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            Prologue

         
         Once, Kae had carried thousands of words in her hands. As a spirit of the wind, she had reveled in the power of it—to cradle
            things that were both fragile and sharp—and it had always been a delight when she chose to release them. To feel the timbres
            and textures of those many voices, from deep to airy, from melodious to rough-hewn. Once, she had let gossip and news melt
            through her fingers and unspool across the hills of Cadence, watching how humankind reacted when they caught the words either
            like hail or like thistledown.
         

         
         It had never failed to amuse her.

         
         But that had been when she was younger, hungrier, and uncertain of herself. When the older spirits had relished biting the
            edges of her wings to make them tattered and weak, eager to override her routes. King Bane had not yet appointed her as his
            favored messenger, even with frayed wings and mortal voices as her closest companions. Kae could only fully appreciate that
            simpler era now as she glided over Eastern Cadence, reminiscing.
         

         
         There had come a moment when things started to shift. A moment that Kae could pinpoint in retrospect, realizing it was a seam in her existence. 

         
         Lorna Tamerlaine and her music.

         
         She had never sung for the spirits of the air, although Kae often watched from the shadows as the bard called to the sea,
            to the earth. Kae had at first been relieved Lorna didn’t summon the winds, and yet how often the spirit still yearned for
            it. To know Lorna’s notes were crafted just for her and to feel them thrum in her bones.
         

         
         That was the moment Kae had ceased carrying words and delivering them elsewhere. Because she knew what Bane would have done
            to Lorna had he realized what she was doing, playing for earth and water, garnering approval and admiration from those spirits.
         

         
         And Kae, who had been spun into existence by a stormy northern wind, who had once laughed at gossip and let her wings howl
            over the crofts of Cadence, had felt her heart splinter when Lorna had died far too young.
         

         
         She flew over the eastern side of the isle now, admiring the summits and valleys, the gleaming faces of lochs and the trickling
            paths of rivers. Smoke rose from cottage chimneys, gardens teemed with summer fruit, and flocks of sheep grazed on hillsides.
            Kae was nearing the clan line when the pressure in the air drastically changed.
         

         
         Her wings trembled in response, her indigo hair tangling across her face. It was an act to make her cower and cringe, and
            she knew the king was summoning her. She was late in returning to make her report, and he was impatient.
         

         
         With a sigh, Kae flew upwards.

         
         She left behind the tapestry of Cadence and cut through layers of clouds, watching light fade into endless darkness. She could
            feel time freeze around her; there was no day, no hour here in the hall of the wind. It was preserved amongst the constellations.
            The sensation had once been jarring to Kae: to observe time flowing so unhindered amongst the humans on the isle and then
            leave it behind like a moth-eaten cloak.
         

         
         Remember your purpose, Kae thought sharply as the last second of mortal time cracked and fell from her wings like ice.
         

         
         She needed to prepare herself for this meeting, because Bane was going to ask about Jack Tamerlaine.

         
         She reached the gardens, suppressing a flurry of fear, a pang of resistance. The king would sense them in her, and she couldn’t
            afford his ire. She took her time breathing and walking through rows of flowers spun from frost and snow, her wings tucked
            close against her back. They were reminiscent of the wings of a dragonfly, and their color was hers alone—the shade of sunset
            surrendering into night. A dusky mauve lined with quicksilver veins. They caught the radiance of the stars burning in the
            braziers as she continued to move toward the hall.
         

         
         Lightning flickered through the clouds beneath her feet. Kae felt the sting of it through her soles, and she fought the urge
            to cower again. She hated how reflexive it was after years of feeling the light and lash of his disapproval.
         

         
         He was angry, then, for having to wait on her.

         
         Kae shivered, bracing herself as she walked amongst the pillars of the hall. The entire flaxen-haired court had already gathered,
            wings tucked in submission. They observed her approach—older spirits who had once taught her how to fly and who had also shredded
            her wings. Younger spirits who looked at her with both fear and awe, aspiring to take her place as messenger. The weight of
            their eyes and their silence made it difficult to breathe as Kae approached the king.
         

         
         Bane watched her come, his eyes like embers, his expression so still it could have been carved from limestone. His blood-red
            wings were spread outward in a show of authority, and a lance was in his hand, illuminated by lightning.
         

         
         Kae knelt before the northern wind because she had no other choice. But she wondered: When will be the last time I bend a knee to you?

         
         “Kae,” Bane said, drawing her name out with feigned patience. “Why have you kept me waiting?”

