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For Anneliese, who began halfway through this story.
 I loved you even before then.





PROLOGUE

Calla Fenn was only nine months old when her birth father stole her away in the dead of night.

The family’s town house was finally still, blanketed in the sort of silence only sheer exhaustion brings. Calla was experiencing what the ladies in her mother’s knitting circle called “the eight-month backslide” and what her adoptive father called “gods, she’s awake again?” and what her mother called “undeniable proof that all ten hells exist.” That night, like every night for the past two weeks, she had tested the limits of her parents’ patience, wailing and kicking her tiny feet every two hours like clockwork. This turn of events had—quite inconveniently—shattered any illusions her parents had that, now that the newborn months were long passed, she would sleep through the night forever.

It had only been an hour since Calla’s parents had collapsed into a heavy, desperate sleep, which meant they were due at least one more hour before Calla’s screams broke through their consciousness. So they did not stir when the front door gave a soft creak. Didn’t flinch at the shift in the air, or the brush of footsteps gliding over the floorboards. Did not notice the shallow breathing of the figure stealing down the hallway holding a wriggling bundle in his arms.

How could they have? A creak is just a creak. A breath is quieter than the wind. And dread? Well, dread is hard-pressed to rouse the truly sleep-deprived. It settles in the belly, silent and slow, seeping into dreams and wrangling them into nightmares.

Calla, though—Calla woke. She grasped pudgy fists around the bars of her crib and pulled herself to her feet, wobbling slightly. She’d learned to stand only days ago, and she wasn’t yet graceful about it, but she was curious. Expecting her mother or father, she blinked into the shadows, only to find a stranger blinking back. A beautiful man with flowing black locks, and skin like starlight, and flashing black eyes.

Calla didn’t cry. If only she’d cried.

Only, there were many things Calla didn’t like lately. She decidedly did not like turnip. Or the color blue. Or wearing socks. But what she did like—what she absolutely loved, in fact—was attention. Company. Newness. And this man was new.

“Hello, Calla,” the man whispered, dropping to the crib’s level. “I believe you belong to me.”

Then he brushed a hand, cool and unfamiliar, across Calla’s face before turning to the bundle in his arms. A second infant, a little smaller, smooth-skinned and sleeping. Again, the man passed his hand over the baby’s face, and Calla watched in fascinated silence as the baby’s features shimmered and shifted until they mirrored her own.

Calla stared down at the other baby, not knowing enough about her own face to recognize it on another. All she saw was a companion. She observed with wide eyes as the man lowered the other child into the crib beside her. And though she was sad to be parted from her new friend so quickly, she didn’t whimper when the man lifted her from the crib and whisked her through the darkness of the house.

In fact, she made no noise at all until the two of them were well past the garden path, and the cobbled fence, and the thicket of brambles that bordered the gate. Not until the man pulled a small gold band from his coat—barely larger than a bangle—and slipped it over Calla’s hand, about halfway to the elbow.

“I apologize for this,” the man said, now in a normal speaking tone. “But I can’t have you getting lost on me again.”

With that, he laid his hand over the bracelet until it sank deep into Calla’s skin. Then, Calla screamed. The scream of a child experiencing agony for the first time. The scream of a child who has learned, far too young, that not all people are good. The shrill, terrified scream of a child begging for her mother.

But her mother, tucked safe in bed behind thick stone walls and beneath a blanket of sleep, did not stir.

Her mother wouldn’t wake again, in fact, until the sun streamed through the curtains hours later, and the baby down the hall started fussing in her crib.

“She didn’t make a peep after midnight,” Calla’s mother said to her husband, bouncing the baby on her hip as they shared a relieved look. “Perhaps the worst is over.”




CHAPTER ONE

DECLAN

When I was a small boy, perhaps of seven years or so, my governess, Eaving, had a serious talk with me. “Declan,” she said, “you mustn’t place too much importance on money. It is far less valuable than the many precious things it cannot buy.”

I took her words at the time and cradled them to my chest, though I chose not to let them into my heart quite yet. Instead, I observed, determined to form my own opinion. And it must be said, for most of my life, I felt that Eaving was quite mistaken about the middling value of money. While love and loyalty and kindness are all wonderful things, it is also wonderful to have enough food each day. To purchase boots of sturdy leather that don’t pinch your toes after yet another growth spurt. To replace a shattered windowpane in haste, before the winter frost has a chance to snatch every scrap of warmth from the house.

I couldn’t help being keenly aware of such things, particularly after watching my friend Lottie lose her own family’s fortune at only ten years old, when her parents became estranged from her paternal grandparents. Watching her hunger and stumble and shiver, all the while refusing to accept any money from my family—or others, for that matter—at the behest of her determinedly proud parents. Lottie confided in me many times over the years how desperately she wished her family could find fortune once more. I hated seeing her tears of frustration, knowing it was within my power to remove her misery, if she would only accept it from me.

