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			For Nevenka and Geneva, who believed in me first,

			and for Milan and Merlin, who gave me my history
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				A GUIDE TO THE MANORS OF THE SMOKE

				SAVAGER

				Reigning over the untamed North, the Savagers are foes best left uncrossed: wild as the land on which they dwell, with memories as deep as the famed archives they keep beneath their gloomy estate of Castle Mount.

				Manor Lord: Warden Savager

				Rule over: Cael

				BALLANTINE

				Caught between the mercurial Savagers and the bloodthirsty Warchilds, Manorborn of the Ballantine lineage are born looking over their shoulders—but beware, for like all cornered beasts, they bite quickly when threatened.

				Manor Lord: Hyacinth Ballantine

				Rule over: Umberland

				WARCHILD

				Unmatched in combat, the Warchilds are true to their name, guarding their province ferociously. Yet under young Lord Percival, they have exchanged their swords for satins and their battles for balls.

				Manor Lord: Percival Warchild

				Rule over: Rochester

				VANNETT

				The Vannetts are a steadfast and loyal Manor, regarded highly by all. But in their haste to aid their many friends’ ascents up the social ladder, they often find themselves left at the bottom.

				Manor Lord: Corinth Vannett

				Rule over: Heatherton

				SAINT

				Presiding over the rural province of Cardiff, the parochial Saints have long been overlooked by their cosmopolitan colleagues. Leave a Manor in the shadows for too long, though, and one risks losing track of what it is doing in the dark.

				Manor Lord: Ianthe Saint

				Rule over: Cardiff

				CACHEMAR

				A common saying in Levath advises, “Cachemars and birds travel in flocks.” Members of this Manor are rarely seen without at least one of their relations—and when they strike, they do so together.

				Manor Lord: Lavinia Cachemar

				Rule over: Levath

				CARRINGTON

				Cast to the far corner of the Smoke, the Carringtons are used to watching the political games of their fellow Manorborn from afar. If they do choose to enter the fray, take caution—they are keen-eyed, and do not miss a trick.

				Manor Lord: Florabelle Carrington

				Rule over: Southhook

				DARLING

				The Darling Manor’s proud family tree has suffered its fair share of blows in recent years—the latest, the death of Manor Lord Silas Darling himself. Which of his two daughters will ascend to carry on his legacy?

				Manor Lord: Silas Darling (deceased)

				Rule over: Sussex

				IRELAND

				Critics of this Manor often say that the Irelands’ love of luxury keeps half the nation’s dressmakers employed. Their supporters, however, would argue that more wars have been fought and won on the dance floors of Lord Clare Ireland’s balls than any other place in the nation.

				Manor Lord: Clare Ireland

				Rule over: Queensbridle

				FAULK

				The five granddaughters of Manor Lord Elodie Faulk have been praised across the provinces for their beauty. But tread carefully around these diamonds, for they have been known to cut.

				Manor Lord: Elodie Faulk

				Rule over: Norrin

				IBE

				Masters of propriety, Manorborn of the Ibe family have been known to treat a mislaid dinner invitation as an offense as great as an attack on their borders. Yet to earn the friendship of this Manor is to make an ally for generations.

				Manor Lord: Reginald Ibe

				Rule over: Ridewell

				TUDOR

				A vicious and formidable Manor, Tudor sharpens its young like daggers from their infancy. These unfortunate children’s first opponents? Commonly, members of their own family.

				Manor Lord: Albion Tudor

				Rule over: Kyrie

			

		

	
		
			
				The New London Toast

				Saturday, September 13, Year 211 of the Turning

				There is nary a heart in all the Smoke that will not hang low upon hearing today’s sorrowful news—His Eminence, the esteemed Manor Lord Silas Darling, died early yesterday in his home, the Darling Manor seat of Norland House. Fall’s approach shall now certainly be hastened, as even the trees shall shed their leaves at the loss of this great man, who did nobly shepherd the province of Sussex for over two decades, safeguarding those who dwelled within against the wicked hunger of the Phantom horde. With his passing, every Saxon has lost their father.

				Slayer of beasts and protector of borders, Lord Silas is preceded in death by his wife, the beloved Manor Lady Artemis Darling, and is survived by his two daughters, Archdaughters Estella and Merrick Darling.
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				Ghost Stories

				
					Who is the maid who knocks at night?

					Her arms are bare, her eyes, pure white.

					Her face is one you knew before,

					the bride you lost to mist and moor.

					But though she cries, trust not your flesh.

					She is a stranger; she is your death.

					“THE MAID WHO KNOCKS AT NIGHT,” CHILDREN’S SKIPPING RHYME, CIRCA THE SMOKE, YEAR 32 OF THE TURNING
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			CHAPTER ONE

			In the end, it is death that calls me home again.

			I rest my forehead against the cool glass of the carriage window, attempting to lose myself in the crisp evening chill of it on my skin, its smoothness like an unbroken crust of ice atop a pond. When I fled Norland House last May, spring was unfurling; now the beginnings of autumn have perfumed the air with decay. Somewhere beneath the wheels of my vehicle, worms slide through the summer-dark earth, waiting for nature to shed its past season like a snakeskin for them to feast on.

			The route I’m traveling should be familiar to me. After all, it is the same path I took when I left home—only the direction is different, heading toward our province rather than away from it. Yet gazing through the window at the stretch of rugged landscape beyond, the scenery seems utterly foreign to my eyes, any recollection of it tossed forcibly from my mind months prior like a glove I’d outgrown.

			What was there to remember? Up until a week ago, I’d believed I was never coming back.

			Merrick—Papa is gone. If you’ve no more pressing social obligations, I urge you to return to Sussex at once.

			My sister’s words have burned themselves onto the backs of my eyelids like a brand, searing me anew every time I blink.

			Even before I’d read the letter, I’d been suspicious when the Eaveses’ footman handed me a letter bearing the Darling seal—my Manor’s seal—on it at breakfast two mornings ago. I hadn’t heard from my sister since my hasty departure from Norland House just over four months past. My leaving was the second blow to our proud family tree in a little over a fortnight: three weeks prior to it, the beloved Lady Artemis Darling’s coach had been found overturned at the edge of the Graylands, what was left of her remains a few yards beyond her vessel, cast aside like a napkin tossed from the table. The tragedy quickly consumed our province, though it was not, exactly, unexpected. Even in a place as well-guarded as Sussex, we all knew the risks of traveling so close to the border. Knew what dwelled on the other side of the fiery lamps, hidden in the mists—had seen the bones of the victims they left behind, shards of ivory picked clean, pure and white as sacrificial lambs.