         
         She thought of numerous answers, all of them hinged on truth. Because I loathe you. Because I am no longer your servant. Because I am finished with your orders.

         
         But she said, “Forgive me, my king. I should have come sooner.”

         
         “What news of the bard?” he asked. And while he tried to sound languid, Kae heard the hitch in his voice. Jack Tamerlaine
            made the king incredibly paranoid.
         

         
         Kae straightened. The silver web of her armor chimed as she moved.

         
         “He is languishing,” she replied, thinking of how she had left Jack, kneeling in the weaver’s kail yard, staring at the loam
            in his hands.
         

         
         “And does he play? Does he sing?”

         
         Kae knew her kind couldn’t lie. It made answering Bane a challenge, but ever since Lorna . . . Kae had become good at deflecting
            him.
         

         
         “His sorrow seems to weigh him down,” she said, which was truth. Ever since Adaira left, Jack had been a mere shadow of himself.
            “He doesn’t want to play.”
         

         
         Bane was quiet.

         
         Kae held her breath as whispers began to spin in the hall. She resisted the temptation to glance over her shoulder, to look
            at her kindred.
         

         
         “This bard appears to be weak, just as the orchard showed us,” she started to say but cut her words short when Bane stood.
            His long shadow rippled down the dais stairs, touching Kae with a shock of cold.
         

         
         “He appears to be weak, you say,” the king echoed. “And yet he has summoned us all. He dares to play in the open. I was merciful to him, was I not?
            Over and over I have given him time to amend his ways and set aside his music. But he refuses, which leaves me no choice but
            to punish him further.”
         

         
         Kae shut her mouth, her pointed teeth clinking together. Lorna had been a shrewd musician; she had learned from the Bard of the East before her, who had also been mindful of Bane and the spirit realm and had played for decades unscathed. But Jack had been given no such opportunity, Lorna having died before he returned to Cadence. Sometimes Kae watched him, as she was ordered to do of late, and she wanted nothing more than to materialize and tell him— 

         
         “I want you to carry a message to Whin of the Wildflowers,” Bane said, catching Kae by surprise.

         
         “What message, my king?”

         
         “That she is to curse the weaver’s kail yard.”

         
         Kae exhaled, but a chill traced her spine. “Mirin Tamerlaine’s garden?”

         
         “Yes. The one that feeds this bard. Whin is to ensure that all crops, all fruit, all sustenance withers at once and remains dormant until I say they
            can grow again. And that goes for any other garden that tries to feed him. If it is every eastern kail yard, then so be it.
            Let famine come. It would not hurt the mortals to suffer at the expense of the bard.”
         

         
         More whispers laced through the court. Remarks and exclamations, punctures of delight. Kae surmised that half of the wind
            spirits—the ones who made up the king’s court—were in favor of Bane’s cruelty. It would be entertaining to watch this unfold
            on their routes. But the ones who were quiet . . . Kae wondered if they were as weary of this as she was. Of watching Bane
            give the earth and the water and the fire commands that were utter nonsense. Of making humankind suffer for his entertainment.
         

         
         “You hesitate, Kae?” Bane said, taking note of her silence.

         
         “My king, I only wonder if Whin of the Wildflowers and her earth spirits will find this order inane and perhaps far-reaching.”

         
         The king smiled. Kae knew she had overstepped and yet she held her ground as Bane descended the dais stairs. He was coming
            to stand face-to-face with her, and she began to tremble.
         

         
         “You fear me, Kae?”

         
         She could not lie. She said, “Yes, King.”

         
         Bane halted before her. She could smell the tang of lightning in his wings and wondered if he was about to strike her.

         
         “Whin will find my order inane,” he agreed. “But tell her if she refuses to starve this bard off the isle, then I will see it as a challenge
            to my reign and I will spread my blight further. She will watch her maidens fall, one by one, and her brethren will sicken,
            from root to stone to branch to blossom. There will be no end to what I will do to devastate the earth, and they need to be
            reminded that they serve me.”
         

         
         There was no simple way forward, Kae realized. Even if Whin chose to heed Bane’s order, the humans and the earth spirits would
            still suffer. It was evident to most of the folk that the northern wind was threatened by the earth spirits, who were the
            second most powerful spirits beneath him. Whin often refused to do the king’s senseless bidding. She was not afraid of him;
            she did not cower when his lightning or his blight struck, and Kae couldn’t help but marvel at her.
         

         
         And so Kae said something foolish and brave.

         
         “Do you fear Lady Whin of the Wildflowers, King?”