Needless to say, Eaving’s advice continued to puzzle me over the years. She had grown up in circumstances only marginally more comfortable than Lottie, so how was it that she came to scoff at money like she did? Couldn’t she see why it should be so valued, so sought-after? Was it a sage wisdom I lacked, and would perhaps obtain someday, with experience and age? Or was it simply that one cannot truly value what one has never had?

I was going to ask Eaving this very question, eventually. Only I never quite got around to it. And then, all at once, I ran out of opportunities altogether.

Now, at eighteen, I still can’t say I entirely agree with Eaving’s views on wealth. There have been countless potential problems in my life that my own family’s fortune has neatly warded off, and very few problems caused by it. Though there is one concept I am starting to understand. The most valuable things in life cannot be purchased with any mortal currency.

Which is why I have resolved to pay by other means.

And today, almost unbelievably after months of fruitless searching, Lottie believes she has finally discovered the black market.

My stomach twists with anticipation as I navigate the cobbled streets that lead to Lottie’s home. The evening is, as usual for this side of town, bustling with frenetic energy. Shopkeepers are drawing their shutters, closing business for the day, and horse-led carts pass me one after the other as they transport dinner guests and other callers. Servants rush from house to house, lugging about parcels of meats and vegetables, cakes and pastries, flowers for the table and bottles retrieved from deep wine cellars.

Lottie’s street looks much like my own, though perhaps a notch less in grandeur. Sprawling town houses stand shoulder to shoulder, and within their half-drawn curtains, lamplights are beginning to glow orange. I glance through some of these windows, wondering if I’ll spot a familiar face. I spent almost as much time on this street as my own while growing up, after all. I don’t spy anybody I know, but I do catch glints of crystal decanters, and glimmers of fine silverware laid out for anticipated guests.

Then, caught between two pristine buildings, is Lottie’s house. In my youth, it was unremarkable among its neighbors, simply another immaculate home in an immaculate row of them. Now, however, its crumbling exterior draws the eye. It reminds me of a faded piece of artwork, its edges peeling, its color desaturated, and its details muted and lost to time. The stone walls are covered with wild, untrimmed vines, strangling the house on all sides as though nature has decided to reclaim the house for its own. The Highbraid family has long lost the means to pay for somebody to tame them, along with the spare time to attend to it themselves. Their long days are filled with odd jobs and hard labor, as the entire family partakes in their unending quest to repay their debts. Lottie confided in me once that, even with all four of them contributing, they barely manage to cover their interest.

As I rap my knuckles against the door, a flake of dried paint peels off and flutters to the porch step, exposing the raw wood beneath like a wound. The door swings open at once. I’m expecting to find Lottie waiting for me, but instead I’m greeted by Essie, her younger sister. She mustn’t have been expecting me, because her face lights up at once. “Declan! Wait there, I have something for you.”

Essie turns on her heel, her braid—the same shade of dark brown as her older sister’s—swinging wildly. She begins to tear down the hall, though she stops herself halfway down. “You can come in, though,” she says over her shoulder, a little impatiently, as though I should have inferred as much.

I have a fair feeling I know what she’s running to fetch, and so I pull out my coin satchel in preparation after closing the door behind me. Sure enough, she reappears bearing a woven basket filled with eggs. At only ten years old, Essie’s ability to contribute to the family’s income is rather limited, but she has a knack for animal upkeep. In the tiny garden space allotted to the Highbraid town house, she keeps a goat for cheese, a hutch of rabbits for fur and meat, and as many hens as she can squeeze into the makeshift coop her father constructed for her out of discarded furniture wood.

“You do need more, right?” she asks, holding the basket to me. “It’s been more than a week.”

“We’ve just run out.”

“Excellent. Two silver, please.”

We go through this regularly enough that she must surely know I have no intentions of paying two silver by now, but I follow our well-worn script dutifully. “I couldn’t take these for less than five, Essie.”

“Five?” Her eyebrows flicker up in true surprise.

Usually I pay four. This evening, however, my coin satchel is filled to the brim, and I’m in the mood to see how far I can push my offer before Essie becomes suspicious of charity. Or rather, offended by its lack of plausible deniability. She might only be ten, but she isn’t a fool.

“The last basket had three double yolks,” I say. “Your hens are too good at their jobs for base pay.”

“It’s a sight more than base pay,” Essie says, but she can’t hide her smile. Five it is from now on, then.