			At the thought of my family, guilt presses at my chest, a balled fist against my sternum. After Mama’s death, I should have stayed with my sister and my father. I should have mourned. Instead, I remained by their side for less than a month before running as fast and as far as I could like a rabbit sprinting from its burrow.

			Do not leave me here alone. My sister’s voice is a whisper in my mind, her plea one that has trailed behind me like a heavy train with each mile I’ve traveled, threaded its way through every crowd at all the gilded parties I’ve attended while in New London. Even before Mama’s death, Essie and I had been drifting apart for some time—as we aged, it became harder and harder to deny that beyond any blood ties, we were chiefly one another’s competition—but still, the distance between us hadn’t lessened the sting I felt when I’d denied her. She’d asked me for help that day, and I’d abandoned her without any, without so much as a backward glance before I had the maids whisk the rest of my luggage out the door.

			The truth was, I left because I couldn’t stand to be in the same province with her, much less the same house. Not when the memory of what my father had told me was angled like a knife to my neck, hindering my every breath.

			A shiver runs down my spine as from his bench up front, the driver guides the horses around a bend, bringing Sussex’s coastline fully into view. Bathed in the vicious tangerine glow of the sunset, jagged seaside cliffs gnash limestone fangs at the darkening sky, while from far below I can hear the hushed crash of frothing waves lapping at the pebbled strip of shore like dogs begging for scraps. A line of iron lampposts extends along the cliff edge for as far as I can see in either direction, fires burning steadily in the lanterns that hang from each of their boughs, blazing against the approaching night.

			Beyond that lies the fog.

			It has long since swallowed the beach whole, twining, ivylike, up the cliffside before cresting over its top like ocean spray. Banks of mist the color of dripping candle wax fill my vision, undulating gently just outside the fire’s reach like a nest of eels. Where the weak evening sun hits it, the fog gleams with a metallic gray sheen, like coins catching the light.

			The Graylands. That’s what we call them—the mist-choked, uninhabitable swaths of our nation, the Smoke, contained only by legions of fiery border lamps like the ones in front of me. My ancestors erected the first of the barriers almost two centuries ago, and in the years since they’ve become our primary line of defense in our fight against the fog that otherwise would seep onto our land like pus from a wound.

			That would bring its monsters with it.

			Unease settles over me like a coat of damp morning dew. When I was a girl, the Graylands only licked the base of the cliffs in this area. Now, despite my family’s best efforts, the mist lurks a couple meters away from the road, hovering in the corner of my eye like an unwelcome guest. A few more years—a few more breaches—and we’ll likely have to remap this route entirely.

			I force my thoughts away from the subject. Those of us born in the centuries after the fog’s arrival have grown used to living like holidaymakers at low tide. We eat and drink, we even laugh on occasion, but we know that regardless of any defenses we raise, one day the water will come and sweep us all away.

			Just as it swept away my parents, I think. Frustratingly, the obituary the papers ran about Father’s passing was as scarce on details as my sister’s letter had been. But as Manor Lord of Sussex, Silas Darling had more contact with the Graylands than most in our land. Part of our sacred bargain, is how Father always described it to me—the hundreds-of-years-old pact made between my ancestors, the original twelve Manor Lords, and those they governed. Manorborn, like my family, use the immunity we’ve been gifted against the mist’s transformative touch to protect our respective provinces: repairing damaged border lamps, overseeing patrols, and, when necessary, slaying the beasts that slip through the cracks in our armor. In return, a portion of each province’s income is reserved for the ruling Manor. It is a system that has been honed through the turning of the generations, a birthright that passes from Manorborn to Manorborn like a lit torch—unfaltering, unfailing.

			I remember the first time I followed my father into the fog. I was thirteen, barely past my first blood, when it happened: a Phantom spotted along the cliffy southern ridge of Sussex, apparently having evaded our patrols. Father and I tracked it together, following it along the seaside before plunging after it into the Graylands, snaring the creature just as it tried to escape into the milky obscurity of its home. I can still see it—the way the mist parted in plumes around my father’s back as he rode like enormous feathered wings. As if he were some divine warrior sent from the heavens, untouchable to us mere mortals.

			Yet looking at the mist now, I can’t help but wonder if it has inched closer in the time I’ve been away. Whether one of the creatures Father hunted finally bit him back.

			Leaning against my seat, I fish in my handbag for a distraction—and am rewarded when my fingers brush the pulpy skin of a folded newsprint. Carefully, I pull the paper out and flatten it in my lap. The Eaveses, long-time family friends as well as pillars of New London’s social scene, are devoted subscribers of The New London Toast, our capital’s most notorious scandal sheet and required reading for any young lady attempting to navigate the treacherous waters of its season. I managed to snag the latest edition just before I left, intending to save it for whenever I needed a touch of drama to disrupt the stillness of my journey.

			I glance again at the banks of mist outside my window, the empty miles of countryside stretching out before me like an unfinished canvas. Now, I think, seems like exactly that time.

			The Toast is easy to skim. I breeze through the first couple paragraphs before the sight of my own name catches my attention, making me hunch over in a distinctly unladylike fashion to better make out the inky words:

			
				Readers will delight to hear that our jewel of the season, the beguiling Archdaughter Merrick Darling, continued her shining reign at Lady Fairfax’s ball on Friday last. Though the Archdaughter’s card was filled with admirers attempting to capture her heart, our watchful eye noted that she gave two dances to only one gentleman: Sir Fitzgerald Vannett of the Vannett Manor. Could it be that New London’s most treasured dove has at last found a nest in which to roost? Our sources tell us an offer has not yet been made, but if we have learned anything from observing last year’s hunt, it is that a prized stag is sure to attract a chase.

			

			Relief spills through me, and I flutter my eyes closed. So they were watching—just as I’d hoped they’d be. Good. Fitz was a pleasant enough companion at Fairfax’s ball, though not pleasant enough to justify the grueling hours in front of my vanity that I’d been forced to endure prior to dancing with him. More important, though, as a member of one of the Smoke’s twelve ruling families—even if he is the son of a lower-ranking Rouge rather than a powerful Red Duke or a Marquess of the Blood—his attention should stoke the interest of other suitors.

			Interest I’ll need when I return to New London after Father’s funeral. Desperately, if I’m honest. As the past months have taught me, the only thing Manorborn love more than a society darling is a girl scorned. The Toast may be singing my praises for the moment, but my aforementioned shine would tarnish fast if they knew the truth.

			The reason that unlike my ancestors, the only hunting I’m currently doing is for a husband.