         
         Bane struck her across the face so swiftly that Kae never saw his hand coming. The blow rocked her, but she managed to remain
            upright, eyes smarting. A roar filled her ears; she didn’t know if it was her own thoughts or members of the court fleeing
            in a rush of wings.
         

         
         “Are you refusing to carry my message, Kae?” he asked.

         
         Kae gave herself a moment to imagine it—bearing this message to Whin. The utter disgust that would be on the lady’s face,
            the way her eyes would burn. It was a pointless message, because Kae knew Whin wouldn’t starve Jack off the isle. She would refuse, not just to challenge Bane but because Jack’s music gave them a
            thread of hope, and if he left Cadence, their forbidden dreams would crumble into dust.
         

         
         “Yes,” Kae whispered, meeting his lambent eyes. “Find another.”

         
         She turned away from him, her defiance making her feel heady, strong.

         
         But she should have known better.

         
         One moment, she was upright. The next, Bane had torn a hole in the floor, a hole that was dark as night and howling with emptiness. He held Kae suspended over it—she could not move, she could not breathe. Only think and stare at the inky circle she was bound to fall through. 

         
         Even so, she did not believe he would do it.

         
         “I banish you, Kae of the Northern Wind,” Bane said. “You are no longer a favored messenger of mine. You are my shame, my
            disgrace. I cast you down to the earth and the mortals you love, and should you desire to ascend once more and join my court . . .
            you will have to be shrewd, little one. It will not be an easy task to rise after you have fallen so low.”
         

         
         There was a searing pain at her back. Kae cried out. She had never felt such agony before—she was burning, as if a star had
            been caught between her shoulder blades—and she did not realize what had caused it, not until Bane stood before her with her
            two right wings in his hands, shredded and limp.
         

         
         Two of her wings. The shade of sunset melting into night. The shade that had been hers and hers alone. Broken, stolen. Dangling in the northern
            king’s hands.
         

         
         He laughed at the expression on her face.

         
         She felt blood begin to flow down her back, hot and thick. It cast a sweet fragrance in the air as it continued to course
            down her armor and the curve of her leg, dripping from her bare toes into the void. Drops of gold.
         

         
         “Away with you, earthen lover!” Bane boomed, and his court that had remained, all the sharp-toothed spirits who were hungry
            to see her ruin, laughed and cheered at her exile.
         

         
         She had no strength to fight his hold, to respond to his jeers. Pain bloomed in her throat, a knot of tears and humiliation,
            and she suddenly fell through the hole in the clouds, into a frigid night sky. Even knowing her right wings were torn away,
            she still tried to command the air and glide with her remaining left ones.
         

         
         She teetered and tumbled, head over feet, like a graceless mortal being dropped from cloud to cloud.

         
         At last, Kae was able to get the air beneath her fingertips. She had to tuck her other pair of wings close against her back, or else they would tear. She watched as time began to shift and move again. She watched as the night began to fade into day with sunlit prisms and a deep blue sky. She could see the Isle of Cadence far below her, a long piece of verdant earth surrounded by a foamy gray sea. 

         
         Kae sought to transform herself, to render her body into air. But she discovered that she was locked into her manifested form.
            Her limbs, her hair, her remaining left wings, her skin and bones were all trapped in the physical world. Another punishment
            of Bane’s, she knew. The ground would kill her, break her, when she met it.
         

         
         She wondered if Whin would find her, broken amidst the bracken.

         
         She felt the clouds melt against her face, and listened to the hiss of wind passing through her fingers. She closed her eyes
            and fully surrendered to the fall.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part One
A Song for Ashes

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         A boy had drowned in the sea.

         
         Sidra Tamerlaine knelt next to his body on the damp sand, searching for a pulse. His skin was cold and tinged in blue, his
            eyes open and glazed as if he were looking into another world. Golden algae clung to his brown hair like a misshapen crown,
            and water trickled from the corners of his mouth, gleaming with broken shells and streams of blood.
         

         
         She had tried to bring him back, leaping into the water and pulling him from the tides. She had dragged him to the coast and
            pumped his chest, breathing into his mouth. Again and again, as if she could draw his spirit and then his lungs and heart.
            But she had soon tasted the endless sea within him—brine and cold depths and iridescent foam—and Sidra had acknowledged the
            truth then.
         

         
         It didn’t matter how skilled she was at healing, how many wounds she had stitched or how many broken bones she had set, how many fevers and illnesses she had chased away. It didn’t matter how many years she had dedicated to her craft, walking the line between life and death. She had been too late to save this one, and as she closed the boy’s milky eyes Sidra was reminded of the danger of the sea. 