When Lottie spies us, she’s passing the hallway on her way to the kitchen with a dreamy expression that tells me she was simply filling in the time. While waiting for me, I presume. My suspicions are proven right when she snaps to attention and rushes over, dark eyes blazing. “Finally, Declan,” she says, untying her apron as she walks. Beneath it, she’s wearing a plain cotton dress in the pale blue shade she’s been partial to since childhood. The color contrast makes her skin appear to be a richer, deeper shade of brown. More like her mother’s. “I told Mrs. Haverthorn we’d be by before supper.”

“It is before supper.”

“Minutes before.” She grabs onto my arm and tugs me to the front door. Essie, still holding the basket of eggs, glances down at them uncertainly, and a thought occurs to me.

“Do you have the time to bring those past my house?” I ask her over my shoulder. “I’ll add in another five for the trouble?”

I have just enough time to catch Essie breaking into a beam of sheer delight before I’m pulled entirely onto the street by a determined Lottie.

“Ow, Lottie. I’m coming, aren’t I?”

“Not fast enough. What kept you?”

I wrench my arm free from her vise grip and fall into step beside her. She weaves in and out of the bustling crowd with the deftness of someone trained in defensive maneuvers, even though it’s been many years since she quit classes at the Old Lyceum to take up cleaning work. In fact, I muse as she pulls ahead of me just before two servants meet to block my path, she’s nimbler than that, even. Perhaps that should be a surprise, given how long it has been since her formal self-defense studies. But then, I suppose, she spends much more time rushing back and forth along these streets during the busy hour than I do. At this time, I’m usually still in language tutoring.

“My parents left late for their trip,” I explain. There’s not a thing on earth I could offer Madame Adnet as a bribe to convince her to end our lesson while they were still home. Another area money falls short in, Eaving’s voice rings in the back of my mind, rather smugly. It doesn’t hold a candle to power.

From the clipped sigh Lottie gives, it’s clear she accepts my explanation, but not without a touch of irritation. I understand. The one occasion it was imperative for my parents to leave on time, and they vastly overstayed their welcome in their own home. Albeit, not to their knowledge. As a rule, they are remarkably committed to being absent from my life, so the timing almost feels targeted. As though they couldn’t help themselves from impeding my quest to reunite with Eaving. If they had any way of knowing my evening plans, I might be tempted to suspect them. As it is, it can’t be any more than a frustrating coincidence.

It’s no matter in the end, though. I’m here, aren’t I? On my way to meet Lottie’s Mrs. Haverthorn. And it’s not supper yet, no matter what Lottie says. We’ve kept our word. Technically.

“She’s just quite particular about time,” Lottie explains after a pause so long I take a moment to realize who she means. “Once, I arrived five minutes late and she made me go home. Wouldn’t pay me, wouldn’t even let me clean a thing. Over five minutes.”

“Why should it matter? You could’ve stayed behind another five at the end of your shift, surely?”

“Hmm, one would think.”

“And yet you think this woman is trustworthy?”

Lottie surveys me with a cool expression. “I think she’s scrupulous,” she says, and I find myself unable to argue with her logic.

We pass through the square, and I hear them before I see them. The king’s guard. Their cloaks are the precise deep red shade of autumn berries, and they wear breastplates bearing the raven crest of King Edmund. Their boots hit the cobblestoned ground in perfect synchronicity, audible even over the chattering of the crowds. These men aren’t merely soldiers. They’re the king’s chosen ones, entrusted to stand between the kingdom and foreign threats. The same threats my parents aim to defuse through diplomacy and bargaining. If my parents are our first line of defense, the king’s guard is the final barrier between the kingdom and ruin. A barrier that has never yet broken.

I slow my step without meaning to, watching them in awe as they push through the parting crowd. Will I stand among them one day soon? Or will my parents continue to thwart my attempts to join? Even as the thought occurs to me, guilt wrenches my belly. It is impossible to consider this without remembering what happened the last time I placed my name on their candidate list. But I am determined to fix that mistake. And Mrs. Haverthorn will, I hope, provide the means I have lacked until now.

Lottie gives my arm an impatient tug, and I wrench my attention away.

The Haverthorn house is several minutes past the patisserie, tucked at the end of a row of houses noticeably less opulent than Lottie’s own street. The young boy who answers the door seems to recognize Lottie, and he steers us through the entranceway and to a set of steps descending into a dimly lit wine cellar. Here, he directs us to wait while he fetches Mrs. Haverthorn from upstairs.

Lottie and I lock eyes briefly, and I can’t fight the urge to raise a questioning eyebrow. There’s something decidedly dodgy about this whole situation. From the cramped size of the room, to the damp smell seeping out of the stone walls, to the heavy chains hanging unsecured from the door, it rather feels like we’ve been led downstairs to our own imprisonment. Though, I suppose, I’m not sure what I expected. One probably doesn’t conduct a private sale of charmed, possibly illicit, objects in one’s sunroom.

