-mannered. He stood indecisively and frowned down at her.

      “Look, I sympathise with your ambitions of breaking into political journalism, but I still have nothing to say to the press. Your editor doesn’t know you’re here, does he?” Because this wasn’t society reporting, what they’d been speaking of. Ms Orpington-Davies saw this as her chance to prove she could do more than write about what hat everyone was wearing this season or who was engaged to who. His developing headache throbbed, like a bruise being prodded.

      Ms Orpington-Davies looked annoyed. “I won’t be the last to approach you; others will think of it soon enough, and many of them will be far less open-minded.” She sprouted notebook and pen. “But speaking of society reporting, our readers are very interested to know more about Prince Hallowyn. Is it true he’s engaged to your sister?”

      Oh, to the hells with it. He relatched the gate with them both firmly on opposite sides. It would give him a head start. “Good day, Ms Orpington-Davies.”

      He fled, as fast as dignity would allow. Damn it, she was right, though—there would be more where she came from. He needed to warn Gregory. And Hetta.
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        * * *

      

      By the time he made it to his little brother’s accommodations at Maudlin College, without the reporter in tow, thankfully, the sun had risen sluggishly above the town. He spent some time knocking before Gregory opened the door to his room with bad grace. There were dark shadows under Greg’s eyes, and he absorbed Marius’s warning with monosyllabic grunts.

      “So just—watch yourself, will you?” Marius finished.

      Gregory just rolled his eyes and mumbled that he wasn’t an idiot and of course he wasn’t going to talk to the press. Where did my even-tempered little brother go? Greg had thrown off Marius’s efforts to help him adjust to life away from Stariel, determined to be independent. The age difference between them yawned, an uncrossable chasm.

      Brotherly concern prompted him to ask, awkwardly, “How are you going, otherwise?”

      A shrug. “Fine. You don’t need to babysit me.”

      Not exactly an answer to inspire confidence, but Marius didn’t see what else he could do, so he left Greg to enjoy his hangover alone. So far, he was doing a brilliant job of looking after the sibling in closest geographic proximity to him. How was he supposed to do any better with the ones so much further away?

      I just hope you know what you’re doing, Hetta.
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      Wyn left the anchor under wards in the greenhouse and wished he could leave his worry behind with it. Instead, he carried it as a cold weight in his chest as he, Jack, and Hetta made their way to the Heathcote. Another complication, at a time when that was the last thing they could afford. Did DuskRose suspect he was currently attempting to contact the High King via Lamorkin? Did they know Hetta’s position in the mortal world was far from unassailable? Oh, they couldn’t take Stariel from her, but if the Conclave opposed her, it seemed unlikely the mortal queen would continue to support their union.

      Especially since I unintentionally misled her.

      By the time the three of them arrived at the old Heathcote cottage, the fog had thinned out, but it was still damp here on the Moors. Hetta held up a sketch map of the local waterways in one hand, and she looked from it to the cottage thoughtfully. The cottage’s occupants, Mr and Mrs Healey, stood nearby, watching with cautious interest. The baa of sheep and newborn lambs came at intervals, muffled by the fog and the hills, making it hard to tell where any one sound originated.

      Hetta seemed entirely recovered from the earlier episode of dizziness. And she did eat something before we left, Wyn consoled himself, sneaking a look at her profile as she frowned at the cottage. That was important, wasn’t it? Eating for two, that was the phrase people used. If only he’d had more time to read the books; but there would be time later. There was still time.

      “And this’ll stop it flooding?” Mr Healey was saying doubtfully. A path of churned mud led to the cottage. The Healeys had been fighting a war of slow attrition against the nearby stream, and this year they’d lose it, if something wasn’t done. In the warmer parts of the estate, the earliest-blossoming fruit trees, apricots and cherries, had begun to bloom, but the apple tree by the Heathcote cottage was yet to join them. Its branches stood bare and left glistening by the fog.

      “In theory I can shift the drainage pattern,” Hetta said, lowering the map. Her gaze unfocused.

      Stariel’s attention gathered around them, and Wyn drew in a sharp breath at the sensation. Jack did likewise, throwing him an inscrutable look for their shared reaction—their shared land-sense. They both belonged to Stariel now.

      “Hmmm. Stariel is rather reluctant to shift the drainage.” Hetta’s grip on the map loosened, and only Wyn’s quick move saved it from ending up in the mud. Hetta didn’t seem to notice as she turned to the farmer. The pine and new grass in her signature had strengthened, and the unfocused look in her eyes made Wyn uneasy, as if it weren’t only Hetta looking out of them. “How do you feel about the cottage moving instead? I think that would make things significantly easier.”

      Mrs Healey looked extremely alarmed. “Won’t that damage the cottage?”

      “I’m only moving it a few feet,” Hetta assured her absently. “It’s just the way the land falls. If it were slightly more here, I could tweak the drainage pattern only a little…there.” There were odd echoes in her voice.