         
         “We were fishing on the shore,” said one of the boy’s companions. The cadence of his words was hopeful as he stood beside
            Sidra. Hopeful that she could bring his friend back to life. “One moment, Hamish was upright, on that rock over there. And
            the next thing I knew, he slipped and went under. I told him not to swim in his boots, but he refused to take them off!”
         

         
         Sidra was quiet, listening to the ebb and flow of the tides. The foamy roar of the sea, sounding both angry and perhaps apologetic,
            seemed to say it was not the water spirits’ fault this boy had drowned.
         

         
         Her gaze shifted to Hamish’s feet. His tanned-hide boots were tethered up to his knees while his friends were barefooted,
            as all isle children who swam in the sea were supposed to be. Her nan had once told her that most healers hold the gift of
            premonition, that she should always follow those feelings, no matter their oddity, and now she couldn’t explain the gooseflesh
            that suddenly rippled over her arms. She nearly reached for the boot tethers, but then stilled her hand and turned instead
            to the three boys who stood around her.
         

         
         “Lady Sidra?”

         
         If I had only been here a few moments sooner, she thought.
         

         
         The wind was blowing that afternoon, bearing hard from the east. Sidra had been walking on the northern road, which skirted
            the coast, carrying a basket of warm oatcakes and several bottles of herbal tonics, squinting into that keen wind. The boys’
            frantic shouts had drawn her attention, and she had rushed to aid them, but in the end she had been too late.
         

         
         “He can’t be dead,” one of the lads said, over and over until Sidra reached out and took hold of his arm. “He can’t be! You’re
            a healer, Lady. You can save him!”
         

         
         Sidra’s throat had constricted, too narrow to allow her to speak, but her expression must have conveyed enough to the boys
            gathered around her, shivering in the wind. The air turned somber.
         

         
         “Go and fetch Hamish’s father, his mum,” she finally said. Sand had gathered under her nails and between her fingers. She could feel it coating her teeth. “I’ll wait here with him.” 

         
         She watched as the three boys dashed along the shoreline to the path that snaked up a grassy knoll, abandoning their boots,
            packed lunch, and fishing nets in their haste. It was midday, and the sun was at its zenith, shortening the shadows on the
            coast. The sky was cloudless and scathingly bright, and Sidra closed her eyes for a moment to listen.
         

         
         It was high summer on the isle. The nights were warm and star-soaked, the afternoons storm-swept, and the gardens full of
            soft, dark loam, their harvest imminent. Berries grew sweet on wild vines, winkles gathered in rock eddies when the tide was
            low, and fawns could often be seen on the hills, trailing their mothers through bracken and knee-high wildflowers. This was
            the season in Eastern Cadence known for its generosity and peace. A season of both labor and repose, and yet Sidra had never
            felt so hollow, so weary and uncertain.
         

         
         This summer was different, like a new interlude had slipped between solstice and autumn’s equinox. But perhaps it felt this
            way only because things had shifted ever so slightly to the sinister side and Sidra was still trying to adjust to how her
            days should be now.
         

         
         She could hardly believe four weeks had come and gone since Adaira departed for the west. Some mornings it felt like yesterday
            that Sidra had last embraced her, and others like years had passed.
         

         
         The tide surged and took hold of Sidra’s ankles like a pair of cold, long-nailed hands. Tugging her back into the moment.
            Startled, she opened her eyes and squinted against the sun. Her black hair had come unbound from its braid and was dripping
            seawater down her arms as she listened to her intuition.
         

         
         She began to unlace Hamish’s damp boots.

         
         The left one peeled away to reveal a pale leg and a huge foot that the boy was still growing into. Nothing out of the ordinary. Perhaps Sidra was mistaken. She almost stopped her investigation, but then the tide came again, as if urging her along. Foam and broken conchs and the hook of a shark’s tooth swirled around her. 

         
         She removed the right boot, the tanned hide falling away with a splash into the shallow water.

         
         Sidra froze.

         
         Hamish’s entire lower leg was mottled purple and blue, similar to the appearance of a fresh bruise. His veins were prominent
            and shimmered with gold. The discoloration seemed to be creeping up his leg and was on the cusp of claiming his knee. He had
            obviously hidden the ailment from his friends beneath his boot, and he must have been concealing it for a while, since it
            had spread so far.
         