My trepidation doesn’t stem from nothing. Though it’s rare for people to cross the haze on purpose—most wouldn’t dare, well-versed since childhood in the dangers that lie beyond it—there are those, like me, who get it into their heads to try. Crossing the haze is simple, but doing so safely is another matter altogether. Doing so requires some sort of charmed object or enchantment. Something to protect one against mischief. And where there is a demand, there is supply. Plenty of people purport to sell trinkets with properties that keep a human safe in the realm of the fae. The vast majority of them are lying. We’ve all heard tell of someone—usually a friend of a friend—who brought an “enchanted” thimble or necklace on their journey through the woods and never returned.

Lottie holds my gaze. She seems quite convinced Mrs. Haverthorn possesses legitimate charms. She found a cupboard full of them, apparently. She’d recounted with excitement last week how, when her hand brushed against one of the silver goblets, she felt as though she were eating a lamb roast dinner. “There was nothing in my mouth,” she’d said, “but it was no different from eating real food. It was actual magic, not trickery. I’m sure of it.”

Going by the child’s age earlier, I presumed Mrs. Haverthorn to be his mother, but when the lady of the house makes her way down the stairs, I realize she must be his grandmother. Assuming she’s a relative at all, of course. Her gray hair, slicked back into a simple bun, has already begun to fade into white, and perpetual scowl lines have settled deep into the planes of her face. Her dress is a deep navy blue, and at first glance it almost appears silken, though on closer examination it appears to be constructed of finely woven wool. A practical dress for this time of year, with temperatures dipping not quite low enough to sting, but enough so that the midday sun has become far more appreciated than a month ago.

“I expected you at least half an hour ago,” Mrs. Haverthorn says to Lottie coolly.

Lottie doesn’t even glance at me, but I can practically hear her cursing me in her mind. “Yes, I’m so sorry. My … little sister needed me for something. Is now too late for you?”

Mrs. Haverthorn, who still hasn’t acknowledged my presence, takes her time responding. “We are just about to sit down to eat,” she says somewhat petulantly.

“Perhaps we speak quickly, then?” I suggest, and from the way she startles, you would almost think she hadn’t noticed me at all. She fights to keep her expression blank, but I catch the very corner of her lip curl.

“So you’re the one who values his life little enough he would venture through the haze,” she says. “May I ask what would possess you?”

She may not. Not until I have what I came for, at least.

“Lottie said you have a lodestone,” I say. “And directions.”

“Yes, well.” Mrs. Haverthorn raises her eyebrows and surveys her wine collection, as though she has decided to pick out a fine drop to accompany dinner. From the layer of dust that has settled along the bottles, I doubt she’s done anything of the sort in recent times. “Did Lottie also mention the price?”

Before she even finishes her sentence, I’ve pulled out my satchel and opened it. I pass it to her without comment, and she weighs it in the palm of her hand, then shakes the bag until the coins rattle. She’s satisfied, of course. It’s more than double what she asked for. Not that I have any intentions of overpaying her. It’s only that I’m wary of last-minute hurdles. After all, she has something I desperately want, and she knows it. If she were to sell me the lodestone and then double her price for the verbal directions—something I could well see happening, given my lack of alternatives—I wouldn’t have a choice but to wait until I had fetched the rest of her fee. And I’ve waited long enough.

She pulls the ring out first, from a pocket deep within the folds of her dress. It’s simply crafted: a thin iron band, smooth but unpolished, with no obvious effort put into its aesthetic appeal. But, I suppose, that was never meant to be where its appeal lies. In its center sits the lodestone, a rock of deep charcoal gray with roughened edges. I’ve read about them in my research, though somehow I expected the rock to be blacker.

She places the ring on a nearby desk—the only piece of furniture in the room—and beside it, she lays a simple nail. As soon as she removes her hand, the nail begins to tremble in place, pulled magnetically toward the stone.

“This ring comes from the Gloaming Market itself,” Mrs. Haverthorn says. “Though it was purchased a decade ago, or more now. This ring was specifically charmed to fight against any directional glamours. As long as you keep it on your person, you will always know the path home. Of course, if you allow yourself to become trapped by other means, knowing the path won’t be of much help.”

I pick up the ring to examine it, and I swear I can feel a faint charge within my fingertips. It’s a buzzing, almost heat-like sensation. Not much else changes, though I’m not sure exactly what I expected. Sudden, intimate knowledge of the layout of the city? A map appearing in my brain? That’s not a lodestone’s purpose. It can’t give me information. It can only prevent the information I already know from being siphoned from my mind.