			The piercing shriek of the horse’s whinny is a blade through my thoughts. My eyes fly open as the carriage judders, its wooden skeleton rattling and making my teeth clack together on impact. Steadying myself, I grip the padded bench beneath me with both hands and turn my gaze to the window, my heart a thrashing bird.

			I suck in a breath. Not ten yards ahead of our carriage, the air is clouded and opaque with fog—a mass of it, glowing with a silvery spectral aura that seems to flare brighter the longer I watch. And somehow, directly in our path.

			Panicked, I glance toward the line of lampposts, searching for protection in the form of a pinprick of orange light. Ice cracks through my chest when I make out a gap in the lamps’ ranks, a shadowed spot like an abscess—one of the lanterns up ahead is dark, creating a passageway for the mist to leak through. Now milky tendrils of it wind their way up the iron post affectionately, caressing the metal. Squeezing it tightly.

			A breach. In Sussex. My breath catches. While far from impossible, for as long as I’ve been alive, a downed border lantern has been an event rare enough that a person could almost forget the last one before the next arrived. In other provinces, governed by weaker Manors, breaches are a daily concern—but not here. At least, not under my father’s rule. The fire should be holding the Graylands back.

			For a fevered moment, the world stills, time catching and holding as if it, too, is hesitant to plunge ahead. Then the snap of the driver’s whip breaks me free again, and I am back in my body, hurtling toward the fog.

			I lurch forward, pounding on the glass divider that separates the passenger compartment from the driver’s seat so hard I half expect it to shatter.

			“Are you mad?” The words rip from me, rough with terror; on his bench in front of me, the driver wrestles with his reins, yanking them left, then right, to no avail. The horse charges onward. I raise my voice. “Stop your beast, now, before we—”

			A white wall swallows us.

			I watch, stricken silent, as ahead of me, the mist wraps its maw around the driver, plunging him into its depths. Blood roars in my ears. My limbs feel waterlogged, heavy and bloated; I stare, motionless, as if from the bottom of a lake, as cottony plumes of fog web across the carriage windows, blinding me to anything beyond.

			Outside, all is quiet, muffled as if by a thick quilt as I feel the carriage grind to a creaky halt.

			Bile rises in my throat. The driver. Where is he? I strain my eyes, struggling to make out anything other than the ivory curtain that hangs over my surroundings. Manorborn or not, all children of the Smoke are taught what to do in the event of a breach as soon as they can walk. First, cover your nose and mouth. For everyone except the Manorborn, breathing in the mist means a death more certain than any bullet.

			And, the almost-as-essential second rule: keep moving. It is when you stop—during that thin pause between one inhale and the next, when you think the danger is finally at your back—that they find you.

			I’m still squinting into the blind white when I hear it: a wet, organic noise, like an untidy dinner companion gnawing at a leg of lamb. Chewing; the meaty grind of teeth against flesh.

			My nausea swirls, solidifies into a fear leaden and hot. No matter how many times I’ve followed my father and his men into the Graylands before, this terror never fails to surprise me. A nightmare-panic, a swift descent into those realms of bent reality where monsters are real—where they can wander off the pages of a storybook, sit at your breakfast table.

			Eat you up.

			A Phantom. It’s here.

			As if in response, a sickening crack resounds from somewhere in the mist beyond the carriage, the crisp snap of a bone. A spatter of crimson sprays across the window to my right, droplets of blood hitting the glass like a sudden fall of rain. My instincts finally kicking in, I reach slowly toward my ankle, lifting my skirts to retrieve the knife strapped to my calf. I’d prefer the familiar weight of my Ghostslayer, but I’d been forced to give up my favored pistol when I arrived in New London—the Eaveses having deemed weapons unseemly accessories for the society crowd, and rather unsuitable for tea.

			Luckily for me, Mr. Eaves is a gentleman and didn’t bother to check my person for blades after my arrival, or my current predicament would be much more dire.

			Outside, the chewing stops.

			What little breath I had left leaves my lungs as a shadow falls across my lap—at first barely brushing the edge of my skirt, then spreading farther as its owner advances steadily nearer. I keep my stare fixed on the wavering charcoal stain, clutching the hilt of the knife tightly in my fist, my father’s voice echoing in my mind.

			Strike first, and strike hard. Target its weak points: base of spine, groin, knees. Remember, the creatures were men once. They may die as a man may.

			Tap, tap. Like a meek houseguest, something raps tentatively at the glass. A second later, it comes again: tap, tap, tap.

			I say a quick, wordless prayer to the Divine Three—the Burning King, the Lightkeeper, and the Bloodletter, the triumvirate of gods believed to watch over the Smoke, who legend tells were the ones to bless the original Manor Lords with their immunity. Then I look up.

			For a moment, I almost believe the creature on the other side of the window is human. It was, once, before the mist crept into its veins and made them flow ivory instead of red, burrowed deep into its mind and ate and ate and ate until there was nothing left. Now the Phantom’s eyes are pure white, bulbous spider’s eggs set into its bony face. The little skin that still clings to its skull is shrunken and tough, like its head is a dried apple, most of the peel fallen away. Wiry strips of sinew and muscle bind its bones together, and from its mouth, chipped, yellowed teeth sprout from blackened gums, gnashing and chittering against one another as if in depraved song.

			At the sight of it, something in me shutters, sealing away the soft parts of myself until I am nothing but a hard shell, resolute and ready for a fight. This. Though I’ve refused to admit it, this is what I’ve missed the past months, while I’ve been busy letting the Eaveses polish me into the season’s most precious jewel, pretty and sparkling and light. This challenge—this ephemeral boundary between life and death, when survival is nothing but a gamble, a bet you make with yourself.

			This is who I’ve trained to be. Not the girl Father forced me to become when he—

			The Phantom throws itself against the carriage door—locked, though that won’t last long—violently, its ragged-nailed hands scraping down the vehicle’s sides. With nowhere to go, I raise the knife higher, steel myself, and wait.

			The window shatters beneath the Phantom’s claws. I leap forward to meet it, wincing as a sliver of flying glass bites into my cheek. Just before my knife connects with its chest, a burst of sound like a clap of thunder rips through the fog, and I fall back. An agonized howl emits from the Phantom’s throat, a horrible droning shriek like a swarm of bees—inhuman, unearthly. Stupefied, I can only look on as the creature slumps forward, thudding against the window frame before falling out of sight to the ground.

			Around me, the mist pulses noiselessly, the echo of the shot trembling through the air like the lingering hum of a violin. I clutch at my chest, which is burning painfully, as if it had expected to fall out of use and now isn’t sure how to function again.