         
         Sidra had never seen an ailment so unearthly, and she thought about the magical afflictions she had healed in the past. There
            were two kinds: wounds made by enchanted blades, and illnesses that came as a consequence of wielding magic. Weavers who wove
            secrets into plaids and smiths who hammered spells into steel. Fishermen who knotted nets with charms and cobblers who made
            shoes from leather and dreams. In the east, casting magic through one’s craft exacted a painful, physical cost, and Sidra
            had an array of tonics to ease the symptoms.
         

         
         But Hamish’s leg? She was at a loss as to what had caused it. There was no wound, so the discoloration couldn’t have come
            from a blade. And she had never seen this symptom before in other magic wielders. Not even in Jack, when he had sung for the
            spirits.
         

         
         Why didn’t you come to me? she wanted to weep at the boy. Why were you hiding this?

         
         Sidra could hear shouts in the distance. Hamish’s father was coming. She wasn’t sure if Hamish had told his parents about
            his mysterious condition, but chances were that he had not. They would have brought him to Sidra for treatment if they had
            known.
         

         
         She quickly tethered his boots back to his feet, hiding the mottled skin. This was a conversation for later, because grief
            was about to grip the hearts of Hamish’s parents and shatter this warm summer day.
         

         
         The tide receded with a whisper. Clouds began to build in the northern sky. The winds shifted, and the air suddenly felt cooler as a raven cawed overhead. 

         
         Sidra remained at Hamish’s side. She wasn’t sure what had afflicted the boy. What had possibly crept beneath his skin and
            stained his blood, weighing him down in the water, causing him to drown.
         

         
         All she knew was that she had never seen anything like this.

         
          

         Kilometers inland, Torin stood beneath the same arcing sun and deep blue sky, staring at a southern orchard. The air was thick,
            laden with rot. He had no choice but to breathe it in—the damp soil, the weeping wood, the spoiled fruit. He didn’t want to
            fully acknowledge what he was seeing, even as he tasted it.
         

         
         “When did you first notice this?” he asked, his gaze remaining on the apple trees and the fluid oozing from their split boles.
            The sap was thick and violet in color; it glittered in the light, as if suspending tiny shards of gold within its viscosity.
         

         
         The crofter, Rodina, was pressing eighty years. She stood at Torin’s side, hardly reaching his shoulder in height, and scowled
            against the sunlight. By all appearances, she seemed not the least bit concerned about her sick orchard. But Torin noticed
            how she drew her plaid shawl closer about her shoulders, as if she wanted to hide beneath the enchanted threads.
         

         
         “A fortnight ago, Laird,” Rodina replied. “I thought nothing of it at first. It was just the one tree. But then it began to
            spread to the others in that row. I fear it will take my entire orchard soon and my crop will be lost.”
         

         
         Torin’s gaze drifted to the ground. Small, underripe apples littered the grass. The fruit had been dropping early from the
            ailing trees, and he could tell the flesh was mealy. Some of the apples had started to decompose, revealing cores writhing
            with worms.
         

         
         He almost nudged one of the apples with the toe of his boot but stopped himself. “Have you touched any of the fruit, Rodina?
            Or the trees?”
         

         
         “Course not, Laird.”

         
         “Has anyone else visited your orchard?”

         
         “My hired help,” said Rodina. “He was the one who first saw the blight.”

         
         “And who is that?”

         
         “Hamish Brindle.”

         
         Torin was quiet for a moment as he sorted through his memories. He had never been good at remembering names, although he could
            recognize faces. Truly a curse for a captain-turned-laird. He was awed by Sidra, who could conjure up names as if by spell.
            Recently she had saved him in quite a few instances from keen embarrassment. He blamed the stress of the past month.
         

         
         “A lanky lad with brown hair and two caterpillars for eyebrows,” Rodina supplied, sensing Torin’s inner dilemma. “Fourteen
            years old and doesn’t speak much but is smart as can be. A hard worker too. Never complains when I give him a task.”
         

         
         Torin nodded, realizing why that name had sounded familiar. Hamish Brindle was the youngest son of James and Trista, a crofter
            and a teacher. The boy had recently shown interest in joining the East Guard. Although Torin had been forced to relinquish
            his title as captain weeks earlier, passing it on to Yvaine, his second in command, he couldn’t help but meddle. The long-suffering
            Yvaine, thankfully, let him come and go as he needed, eating breakfast in the barracks, observing the practice green during
            drills, and assessing new recruits, as if Torin were still one of them and not the new laird trying to learn the role that
            Adaira had seemed to take to so naturally.
         

         
         But the truth was that it had always been difficult for him to let go of things. Of roles that had suited him. Of places he
            was fond of. Of the people he loved.
         