“Once you cross the haze, you will only be able to find your way back with either the lodestone or a fae guide,” she continues while I study the ring. “It will be difficult for you to find somebody to trust across the haze. Those that dwell there might not be able to use magic when they walk among us, but on their side of the haze, they can draw it from the air and wield it to cause any number of misfortunes to fall upon you. You must also remember that while they are incapable of telling an outright lie, they can weave tricks within truths. One of the folk there might offer to help you, only to lead you to a quiet place to hack off parts of your body for a spell. How attached are you to your eyeballs, boy?”

“Quite attached, as it happens,” I say in a dry tone, though my voice falters. It’s the first time I’ve hesitated since I concocted this plan. “Are they … all like that?”

“No. Not in the Mire, at least. Folk from the autumn and summer courts aren’t vicious on the whole, though you’ll find they think you rather slow. More like a pet than an equal. In crowds, you will be roughly as safe as you would be here. Do not be hasty to leave yourself alone with anyone, though.”

I take a mental note of this. “What of the other courts?”

“Generally, the winter and spring courts are far enough away from the Mire you’re unlikely to encounter any folk hailing from them. You don’t want to, either.”

She might mean it to be comforting, but this doesn’t achieve much in the way of allaying my fears. Still, despite the sudden tension in my shoulders, my hand closes tighter around the ring.

“I once knew a woman who fell in love with one of the fae. Even after she returned here, she was stolen back. Years later. Once they become aware of your existence, you can never truly guarantee your own safety again. What could be worth that?”

“Are you refusing to make the sale?” I ask her, and she bristles.

“I said nothing of the sort. It’s only …” She softens somewhat and looks from my head to my shoes and back up again. “You’re very young.”

I wonder if she’s thinking of her grandson. Does he wear mismatched socks to bed, like most of the children in town? A superstition meant to ward away nighttime intruders intending to whisk them away across the haze. Does she wake before sunrise to check that he still sleeps in his bed, safe in our realm?

“I can look after myself.”

Lottie glances at me now. Concern is etched across her round face, and her usually plump mouth is drawn thin. The story of the stolen woman spooked her, I think. But so many tales like that are passed from person to person, I’m reluctant to take them at face value. Everybody who shares these stories will insist it happened to somebody they knew and yet you’ll hear the very same story repeated by people across classes and generations. Really, they mean it’s a story they heard. And a story they heard is usually one that has been embellished. Unlike this ring, the value of a story increases dramatically with a few flourishes here and there.

I’d bet half my satchel that, if the woman existed at all, she returned to the haze of her own free will. The clue is right there in the story. She fell in love. People will do almost anything to be reunited with a loved one, be it romantic or platonic.

Myself included.

“I’ve written the directions down,” Mrs. Haverthorn tells me, pulling out a freshly rolled scroll. “It’s not a long journey. Perhaps twenty minutes by foot from here. But some sections are complicated. I’ve drawn diagrams to assist.”

Lottie draws in a sharp breath as I take the scroll. “Declan,” she whispers. “Maybe—”

“Thank you,” I say quickly. To be safe, I unroll it and scan the contents. Both to ensure the directions seem legitimate and that they are sufficiently legible. Mrs. Haverthorn is correct. It isn’t complicated in terms of difficulty. There are no rituals to perform, or walls to scale. But the directions are precise. Turn at the fourth pine tree to your left. Walk until you reach the foxgloves, and veer right when you draw level to the brook. Take a sharp left by the tree with the wasp nest.

I hope this is current. Though, I imagine, the closer one gets to the haze, the less prone the environment is to the ravages of time and human intervention. People steer clear of the haze as a general rule—no one wants to accidentally stumble over to the other side and find themselves trapped in the realm of the fae. And though I haven’t been there myself—obviously—I’ve heard many a time how nature itself behaves differently there. Even when I was small, Eaving would warn me that if I was ever walking in the rain and the sky above abruptly cleared, I should turn around and head immediately back in the direction I came from. Back into the storm and away from whatever lurked beneath the suddenly clear skies.

“I only provided directions to the Gloaming Market,” Mrs. Haverthorn says. “Lottie told me that’s your destination?”

“Yes, that’s all I need.”

“What is it you’re hoping to find there, boy? Other than a thinned soul?”

Lottie rolls her eyes at this, but luckily, Mrs. Haverthorn misses the gesture. There’s a stigma against those who have crossed the haze and returned. People whisper that their souls are thinned, though there’s little agreement on what, exactly, this means. Some believe it alters the mind, changing one’s personality or values. Others think it tarnishes the very humanity of the traveler, dooming them to never enjoy an afterlife, be that heaven or reincarnation. Lottie and I happen to believe neither. Though I am surprised to find Mrs. Haverthorn does, given her collection of charms. Perhaps she meant it to land as a joke?

“I need a resurrection spell,” I say as I rebind the scroll. “There’s somebody very dear to me I need back as soon as possible.”