			You’re fine, Merrick. You’re alive, you’re—

			The carriage door wrenches open with a splintering of wood. I barely have time to register the man’s face, half-hidden behind a knotted handkerchief, emerging from the mist like a ghost. A hand wraps around my head, pushing a cotton rag over my nose and lips, and then the man is lifting me from my seat, pulling me up, out—

			Into the fog.
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			CHAPTER TWO

			Fire fills my vision: a torch, held aloft like a beacon in the man’s other hand. The flame is a scythe, cutting through the smothering haze, which hisses like a snuffed-out candle at the heat’s kiss.

			I’m dragged forward through the narrow corridor of fresh air, the mist knitting seamlessly back together in my wake. More of it slides over my slippers—inky satin, and entirely inconvenient—as I walk, watery and pale-bellied as a dead fish. It seems to tug at me with each step, clinging, vinelike, to my skin.

			My stomach turns at its slick caress, the wet, oily feel of it as it twines up my leg. I’ve ventured into the Graylands before, but I’ve never quite managed to get used to the experience of traveling within them. How close up, the mist has a presence, pervasive as pond damp through a wool cloak.

			The fog climbs higher, brushing the back of my knee. Its touch is almost familiar, as if it remembers me—has been patiently waiting for the day I returned to it. Resisting the urge to gag, I scan the area around me for movement, the lurch of a body hurtling toward us. The blank whiteness is oppressive, its empty stare impossible to parse, but that in itself says nothing. Unlike their unturned, human brethren, Phantoms are able to easily navigate the fog by way of their heightened hearing, an unfortunate gift from their pale maker. And they rarely stalk alone.

			In the distance to my left, I think I see the haze waver, part, as if around a hunched form—

			Then the man gives me a hard yank and we’re through it—out into the clear evening. Immediately, I pull away from him, ripping the cloth from my face. The taste of the surrounding countryside floods into my mouth, sweet on my tongue: the humid brine of the ocean, the musky tang of seabirds nesting at its fringes. I’ve always preferred the smoke-and-sweat aroma of the city to the wild, pungent scent of nature, but now I heave in deep gulps of it as if it were holy water, as if it alone can cleanse me of the Graylands’ touch.

			Next to me, my savior—captor?—swipes at the banks of fog with his torch, burning away their furred edges. The effect won’t last long, but graciously, the mist is as slow-moving as it is deadly. We should have a few minutes, at least, before it makes up the lost ground and wraps us in its arms again.

			Once he’s finished, the man pulls down his own handkerchief, exposing the lower half of his face, before staking his torch in the ground and reaching for something at his side. I catch the flash of a sleek silver pistol—a Ghostslayer, I note, its compact size designed specifically for easy portability in instances like this—holstered at his right hip and tense reflexively, but he passes over it, pushing something cool and metal into my hands instead.

			“You should drink.”

			His voice is soft, not quiet so much as carefully, precisely measured, as though if he expends too much of it at once, it will run out. Despite it, and despite his aid, a rush of irritation boils through me at his brusque address. Throughout our childhood years, Essie frequently chastised me for my hotheadedness—I prickle easily at any perceived affront, whereas she is like the sea that stretches out to my side, slow to churn but deadly when it does so.

			Father preferred my sister’s style of anger—calculated and controlled—over my tempestuous emotions, which he always said were detrimental to a ruler. But then again, he preferred almost everything Essie did.

			Biting back my annoyance, I turn the object—a flask, simple and unadorned—over in my grasp before lifting it to my lips, letting the cool water within slide down my throat. It leaves behind a bitter aftertaste, like greening copper.

			Slightly steadied, I pass the flask back and lift my gaze to examine the man standing in front of me. At second glance, I’m surprised to find he’s barely more than a boy—likely only a couple years past my own seventeen. The fading sunlight glances off a collection of raised ridges that cut haphazardly across his skin. Scars, I realize with a start, gone vining and white with age. One streaks like a bolt of lightning through his right eyebrow, just missing the corner of his eye as it cuts its way toward his cheek; farther down his face, a savage cleft splices his upper lip like a chunk of skin has been bitten off. I trail my gaze over a particularly knotted mark along his neck and question if a Phantom gave it to him—if, perhaps, I am not the first girl he’s pulled from a mist-choked carriage with a monster beating down her door.

			If so, I wonder what he’s doing here, roaming the shores of my province like a rogue searching for a damsel to whisk away from distress.

			The boy watches me as I observe him, silent and calculating, his eyes ticking over my face like he’s marking off the seconds as they pass. One of his eyes is brown; the other is pale blue, the pure, crystalline color of January ice. His stare is intense—it’s disconcerting, itching at me the longer I look.

			I glance away.

			“Thank you for the rescue, back there,” I say, feeling slightly as though I’ve lost a contest of some kind. “Though,” I add, flipping my knife around in my grasp and thrusting it toward him, hilt first, “I had the situation under control.”

			“Did you now?” the boy asks. There’s no mockery in his tone—just that same, steady tenor—but when I snap my gaze up, I catch the flicker of a smirk pulling at his lips. “Well, in that case, there is no need to thank me. I suppose it was not a rescue at all.”

			Our eyes meet again; before I can react, his hand is darting out and slipping the blade from my grip with the practiced ease of a pickpocket.

			“This is a fine weapon.” The boy cuts off my cry of protest, rotating the knife one way, then the other, so that it bleeds in the orange-red dusk. Then he lowers it, offering it back to me. “To where are you traveling, if I may ask?”

			I snatch the knife back, clutching it like a lifeline. “To home,” I snap.

			The boy raises a brow, unruffled. “Home?”

			“Yes.” Calm, Merrick. Whoever this boy is, he is your inferior in rank. Do not cede your control.

			I bite down on the inside of my cheek, forcing my tone flatter. “If you must know, my father has just passed. I’ve been called back for his funeral.”

			“Your father…” For the first time, uncertainty carves furrows into the boy’s brow. His gaze rakes over me again, lingering on my hair—blond curls, now come loose from their neat bun and wisping around my face—my unfashionably thick eyebrows, and my sharp Darling nose, before he bends at the waist in a bow. I can almost feel the moment his eyes leave me—my skin pricks as if his gaze is a tangible thing, leaving behind a tacky residue.

			“Forgive me, Archdaughter Merrick,” he says, two spots of pink blooming high on his cheeks. “I—I did not recognize you.”