         
         “Was Hamish here this morning?” Torin asked. He couldn’t ignore the chill that touched him, soft as a shroud being drawn across
            his shoulders. He stifled a shudder as he stared into the orchard.
         

         
         “Took the morning off to fish with his friends,” Rodina said. “Why, Laird? Do you need to speak with him?”

         
         “I think I should, yes.” Torin gently guided Rodina away from the trees. The rotten scent trailed them all the way to the crofter’s kail yard. “I’m going to ask him to rope off your orchard. In the meantime, don’t touch the trees or the fruit. Not until I know more about this blight.” 

         
         “But what about my crop, Laird?” Rodina asked, pausing at the garden’s rusty gate. One of her cats—Torin didn’t even want
            to know how many she had—leapt up onto the stone wall beside her, meowing as it rubbed against her arm.
         

         
         Torin hesitated, but he held the woman’s determined stare. She believed that her crop could be salvaged, but Torin sensed
            there was far more at play in the orchard. Ever since Jack and Adaira had played and conversed with the folk of water, earth,
            and wind, Torin had come to learn more about the spirits of the isle. Their hierarchy, for one thing. Their limitations and
            their powers. The fear they harbored toward their king, Bane of the Northern Wind. It didn’t seem like all was well in the
            spirits’ realm. He wouldn’t be surprised if every tree succumbed to the blight—blight he had never seen before, he realized
            as he raked his hand through his hair. And he had been roaming the eastern side of the isle for nearly twenty-seven years.
         

         
         “Try not to worry about your crop,” he said with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “I’ll be back soon to ensure the
            ropes are securely in place.”
         

         
         Rodina nodded, but was frowning as she watched Torin mount his horse. Perhaps, like Torin, she sensed the hopeless fate of
            the trees, which were far older than both of them. Their roots ran crooked and deep beneath Cadence’s surface, down to an
            enchanted place that Torin could only dream of.
         

         
         The folk were secretive and capricious, answering only to a bard’s music, and as far as Torin knew, Jack and Adaira were the only living Tamerlaines to have seen them manifest. And yet a good number of the Tamerlaines worshiped the earth and the water, the wind and the fire. Torin rarely did, in contrast to Sidra’s devotion. But despite his meager praise, Torin had grown up on their lore. His father, Graeme, had fed stories of the spirits to him every night like bread, and Torin knew of the balance between human and spirit on Cadence, one side influencing the other. 

         
         He mulled over his options as he traveled by road to the Brindles’ croft. The customary afternoon storm was about to break
            and the shadows had cooled when Torin saw a woman and a child walking along the road up ahead of him. A breath later, he realized
            the two were Jack’s mother, Mirin, and her young daughter, Frae. Torin reined his horse to a halt.
         

         
         “Cap—Laird,” Mirin said, nodding to him.
         

         
         Torin had grown used to this greeting. His old title being cut in half for his new one. He wondered if “Laird” would ever
            truly fit him, or if the clan would always think of him as “Captain.”
         

         
         “Mirin, Fraedah,” he greeted them, noticing that Mirin was carrying a pie in her hands. “It looks like the two of you are
            heading for a celebration?”
         

         
         “Not a celebration, no,” the weaver said, her voice heavy. “I take it you didn’t hear the news on the wind?”

         
         Torin’s stomach clenched. Usually, he always listened to the wind, in case Sidra or his father called him. But he had been
            distracted that day. “What happened?”
         

         
         Mirin glanced at Frae. The lass’s eyes were large and sad as her gaze dropped to the ground. As if she didn’t want to see
            the news hit him.
         

         
         “What happened, Mirin?” Torin demanded. His stallion sensed his nerves, sidestepping off the road and crushing a cluster of
            daises beneath its large hooves.
         

         
         “A boy drowned in the sea.”

         
         “Which boy?”

         
         “Trista’s youngest son,” Mirin said. “Hamish.”

         
         It took a moment for the truth to sink into Torin. But when it did, it felt like a blade caught between his ribs. He could
            hardly speak, and he urged his horse onward, galloping the remainder of the way to the Brindles’ croft.
         

         
         His blond hair was snarled and his knee-high boots and plaid speckled with mud by the time he reached the Brindle farm. A crowd had already gathered. Wagons and horses and walking canes littered the path to the kail yard. The front door was wide open, leaking sounds of grief. 