Mrs. Haverthorn barely reacts to this. I suppose she suspected it was something like that. One doesn’t go to the faerie black market to buy a fine new pair of trousers. “That,” she says, “will come at a high price indeed.”

I offer her a tight smile. “I’m used to high prices.”

She picks up my coin satchel and surveys its contents once more. Her bottom lip all but disappears between her teeth, and she sighs as she thrusts a hand in to collect her dues.

“Not like these, I’m afraid,” she says, in a voice almost too low to hear.

I avoid Lottie’s alarmed glance. She is entirely too familiar with falling short of costs and, therefore, overly sensitive to the threat of it.

I’m not worried, however. Merely determined.

I owe Eaving a debt. And I pay my debts.




CHAPTER TWO

DECLAN

I leave for the haze on foot the next morning, slipping away from our estate while dew still clings to the hedgerows’ hems. With my parents gone on their latest diplomacy mission and no formal duties tethering me near home, the timing is ideal. Though it also means if I vanish into the woods and never reemerge, it may be quite some time before anyone thinks to look for me.

Lottie knows my intentions, though; she’s promised to steal past my house after supper to check the lantern is lit in my bedroom window. Whether that’s much comfort, I haven’t decided. I don’t quite know what to expect today, only that every story I’ve heard is stitched through with contradiction, rumor, and half-remembered dread.

In my satchel, I carry a folded parchment bearing Mrs. Haverthorn’s odd directions, and my dagger, housed in its darkwood scabbard. The dagger was a gift from my parents for my seventeenth birthday, to mark the duties my future holds. Or, at least, the duties my parents wish my future might hold. Their greatest hope is that I will soon join them on their diplomacy ventures, to learn what many skills I failed to pick up through tutoring or general schooling. At the Lyceum, we learn all manner of useful skills for noble children, from dueling etiquette to ballroom manners, geography to debate, horse riding to swordplay, but training in foreign relations and manipulation is sorely lacking. As they spend the vast majority of their lives traveling to foreign courts and negotiating all manner of things from trades to peace, diplomats must be equally skilled with their words as with their swords.

If only my words were anywhere near as deft as my sword.

This dagger, with its double-edged blade forged of light-absorbing steel and its perfectly silent draw, is more than suited for the vast majority of pickles I could find myself in. And given I lack the wit that appears to come so naturally to both of my parents, it seems likely I will find myself in more than one pickle over time.

The Bonfelds do not engage in brash sword fights, Father reminded me as he presented it. We strike in silence, and in darkness, and only when left without options.

He didn’t remember to say happy birthday, but I suppose that was close enough.

My path winds through the cobbled veins of the city’s heart before veering to the left at the mouth of the business district to weave through alleys that lie too close to the forest’s edge. It’s not an area I usually traverse.

The scent of spiced bread and chimney smoke fades as I move farther from the city center, replaced by tannin and mildew. Eyes fall on me as I walk, curious and measuring, but I pass unchallenged. The glances may linger, but they don’t stick. I’m dressed plainly—nothing ornate, no crest, no velvet trim—yet even my simplest coat bears the telltale stitch of wealth. I didn’t bring much coin with me, as it has no worth where I’m headed, so a robbery wouldn’t be of much consequence to me, as long as it doesn’t turn violent. But ransom can fetch a higher price than even the most overflowing bag of silver.

In the woods, the directions become trickier to follow. Here, Mrs. Haverthorn’s instructions trade street names for wild markers—thistle knots and hornbeam groves and patches of bluebells spilled like paint over the forest ground. On a good day, I’m not a particularly perceptive person when it comes to my surroundings, so more than once I’m forced to guess my way through. Are these foxgloves? I think so, as they’re the only pinkish flowers in sight, but I wouldn’t bet my life on it. Is this the “large, cone-shaped rock”? Personally, I would’ve called it a medium-sized rock at best, but I haven’t passed anything else I would call cone-shaped. Is this the third oak tree? There was a gnarled sapling about five or so minutes behind me I wasn’t sure whether or not to count, so in truth it could go either way.

I’m just starting to wonder if I’ve strayed too far, if perhaps I should’ve marked the trees with thread or chalk, when the space around me shifts.

At first, it’s a shimmer. Subtle at first, enough so that if I weren’t on the lookout for it I might be inclined to blame it on my perception. Perhaps I turned my head too quickly, or caught the sun’s glare directly with my eyes. Initially, it’s almost as though I’m viewing the woods through heat or glass. Sunlight shifts from pale gold to something nearer to flame. The wind no longer matches the movement of the leaves. A stream that appeared far off a moment ago is at my feet in only ten paces.

This is the haze.