			Any sense of victory at his apology is rapidly usurped by discomfort at his supplication. The sound of my title pinches at me like a too-tight corset—a false crown. While all descendants of a Manor receive the gift of its immunity, we are divided according to rank and duties: at the top of the system of peerage is the Manor Lord, the Manor’s head, who governs the province and helms its defenses, followed closely in power by a handful of Red Dukes and Duchesses—usually direct relations of a Lord, such as his siblings or married children. Beyond that, in descending order of influence, follow the ranks of Marquess and Marquioness of the Blood, Sanguin and Sanguine, Rouge and Rougess, and lastly the simple Sir and Lady. Archdaughter, my own title, is a rare one, used only for the unmarried daughters of a Manor Lord.

			But my Lord is dead.

			“And you are?” I ask quickly—too quickly, likely, though the boy doesn’t seem to notice. The fact that he entered the mist at all, earlier, tells me he must be Manorborn, too, though he doesn’t bear a resemblance to any Darling relation that I know. Has he traveled from one of the other provinces, perhaps, to pay his respects to Father? I squint at him. Not a Ballantine, certainly—the hair is all wrong, his a muted blond like dried wheat rather than their characteristic auburn. Perhaps a Warchild, or a Carrington?

			“Brandon, my lady,” he replies, straightening, before I can consider him further. “Killian Brandon. At your service, of course.”

			He turns, shifting his attention back toward the fog that rises like a swell of surf behind us. “We’ll need to move soon,” the boy—Killian—says. “The others won’t be far behind me—I sent up a flare soon as I saw your coach go into the mist. They’ll want to perform a burning before any more territory is lost.”

			My nose wrinkles with confusion. “The others?” I echo.

			The boy angles his chin my way at my comment, and at once, I pick out the details in his wardrobe I missed before: the red epaulets that glint from the shoulders of his dove-gray coat, the crisp white breeches they’re paired with, and stockings beneath. The single ruby brooch in the shape of a rose gleaming on his breast.

			The Darling crest.

			Understanding wings through me like the swoop of a bird. “You’re one of my father’s sentries,” I say as Killian dips his head in confirmation. Easier now that I’ve placed him, I offer him a conciliatory smile. So he isn’t a foreign well-wisher, then. Though…

			“Brandon—I don’t believe I’m familiar with that branch of the family.” I turn his surname over in my mind. “To which great-aunt do I owe a thank-you for my safety?”

			I search his face again, hunting for some hint of my relatives in his mauled features. It is strange to think that somewhere, deep in our veins, he and I share the same blood—that he is technically my kin. Another piece of the Manors’ bargain: while guardianship of a province is a responsibility primarily carried by its Lord, additional bodies are needed to assist in the executing of patrols, the maintenance of our borders. As only Manorborn can safely risk working in such close proximity to the Graylands—without immunity to protect them, exposure to a potential breach would mean disaster for all others—it is not uncommon for the children of lower-ranking members of the Darling Manor to enter into a year or two of militia service in the hopes of gaining the favor of their Lord once their term is completed.

			To serve as a sentry is considered a role of utmost valiance, not only because of the physical risks posed by the Phantoms, but also because those on the fringes of a Manor are more likely to secure less advantageous matches—matches that fall outside the twelve noble houses—resulting in descendants of mixed lineage. Growing up a young Manorborn lady, I was treated to no shortage of cautionary tales: stories about doomed branches of a Manor whose bloodlines became too diluted, to the point that their offspring no longer inherited their ancestors’ gifts. My father’s own marriage to my mother—a commoner—created a scandal unlike anything Sussex had seen for generations, one that died only when my and my sister’s immunity was proven, years later.

			Some sentries stay on even after their service has ended and rise through the ranks, but most are content to accept a parcel of land somewhere in the north of Sussex, away from the mist’s reaching grasp, and let the memories of their past battles waste away in the backs of their minds like a pair of moth-eaten trousers. Let them become soft and easy to the touch, until they can almost believe that the monsters they once fought were nothing more than legend.

			As for those of us left behind—we do not have the same luxury.

			But Killian is shaking his head.

			“I’m not a Darling, Archdaughter. My mother hails from Kyrie—her father was a Rouge of the Tudor Manor, but he gave his title and the accompanying land to her brother, my uncle, leaving us unfortunately bereft after my own father’s passing last year. I only arrived in Sussex a little less than a month ago, in response to Archdaughter Estella’s call offering territory in exchange for more men.”

			His comment sends a jab of alarm through my gut. It isn’t that recruiting sentries from other provinces is unheard of—several times during my childhood, in fact, Father was asked to lend troops to some ailing Lord or another—but most Manors avoid doing so if they can, the corresponding implication being that one’s own blood is no longer enough to defend one’s people. And my own province, Sussex, has certainly never needed any help.

			I picture again the single dead lantern lost somewhere in the mist behind me, a black, rotten tooth in the curved smile of the border. Have there been more incidents like the one I’ve just experienced while I’ve been away? No gossip of the sort reached me in New London, but if there have, how many people were not lucky enough to have a sentry nearby them when the Phantoms came calling—and how many monsters escaped unscathed, left to prowl the misty coastline?

			Did one of them kill Father?

			Stop it, I chastise myself. You’re getting ahead of yourself, Merrick.

			But then there is the other piece of Killian’s remark—the one that digs at me for reasons all the more personal. “You say my sister employed you?” I ask Killian, forcing my mind to clear. “I should think that would have been a Manor Lord’s responsibility, no? Was my father aware of these recruitment efforts of Essie’s?”

			He promised me that he would wait…

			Killian grimaces, shifting his weight from one leg to the other as if my question unsettles him. “I do not wish to speak out of turn, Archdaughter, but I believe Manor Lord Silas was…unwell in the months before his passing,” he replies, his eyes skittering away from mine. “I know nothing in detail—only that since my enlistment, I have taken orders from your sister.”

			“Papa was sick? Is that why he passed—because of an illness?” The stone in my gut grows heavier, the vitriol in Essie’s note calling me home suddenly feeling more justified than ever—if in leaving Norland House when I did, I abandoned her not only to the memories of a vanished mother but to the reality of a father ambling slowly toward death himself.

			“I believe his condition was more mental in nature,” Killian replies haltingly. “As I said, I cannot supply you with details, but word among the sentries’ barracks was that he was sick with grief over the loss of your mother.”

			Oh. Shame floods me, thick as tar. “I…I did not realize he was suffering so. I have been away for the past months, residing with family friends in New London. If Papa had written to me—”

			“I am not passing judgment on your absence, Archdaughter Merrick,” Killian says, cutting me off.

			The directness of his words draws me back to him. Despite his blunt manner, his tone is surprisingly mild, accommodating in a way that I might otherwise attribute to a priest, a person used to the hearing and absolving of sins. His gaze is open, sincere; I can sense how easily, if I were to confess my guilt over my departure to him, he would forgive me. The idea is as tempting as a warm bath.