         
         Torin dismounted and left his horse hobbled by an elm tree. But he hesitated beneath the boughs, riddled with uncertainty.
            He glanced down at his hands, at his calloused palms, marked by scars. The Tamerlaine signet ring was on his forefinger, the
            sigil of his clan intricately engraved in the gold. A twelve-point stag leaping through a ring of juniper. Sometimes he needed
            to look at it, to feel the ring cut into his flesh when he flexed his fingers, to remind himself that this wasn’t a nightmare.
         

         
         Within the span of five weeks, three different lairds had worn this ring.

         
         Alastair. Adaira. And now Torin.

         
         Alastair, who rested in his grave. Adaira, who now lived with the Breccans. And Torin, who had never wanted the burden of
            lairdship and its fearsome power. Nevertheless, it had found its way onto his finger like an oath.
         

         
         Torin closed his hand into a fist, watching the ring flash in the storm light.

         
         No, he wouldn’t wake from this.

         
         A few drops of rain began to fall; he closed his eyes, steadying his heart. He tried to sort through the tangle of his thoughts:
            the mystery of the blighted orchard, the lad who had worked that orchard now drowned, and parents whose hearts were broken.
            What could Torin possibly say to the family when he stepped into that cottage? What could he do to mend their anguish?
         

         
         If people thought being captain would prepare him for the lairdship, they were mistaken. For Torin was coming to realize that
            giving orders and following structure and finding solutions had not prepared him to represent a vast people as a whole, a
            role that included carrying their dreams, hopes, fears, worries, and grief.
         

         
         Adi, he thought, feeling a twinge in his chest.
         

         
         He didn’t allow himself to dwell on her often these days because his mind always went to the worst. He imagined Adaira bound in chains in the western holding. Imagined her sick and mistreated. Or dead and
            buried in western loam. Or perhaps she was happy with her blood parents and clan and had forgotten all about her other kin,
            her friends in the east.
         

         
         Really, Torin?

         
         He could envision her standing beside him, with her hair in braids, mud on her dress, arms crossed, and a wry lilt in her
            voice, ready to prod his pessimism. She was his cousin but had been more like the younger sister he had always wanted but
            never had. He could nearly feel her presence, for she had always been there with him through the good times as well as the
            bad. Ever since they were two wild-hearted children racing each other through the heather, swimming in the sea, exploring
            caves. And then when they were older, through heartbreaks and handfasts and births and deaths.
         

         
         Adaira had always been at his side. But now Torin scoffed, chiding himself. He should have known better. All the women in
            his life faded away into memory, as if he were cursed to lose them. His mother. His first wife, Donella. Maisie, for a span
            of days around midsummer before they had recovered her from the west. And now Adaira.
         

         
         I think you would know if I were dead, she said.
         

         
         “Would I?” Torin countered bitterly, the words breaking his vision of her. “Then why don’t you write to me?”

         
         The wind gusted, lifting the hair from his brow. He was alone, with nothing but the rain whispering through the branches above
            him. Torin opened his eyes, remembering where he was. What he needed to do.
         

         
         He walked through the garden and passed over the cottage threshold.

         
         It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the interior light, but he soon saw people gathered in the common room. He saw the food that had been brought to the family: baskets of bannocks, crocks of cheese and butter, dishes of roasted meats and potatoes, herbs and honey and berries, and a pot of steaming tea. Just beyond an open door, he saw the boy Hamish laid out on a bed, as if he were merely sleeping. 

         
         “Laird.”

         
         James Brindle greeted him, emerging from the mourning crowd. Torin held out his hand but then thought better of it and embraced
            James.
         

         
         “Thank you for coming,” James said after a moment, stepping back so he could meet Torin’s gaze. The crofter’s eyes were red
            from weeping, his skin sallow. His shoulders were stooped as if a great weight had been thrust on him.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” Torin whispered. “Whatever you and Trista need in the coming days . . . please let me know.”

         
         He could hardly believe the clan had lost a child again. It seemed like Torin had just solved one terrible mystery of girls vanishing without a trace: Moray Breccan, the heir of
            Western Cadence, had admitted to the kidnapping crimes and was currently serving his time in the Tamerlaine dungeons. The
            girls had all been safely returned to their families, but there was no way Torin could bring Hamish back.
         

         
         James nodded, gripping Torin’s arm with surprising strength. “There’s something you need to see, Laird. Here, come with me.
            Sidra . . . Sidra is here too.”
         

         
         The tension in Torin’s body eased at the sound of her name, and he followed James into the small bedroom.

         
         He swiftly took in the surroundings: stone walls that smelled damp, one narrow window with latched shutters that rattled as
            the storm broke, a host of candles burning, melting wax onto a wooden table. Hamish lying on the bed, dressed in his best
            garments, his hands laced over his chest. Trista sitting beside him, wiping her eyes with a plaid shawl. Sidra standing nearby
            with a solemn aura, sand coating the hem of her dress.
         