The start of it, at least. I’ve been this far before—just enough to say that I had. To nonchalantly brag to my friends in the halls before class in an effort to make myself appear far braver than I was, leaving out the way I’d faltered. The way my skin had prickled with a wrongness my bones recognized before my mind could. How I had felt a tugging in my center that terrified me. It seemed that if I’d followed it, I would have become hopelessly bound by an invisible thread I might never have escaped, pulling me ever deeper. How Eaving had called out to me, distressed to have lost me in the thicket, and that I’d run back to her so fast I almost slipped on the oddly shifting bed of leaves beneath my feet.

But today, no one is here to call me back. Today, if I become bound by an intangible string, there will be nobody to tear me free. And whatever danger my bones are warning me of? I must draw closer to it no matter how loud the screaming of my instincts grows.

Swallowing, I retrieve my directions and get my bearings. It can’t be far now. Only a few minutes, really.

Which gives me only a few minutes to turn back.

I could still turn back.

But if I turn back, I’ll never see Eaving again. That isn’t an option.

The stream hums beside me, until the hum becomes a song. Then a storm. Not only to my side, but above, before and behind me, as though I’m within the stream rather than alongside it. I walk as sunrays beam through the tops of the trees, and keep pace as they transition into a rainbow of colors, like light refracting through a crystal. I walk until the breeze picks up, hot and dry on the left side of my body, and icy on my right, clawing and engulfing from opposite sides. As I continue, sounds and sights and smells grow louder and more insistent, like the air itself is warning me to turn back. Everything is color and noise and motion, and the rushing stream has become a deafening roar, and the wind is pressing in on me from all sides, pushing me forward and backward simultaneously. I cannot simply walk anymore. To move, I have to push through, as though I’m walking both uphill and upstream. My heart begins to pound, my body begs me to stop this before the earth itself swallows me up. The forest groans as though it might wrench itself inside out.

Then, with one more step, the forest falls into silence.

I freeze, catching my breath, and realize I’ve hugged my arms around my chest as though I feared I’d spill open. I force my shoulders to settle, my breath to slow. The stream trickles calmly to my side, reflecting the sunlight—now golden once more—in glistening flecks. The reds and browns of the foliage are vibrant, but unshifting. The breeze has fallen gentle again, with only a faint hint of coolness to it. It looks more or less like our world. At least, until I notice that the leaves falling from the trees do not make it to the ground, but hang, suspended in space, inches above it, before dissolving into sparks in the wind.

So this is what lies across the haze.

I must not have an ounce of self-preservation in my body, because although my mind remains on edge, my instincts calm at once. It reminds me of the way a mug of mead dulls the senses, relaxing you even in situations that call for the very opposite. Running my thumb over the knuckles of my left hand, I check for the presence of my lodestone ring, and press on.

Mrs. Haverthorn promised a crumbling stone archway half submerged in water. There will be no door, the instructions say, not at first. But knock twice on the arch, step into the river, and the door will come.

The arch waits ahead, just as promised, so mossy it might vanish into the scenery entirely if not for warned eyes. Feeling a little foolish, I rap twice on the stone, and, bracing myself, I step into the river. I’m expecting the water to lap at my ankles in an icy, unforgiving grasp. Instead, I feel nothing. Little by little, the water seems to recede, and the archway appears taller than it did on first approach. And there—just ahead, as if it had always been there—stands the door. As towering and as obvious as one would expect an entry to a market to be.

I draw a deep breath, rest my hand over my knife, and step through the door. On the other side lies more forest, so similar to the forest behind me I wonder if the door led me anywhere new at all.

The Mire, a small village, built around the very market I’ve come to explore, lies just beyond this door. Nestled in a nearby glen, as per my directions.

Little by little, the dense foliage begins to thin. Light dapples the forest floor at first, then spills freely from overhead, the sun no longer choked by branches. The woods seem to end all at once. One moment I’m surrounded by towering trees, the next I’m thrust into open air, with nothing to conceal me from the eyes of those who might not wish me well. Before me, the land dips, gentle hills surrounding a shallow basin of green. The aforementioned glen, I presume.

Below me lies the Mire, a cluster of oddly shaped houses, some three or four floors tall, with plumes of smoke rising from chimneys in sweeping arcs that—impossibly—seem to curve against the direction of the wind.

And from the village, a cobbled road unfurls like a ribbon, long enough that I cannot make out its end even from my current elevation. The Gloaming Market. It is a long, bustling street, bordered by shops and stalls of all sizes. Buildings of stone and timber stand shoulder to shoulder, looming at angles that should not hold, with barely the space for creeping alleyways to run between them. Other shops are nothing more than rickety, hastily assembled stalls, built from wooden planks, sheltered from the sun and wind by bedsheets.

One street over from the Gloaming Market strip, I can make out residential homes. I assume shopkeepers—at least, the permanent ones—must live close by. It must be nice to work only minutes from the place you call home. I don’t envy my parents’ lifestyle of traveling from town to town, country to country, vanishing for days and weeks at a time.