			The thought of it makes me bristle. “And whatever do you mean by that?” I challenge.

			His wintry eye pins me, a needle through my center. “Only that I, too, am far from home. And I have learned that most of our kind do not leave without good reason.”

			A beat of silence passes between us then. My lips part in response just as, high and piercing, a whinny crests over the horizon, the quiet breaking like a twig underfoot. Killian twists toward the noise, a relieved exhale escaping from his mouth.

			“They’re here,” he sighs before turning back to me. “Allow me to escort you home, Archdaughter.”

			

			—

			The screams of Phantoms follow us as we ride away.

			True to Killian’s word, the rest of his regiment arrived shortly after he did, on horseback and with Ghostslayers at their sides. They cordoned off the mist-covered section of the cliffside first, creating a makeshift border with fiery stakes shoved into the ground, then slipped between them to disappear into the white haze, weapons in hand. We left before their hunt was complete, but I knew from experience that after they’d finished searching the breached ground for bodies—Phantom or human, dead or alive, though few of the latter category were ever recovered—the sentries would then set fire to the affected area, razing it utterly in the hopes of burning the fog back.

			I’d pictured the border lamps again, how the fog had clung so closely to them when only years prior, it had been forced to prowl along the rocky beach below. Even if our men managed to reclaim most of the lost land today, how much more territory would we cede to the Graylands? A centimeter? Two?

			How many did we have left to spare?

			When the first shot rang out at our backs, I’d been caught off guard by the rush of pity that had pulsed momentarily through me. Not a half hour earlier, a Phantom had almost taken my life—nevertheless, I couldn’t deny the whisper that told me their deaths were no triumph.

			Whether one of the monsters killed me, or I them, we were always just eating our own.

			Killian and I pass the return journey in silence atop the horse he commandeered from one of his fellow sentries, my arms slung uncomfortably around his waist. The position is one of practicality, yet the warmth of him seeping into my bones is excruciatingly intimate after the rigid rules of New London courtship. There, every flirtation was a game of chess, something to be strategized and precisely planned, each side working diligently toward their desired end: money, most often, or status. Sex, for some, though I was always too frightened of the consequences to engage in any trysts.

			Love, I learned early on during my stay, could result in mistakes, sloppiness—both of which could damage a girl’s reputation irrevocably, Manorborn or no. And I’d worked tirelessly to keep mine spotless, to abstain from any activities that might warrant me a closer look, lest the secrets I was keeping seep like stains through my dress.

			To distract myself, I watch the countryside as it rolls past: the cottages glowing yellow from the inside with candlelight, the neatly tended pastures dotted with wide-eyed cows. This is the Sussex of my memories—a portrait of pastoral innocence, safe and simple and boring. But try as I might to forget it, the image of the Phantom’s fangs bearing down on me has firmly etched itself into the grooves of my mind, overhanging my thoughts like a coal-bellied rain cloud.

			My eyelids droop with weariness, lower closed. The fog, rushing toward me like a leaping cat, wrapping around the driver—

			My shoulders tense. I force my eyes open.

			Killian’s chin angles in my direction, just a hair. “Are you all right, Archdaughter?”

			I wish I’d never mentioned my father, my title. Though I know he doesn’t mean it, Killian’s address sounds too much like a mockery—a reminder of that which I’ve lost. “Fine,” I reply tightly. Placated, the sentry dips his head in a nod of acceptance, his attention ahead of himself once again.

			“Mr. Brandon.” The sound of my own voice surprises me; I hadn’t realized I intended to call out to him until his name was on my lips. “If you don’t mind—may I ask you a question?”

			From his position in front of me, Killian nods his assent. “Of course, Archdaughter.”

			Keeping my hands fastened around his waist, I lean back in the saddle, following the line of my thoughts in reverse until I find the snarl in the thread that’s been needling at me. “Well, it’s only that I’ve been pondering what you said earlier—about my sister putting out a call for more sentries. I am surprised that no news of her decision reached me in New London.” I shrug nonchalantly, the gesture lost to the countryside and the flat landscape of the sentry’s unseeing shoulders. “Gossip tends to travel fast in the capital, is all.”

			Though it may be my imagination, I think I feel Killian tense in my hold. “Archdaughter Estella preferred that the recruitment be carried out with as much discretion as possible,” he answers slowly. “She had concerns about how the province would react to such news, I believe.”

			“Yes, but what led her to take such drastic measures in the first place?” I push, emboldened. Killian says nothing, only curls his knuckles around his horse’s reins, flicking them to drive the beast onward. He seems defensive—I can make out his profile, and his jaw is taut, like a cornered fox’s.

			By contrast, I am a hound that has caught a scent. “Please, sir,” I urge. “You must understand how upsetting this entire situation is for me. I wish only to understand.”

			Killian’s shoulders bunch together. For a long moment, he is quiet, and I think I’ve lost him, but then his voice comes again. It’s softer this time.

			“There may have been other…incidents…recently,” he says, glancing back at me. “Similar to the one you just experienced.”

			My pulse thrums faster, my breath catching. “Other breaches, you mean?”

			Jerkily, Killian inclines his head in confirmation. The air trapped in my lungs turns rancid, tickles at me like smoke.

			“How many?” I press—possibly too far, any question could be too far, but now that the chase has begun I find myself unwilling to relent.

			Killian hesitates, his silence heavy with an emotion I can’t place. By the way it slides over my skin, though, I’d almost call it fear.

			A shiver trips along my spine as he clears his throat. “Forgive me, Archdaughter, I cannot say more,” he says, and there is the line—I’ve found it, and I’ve crossed it. “You must speak with your sister—she has forbidden us from discussing the topic.”

			“Yes, but—” I begin a rebuttal only to let it die away as, just as the sun is about to dip beneath the horizon, we crest a hill and I see it: the angular body of Norland House looming like a stone leviathan in the distance. Its craggy structure, centuries older than I am, has been designed for intimidation. Rambling wings, erected in the Georgian style by some pre-Smoke nobleman, blot out the setting sunlight; arched windows stand half in shadow, like hooded, sleepy eyes. The entirety of the estate, from the weathered brick to the roof shingles, is a deep, violent red. It drips crimson in the dusk, even the shadows a slow bleed of scarlet, syrupy and viscous as they seep into the ground.

			I can feel the house’s presence pulsing through the atmosphere like the beat of a living organ. Along with the sensation, a bitter nostalgia rises within me. There was a time when I believed I would never leave this place—that it was an extension of my very being, the same way every Darling is an extension of one singular line, forever growing from the same roots. Now, seeing Norland feels like standing in a foreign land and dreaming of home. As soon as Father’s funeral is over, I will bid it farewell again—and the next time I return, it will be with a new name.