      Faeland and faelord, he thought. His faeland; his faelord, the two signatures becoming indistinguishable: pine, damp earth, spring grass, and a hint of coffee. The leylines began to glow and swell, as if a current somewhere upstream had been diverted. He bent towards the magic, like a flower turning instinctively towards the sun, clamping his teeth together with the effort of keeping his wings from spreading forth.

      When the leylines shifted, in Faerie and Mortal both, the earth under the cottage rippled, and the tenants gasped. He heard them only distantly, hypnotised by the re-aligning drainage patterns and plant roots; moving the cottage ten feet was a superficial feat in comparison.

      The world re-settled, altered, the great stir of magic dispersing. The cottage stood safe but now located on a natural rise in the field. The old apple tree beside the door had shifted with it, with one notable change. Its previously bare branches were now thick with pink-white blossom, green leaves unfurling even as they watched.

      A giddy feeling gripped him, as if he’d just knocked back half a bottle of whiskey. Hetta’s cheeks were flushed, her lips pink and parted softly in wonder, and stormwinds, he wanted to shed humanity and kiss her with all the fierceness of the storm.

      Until she swayed.

      He moved without thought to catch her, scooping her up into his arms. The impulse caught them both by surprise, and Hetta blinked up at him with that echo of ancient faeland still in her expression even as the entirely womanly curves of her pressed against him. He held her tight against his chest and wrestled with an alarming urge to sprout wings and take off with her in his arms. In the sky she’d be safe, his instincts suggested. No, he told his instincts firmly. She wouldn’t be. Not with my mediocre flying skills, aside from anything else.

      He knew the moment the woman won out over the faelord, because Hetta gave an impish smile and wriggled.

      “Not that this isn’t impressively manly, but you can put me down now. I just misjudged a bit, unpicking myself from Stariel, and the magic came free rather suddenly.” He was doing a poor job of hiding his thoughts, because she quickly added, “It’s not…anything else. I’m fine. And yes, that does count.”

      “You all right, Hetta?” Jack asked with a frown.

      “Yes,” Hetta said firmly. “Just a momentary dizziness.” She smiled brightly at the tenants. Too brightly? But now wasn’t the time to ask.

      Mr and Mrs Healey watched with interest as Wyn reluctantly replaced Hetta on her feet. Mrs Healey had one hand to her breast, and a deep, heartfelt sigh escaped her as she looked from Wyn to Hetta.

      “That’s so romantic,” Mrs Healey murmured. Her gaze went to Hetta’s engagement ring. “May we offer our congratulations?”

      “Thank you,” Hetta said; Wyn echoed her. Jack’s mouth twisted, but he remained silent; he wouldn’t argue about the wisdom of Hetta’s decision in front of others. “Let’s go check that everything shifted properly.”

      They checked the cottage. The tenants were cautious at first, but eventually they concluded that the cottage had shifted without damage. Wyn got Hetta to sit down, by dint of insinuating to Mrs Healey that it would be appropriate to take tea in the cottage to celebrate its new and improved location.

      Jack watched Hetta with slitted eyes but didn’t object. Mr Healey was effusive in his thanks, which Hetta accepted uneasily. Wyn knew she wondered sometimes if she was worthy of her position. You are, he tried to communicate silently. A thousand times more worthy than my father was of the Spires; more worthy than your own father was of Stariel. More worthy than me.

      He was getting distracted, watching Hetta too closely. She said she was fine, he scolded himself sternly. You are fretting too much. But the state of calm equanimity that had never before failed him felt as far away as full moon.

      “These are rather beautiful teacups,” Hetta remarked, examining hers. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen this pattern before.”

      Mrs Healey beamed. “My nan left them to me. She got them as a wedding gift when she married my grandfather.” She slid a sideways glance at Wyn, who chose not to react. First the stationmaster, now this. Was there something in the water today that was making everyone mention weddings?

      They were about to take their leave when Mr Healey sized up Wyn and said, “Been seeing strange creatures around… sir.” Wyn was growing tired of that pause of uncertainty, though he was glad the man had settled for addressing him as steward rather than prince. Perhaps he ought to send round some sort of notice clarifying the matter?

      “What sort of creatures?” Wyn asked.

      Mr Healey’s shoulders went up, but he looked Wyn straight on. “Fairies, I think.”

      Perhaps Wyn should include a helpful footnote on fae terminology in that same notice.

      “Can you describe them?” Hetta asked.

      Some of Mr Healey’s tension eased; he hadn’t been sure he’d be taken seriously. “Little things,” he said, bringing a hand up to demonstrate. “Big ears, gold eyes. And other ones, like small deer but with only the one horn.”

      “And colourful coats. They were beautiful creatures,” his wife added.

      “The horned ones are called starcorns,” Hetta said, her expression softening. “The ones with the ears—” she looked to Wyn.

      “Brownies,” he confirmed. “They have a fondness for milk, if you want to bribe them to keep out
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