There are dozens upon dozens of stores, some relatively approachable, others dimly lit and dusty-windowed. I don’t have a particular shop in mind, but I’m hopeful if I wander for long enough, I might find what I’m looking for.

I pass a narrow storefront marked THE FLESHWRIGHT, its name carved into a wooden sign in scrawled calligraphy. I peek through the windows at the items on display. The center display is a large jar, and within it, in a pool of clear liquid, floats a mask. No, not a mask, I realize as my stomach turns. It’s a face. It looks as though it has been carefully carved away from the flesh of a living woman, perfectly preserved to keep her features intact.

To the right of the jar is a pair of wings. Not bat wings, or bird wings. These would fit a human. And from the presence of the face beside it, I somewhat doubt the purpose of the wings is purely for costume.

In another jar is a pair of eyeballs, floating in a similar liquid to the face. These are accompanied by a small plaque. THESE EYES SEE INTO THE REALM OF THE DEAD, the inscription reads. BUT BE WARNED. THE DEAD STARE BACK.

It could be what I’m looking for, but something stops me from entering the shop. I’m not under the impression that one merely holds the jar in order to access the realm of the dead, and I will die before I allow a fae merchant to carve out and replace my eyes.

A little farther up is a store simply labeled TAILOR. Through this window, at least, there are no mutilated body parts in sight. The clothes on display here are all labeled. THE CLOAK OF SHADOWS. THE GOWN OF REMEMBRANCE. THE STRANGLING SCARF.

Curious, but not helpful to me. I move on.

A store made of dark bricks sits farther up, with a sign advertising POTIONS INSIDE beckoning to me. There is no window display here. Only a counter farther into the store. I have been wary to enter a shop so far, afraid at what the interaction might bring. But this store is spacious and well lit. It doesn’t seem the sort of place customers never leave from. So, swallowing my worries, I enter.

The air inside is thick with the scents of honey, dried herbs, and something resembling cinnamon. It reminds me of a bakery more than any sort of apothecary I am familiar with. The walls are bare, and a single long counter stands in the center of the store, made of polished blackwood. Something within the glass displays glitters and glints, and I draw warily closer to see rows and rows of small vials, filled with liquids ranging from vibrant jewel tones to muted pastels.

“Can I help you?” a man asks in a silken voice. He is fairly young—surely not the owner. Perhaps the owner’s son. His face looks as though it might have been carved from marble. Beautiful, though cold and stiff. His mouth draws into a smile, but his cheeks don’t seem to truly wrinkle. His features move in a way that isn’t quite human. His black hair reaches his shoulders in gentle waves, with not a hint of frizz or flyaways in sight. His eyes are so dark they appear black. I cannot tell the pupils from the iris.

Behind him, sweeping the floor, is a girl I believe must be his sister. She’s my age or thereabouts, and though her pale coloring is the same as her brother’s, on her the effect is softer. She’s strikingly beautiful, and I find myself looking at her for longer than is polite. Certainly longer than I would have expected of myself, given my task. I am here to find a purchase, not to seek out beautiful creatures. She must feel my eyes on her, because she glances up at me, looking somewhat annoyed. Only then can I bring myself to look back at the potion display.

“I’m just browsing,” I murmur.

I scan the vials—glass in every shade, from bloodred to sky-blue to a liquid that gleams like peacock feathers. Before I even read the labels, however, my attention is drawn back up to the pair running the shop.

It’s interesting. Despite their obvious relation, the attire of these two suggests very different standings. While the man—clearly in charge of the counter—is dressed like a nobleman in a black velvet coat secured by an indigo opal clasp, and a pair of thick, pristine gloves, the girl looks more like a housekeeper. She wears a practical dress with fitted sleeves and a skirt that allows her some movement, but the deep charcoal fabric does not bear any of the embroidery her brother’s coat is adorned with.

She notices me watching again, and her brow furrows. This time, my cheeks redden, and I force myself to actually take in the labels before me now.

“What’s your name, boy?”

It’s the merchant speaking to me. It’s odd to be addressed as “boy” by somebody who cannot be all that much older than me, but I don’t pay it much mind. For all I know, it’s a term of politeness in the Mire.

“Declan,” I say absently. My mind truly is on the potions now. A dark green vial with a frothy film is labeled THE GOLDEN TONGUE. Underneath is a note written in small, neat cursive. Gain fluency in every language that has ever been spoken. It’s just about the most useful potion I could imagine for my parents’ line of work. I picture my parents’ reaction upon learning I’d somehow procured the means for them to memorize every language they could imagine. Would they be proud of me? Grateful? Or furious that I snuck across the haze?

“What’s the price of this?” I ask, pointing.

The merchant’s startling
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