			In front of me, Killian winces, the movement so slight I might have missed it, were I not clinging so closely to him. I flush when I notice my nails, digging nervously into his torso like talons. Forcing my hands to unclench, I shift as far away from him as I dare, keeping my vision trained on the estate while we approach.

			Our horse has barely come to a stop at the end of the winding gravel drive when the front doors of Norland House fly open. A young woman strides out from between them, tendrils of her long black hair whipping free from her bun and waving in the breeze like dark ribbons, and even at this distance, I feel the weight of her attention strike me like a front of cold air. Beautiful has never been the right word for my sister. Even in her simple black mourning dress, Estella is formidable, her angles left rough and harsh, her thin lips and slate gray eyes somehow both imposing and elegant, in the way a rainstorm is just at its peak.

			“So,” my sister says when we near her, raising a brow in my direction. Her voice is low and grating, the kind of voice that runs a finger down your spine and demands you stand at attention. “You came back.”

			Her gaze drips over me slowly, taking in my disheveled state, my obvious lack of carriage. “I must say, I thought you would have managed to wrangle a ring off someone by now.”

			Unruffled, I catch her eyes as they rise back to mine. “I’m weighing my options.”

			Killian lets out a shallow cough at that. Remembering him, my cheeks redden and I hurriedly dismount, muttering a few words of gratitude as he readies his horse and departs—slightly more quickly than is necessary, in my opinion.

			Left alone, my sister and I regard one another awkwardly. If this reunion were occurring only a few years ago, I would have run into her arms by now—and she would have caught me, I know it. But seeing her again after four months apart, I can’t deny that it feels strange, the two of us together. Ill-fitting, like a childhood dress I’ve grown out of.

			Or, more accurately, like a dress I tossed away when I fled Norland, leaving my sister alone with a mourning father, a province-worth of responsibilities, and an empty estate stuffed to the brim with our family’s ghosts.

			Word…was that he was sick with grief over the loss of your mother.

			“Is it up to me to say hello, then?” Essie’s remark cracks through my guilt, and I sweep the remnants away like shards of glass. She’s standing with her arms crossed, looking not unlike one of the Lightkeeper’s avenging angels with her furrowed brows and her pale skin.

			“I thought you might lead us off, seeing as you did such a wonderful job with your goodbye,” she continues. Pausing, she purses her lips in mock concentration. “Or did you—funny, now that I consider it, I can’t seem to recall one at all.”

			I smile in spite of myself. “Hello, Essie,” I reply, moving toward her. “I’ve missed you.”

			It is true; I have missed her, even if thinking of her while in New London felt like staring too deeply into my own shadow. Every recollection, no matter how innocent, seemed to bring me back to the darkest part of myself—the moment I left her—so eventually, I stopped looking. Like my shadow, though, that didn’t stop her from trailing after me wherever I went. It didn’t prevent me from glimpsing her every couple days, her twisted shape thrown upon a wall at a party: flashes of her withering stare, her wry smile. Snatches of her laugh.

			Taking Essie’s arm, I steer her back toward Norland’s entrance, dropping my voice so as not to be overheard by any servants waiting inside.

			“I must tell you something,” I murmur. “There was an…accident, on my drive here.” I pause, my next words gumming in my throat. “A—a breach in the border. My carriage went right into the mist.”

			—Like a leaping cat, wrapping around him—

			I swallow hard. “The driver was killed, Essie. There was a Phantom—it would have gotten me, too, only one of your sentries shot it before it could. Killian Brandon, he said his name was—he was just with me now.”

			Beside me, Essie stiffens. “Shit,” she hisses.

			I snap my head toward her, certain I’ve misheard—my sister, the perfect diplomat, the perfect lady, would never curse—but she repeats the swear. “Shit. That makes three this month. I thought the additional forces…” She falls off, pinching the bridge of her nose. Her eyes are bright as a fever patient’s, desperation burning in their centers. I’m not sure what I expected from her—horror? sympathy?—but this reaction, her knowledge, curdles something deep within me.

			Killian’s words float through my mind, a haunting litany: There may have been other incidents…she has forbidden us from discussing the topic.

			“Essie,” I ask, “what’s happened since I left for New London? Your sentry, he said—”

			She hushes me abruptly, her glare shriveling any resolve I had to press forward. “We can’t talk about this now. They’re waiting for us inside—the footman came and told us when your carriage was approaching. I’m only meant to fetch you.”

			The deference in her tone gives me pause. My sister’s pride having been my constant companion since childhood, I am well aware that there are very few people before whom Estella Darling will kneel—and not one of them do I want waiting to meet with me. “They?” I repeat slowly. “Who are they, exactly?”

			Essie’s mouth drops open in reply just as a figure bursts through Norland’s front door—a man, his black-clad body instantly recognizable to me. His lanky arms are outstretched, his broad smile the easy, untroubled grin of an experienced host, as if we are his guests and not the other way around.

			At the sight of him, ice water sluices through my veins.

			“There she is!” my cousin says as he descends toward me. “The lovely Merrick, returned home at last.”
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			CHAPTER THREE

			The last time I saw the Red Duke of Sussex, Thomas Darling, it was his wedding day, and my family was still whole.

			I remember the event well. In the time since, the images have taken on an oversaturated quality in my mind, like the lush red of an apple just before rot sets in. The ceremony had taken place last summer, just after the solstice, on a long yellow evening that seemed to go on forever, the hours spreading lazily around us like the petals of a buttercup. All of the Smoke appeared to have gathered at Norland House for the occasion, even New London shuttering its ballrooms for what was certain to be the party of the season: the union of Darling and Faulk, two of the most powerful Manors in the nation, now joining themselves together in holy matrimony. There was wine and dancing and general celebration of the couple’s great love, their whirlwind courtship: all the pieces needed to construct a fairy tale.

			And beneath the trappings and trimmings, there were rumors. Talk that the former society darling Cressida Faulk, granddaughter of Manor Lord Elodie Faulk and my cousin’s blushing bride, was aging—nearing thirty prior to her engagement and with no husband or children to show for it. Whispers of her involvement with a married man, a minor Rouge of the Ballantine Manor far below her station; of her family’s desire for increased access to Sussex’s timber forests and an advantageous marriage to repair the damage to their own reputation done by the affair.

			None of this was discussed outright, of course—at least, not with me. But I saw the way Cressida’s spine stiffened under her gossamer gown as she neared the altar that day, as if she were parading herself into a cage and had just heard the door swing shut behind her.

			Gravel gnaws at the thin soles of my slippers as I stand watching Tom’s approach. With his polished shell of brunet hair and warm brown-black eyes, he resembles my father far more than I do—though my features still cluster closer to the family tree than Essie’s ink-black locks, the color of a bad omen. But whereas Father cut an intimidating figure even in just a nightshirt, Tom’s wife’s money and the relative safety of Norrin, the Faulk province, where he and Cressida have made their home since the wedding, have rubbed away my cousin’s edges. I eye his crisp charcoal jacket and polished shoes, both a vast improvement from the shabby, oversized garments he favored up until his wedding, and wonder, briefly, whether anyone’s warned Cressida to keep a tight grip on her purse strings since their union.

			For both of their sakes, I hope so. Though I’ve barely spent a minute in his presence, this Tom seems far happier than the one I knew when I left for New London—jovial and laughing like the boy I recall from my childhood. As he grew, I’d seen that boy fade like an aging painting, his careless façade peeling away bit by bit until the parts left of him were brittle and wan as an eggshell. After his last encounter with Father, I thought he was dead for good.

			Yet now he stands before me again, resurrected and whole—and here.

			How is it possible he arrived ahead of me? Norrin is at least two days’ ride from Sussex; even if we received news of Father’s passing at the exact same time, Tom should still be several nights away from this place.

			As if sensing my skepticism of him, Tom steps around Essie and pulls me in for a tight hug, his movements loose with the confidence of a man who has never had to make a decision for himself in his entire life.

			“What a delight it is to see you,” he says. Despite the grim circumstances surrounding our reunion, it almost sounds like the truth.

			I give myself over to his embrace for a few moments before pulling gently away. “And you, too,” I tell him. “Though I must admit, I wasn’t expecting for our reunion to occur quite so soon.”

			Tom chuckles. “Oh, Cress and I arrived yesterday,” he says cheerfully. “Lucky your sister wrote us when she did—we were already on our way to Sussex when the news about Silas reached us. Otherwise, she would have been stranded here alone, without another soul for company.”

			He claps Essie heavily on the shoulder. “Perfect timing, eh?”

			My nose wrinkles—perfect timing seems an odd word choice to me when discussing my father’s death—but rather than correct himself, Tom turns back toward the front doors.

			“Come, now,” he urges, beckoning me forward. “Cress is waiting for you in the dining room. She guessed you’d want a hot supper after your long journey—she’s considerate like that, you know.”

			Cress. Hearing her nickname repeated makes my jaw clench harder. It’s a mild endearment for such a formidable woman, and though past her bloom New London may have deemed her, Cressida Faulk-Darling is nothing if not formidable. It is one of the many reasons I found her and my cousin’s coupling so strange when it was initially announced. While Cressida has long been a favorite to be named her grandmother’s Vessel—or at least she was before scandal put her prospects in danger—Tom’s greatest achievement, prior to his marriage, was his ability to ride a horse after downing an entire bottle of wine. An only child, he spent most of his twenties gambling away his deceased father’s—my uncle’s—fortune in New London, making brief appearances at Norland House whenever he needed my father to get him out of one financial scrape or another.

			I dip briefly into a memory: Tom and my father during Tom’s last visit to Norland House, a few months prior to his engagement to Cressida. A rainstorm had plunged the estate into false night, dusk’s pink shadows ripening to a full violet. I’d been passing by Father’s study when the hum of low voices had drawn me in, their conversation too muffled to be decipherable but clipped with agitation. Curious, I’d sidled nearer, glancing once down the corridor to ensure that Essie wasn’t nearby to chastise me for eavesdropping.

			Then: a slam like a crack of thunder. The study door swung open, Tom framed behind it like a villain sprung free of one of the gothic novels I hid beneath my mattress for reading in secret. His brown curls were ruffled, not in the rakish, mischievous way he usually preferred, but truly askew, as if he’d been tugging on them in frustration. Behind him, I saw my father rising from his desk, his call of protest choked halfway when Tom yanked the door closed again.

			“Tom,” I’d stammered unsteadily. “What—”

			My cousin cut me off. “He thinks I’ll bow to him,” he’d hissed, his expression at once lit by fury and oddly vacant, so that even though he was facing me, I couldn’t be sure whether I was the one he was addressing at all—or if his mind was elsewhere, in a far-off place full of devils. “Well, I won’t. I won’t. Not while he parades that commoner wife of his around and auctions me—his own blood—off like some sheep to be slaughtered.” He’d growled, the sound filled with such violent desperation that it made all my hairs stand on end. “If my father were here…”

			He’d twisted abruptly as my own father had burst into the hallway, shooing me sternly away and speaking to Tom in a hushed tone I couldn’t make out. I’d known better than to ask Father what they’d been discussing that had upset Tom so, but the next time I saw my cousin, his hair was slicked back and neat, and he was standing at the end of an aisle, grinning as his new wife strode toward him.

			It wasn’t difficult, then, to parse out the truth layered underneath the couple’s wedding vows: that my cousin’s union had likely been closed by a handshake in some dusty drawing room long before it was sealed with a kiss. And that my father’s unconditional support of his nephew had, in fact, not been the safety net Tom believed it to be, so much as a web formed of invisible strings, designed to ensnare.

			On the latter point at least, I could empathize.

			The progression from the drive to the dining room is a blur. Inside, Norland House is cool and damp, its hallways a collection of wood paneling and evening gloom. Like most Manor estates in the Smoke, Norland was abandoned by its aristocratic owners after the arrival of the mist, and subsequently repurposed for my family’s use when my ancestors came to power. Darlings have dwelled here for two centuries now, but sometimes, when the light filters into the corridors just so, I could swear that I’ve seen the shadows of its past inhabitants lingering in the air like a handful of thrown dust. Have felt the eerie sense of intrusion that comes with dwelling in an ancient place, of discovering nooks and crannies that were not built by my hands—like the house is a mystery I’ve never quite been able to solve.

			I’ve scarcely stepped foot across the threshold of the dining room when I’m distracted from my reflection by a shift in the atmosphere, as if everything in our vicinity is being tugged slightly toward a new center of gravity. Or, more accurately, toward the woman sitting primly at the head of the table with a cup of tea in hand, lithe and dark in her mourning gown like a cat stalking its prey.

			Though I hate to admit it, Cressida Faulk-Darling wears death well. Her black dress clings to her shoulders and falls in a low scoop at her chest, then billows into waves of midnight satin below the bodice. Her thick sheaf of umber curls has been piled gracefully atop her head, her skin glowing and dewy in the waning evening light. Two red ribbons encircle her wrists, a common trend among Manorborn ladies. Even the elite know
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