         
         James shut the door, leaving just the four of them and the boy’s body in the room. Torin stared at Sidra, his heart quickening
            when she said, “We need you to see something, Torin.”
         

         
         “Show me then.”

         
         Sidra stepped to the bedside. She murmured something to Trista, who smothered a sob into the plaid as she rose. James wrapped
            an arm around his wife’s shoulders, and they moved back so Torin could watch as Sidra removed Hamish’s right boot.
         

         
         He didn’t know what he was expecting, but it wasn’t a leg that reminded him of the orchard’s blight. The same color, the same
            mesmerizing flicker of gold.
         

         
         “I’m not certain what this ailment is,” Sidra said. Her voice was soft, but she bit her lip, and Torin knew that meant she
            was anxious. “James and Trista weren’t aware of it, so there’s no way to know how long Hamish was suffering, or what caused
            it. There’s no wound, no break in his skin. I have no name for what this might be.”
         

         
         Torin had a suspicion. Panic began to bubble in his chest, climbing up his throat, rattling his teeth. But he held it down.
            Drew three deep breaths. Released them through his parted lips. Calm. He needed to be calm. And he needed to be certain of his suspicions before such news broke and wove through the wind, spreading
            fear and worry amongst the clan.
         

         
         “I’m sorry to see this,” Torin said, glancing at James and Trista. “And I’m sorry this has happened to you and your son. I
            don’t have answers yet, but I hope to soon.”
         

         
         James bowed his head as Trista continued to weep into his shoulder.

         
         Torin’s eyes returned to Sidra, and it seemed she read his mind. She gave him a slight nod before she began to refasten the
            tethers of Hamish’s boot, hiding the mottled skin.
         

         
          

         Ever since Torin had taken up the lairdship, Sidra had come to learn that if she wanted a moment alone with her husband, it
            would have to be at night, in their bedroom, often whispering and maneuvering around their daughter, who was determined to
            sleep between them.
         

         
         Sidra sat at her desk, writing down in her healing records everything she had observed that day. Her quill scratched across the parchment, filling the pages with every detail she could remember about Hamish’s leg. Color, odor, texture, weight, temperature. She didn’t know how helpful these details would truly be, as it was all part of a postmortem examination, and she paused, realizing that her hand was quivering. 

         
         It had been a long day, one that had drained her. She listened to Torin as he read a story to Maisie in bed.

         
         The three of them should have been living in the castle. They should have been inhabiting the laird’s quarters, with its spacious
            chambers and tapestry-clad walls and mullioned windows that broke light into prisms, with servants to tend to their fires
            and sheets and cleaning. But the truth was that this little croft on the hill was their home, and none of them wished to depart
            from it. Not even if the lairdship clung to them like cobwebs.
         

         
         Sidra glanced up from her work, catching a reflection of Torin and Maisie in the speckled mirror hanging on the wall before
            her. She watched as their daughter’s eyes became heavier and heavier, the girl gradually lulled into sleep by her father’s
            deep voice.
         

         
         Maisie had just turned six. It was hard to believe so much time had passed since Sidra first held her, and she sometimes thought
            back on what her life had been like before she met Torin and Maisie. Sidra had been young, secretly restless. A healer learning
            her grandmother’s craft, tending to sheep and her father’s kail yard, and believing her life was predictable, already written
            out before her, despite the fact that she was hungry for something else. Something that had led her here, to this moment.
         

         
         Maisie began to snore, and Torin shut the storybook.

         
         “Should I move her to her bed?” he asked, his left arm trapped beneath his daughter’s sleeping form. He indicated the little
            cot they had placed in the corner of their room. For days now, they had been trying to coax Maisie to sleep in her own bed,
            to no avail. She wanted to wedge herself between them, and in the beginning that had been comforting to Sidra. To have both
            Maisie and Torin with her at night. But she had often caught Torin gazing at her in the moonlight, over Maisie’s sprawled
            figure.
         

         
         The two of them had to be creative these days, stealing quick moments in corners and in dusty storerooms and even on the kitchen table when Maisie was napping. 

         
         “No, let her sleep with us tonight,” Sidra said.

         
         She inevitably thought about James and Trista, and how their arms must be aching that night. Sidra had felt an echo of that
            pain not so long ago, and she couldn’t help but gaze at Maisie for a long moment before she corked her ink and set down her
            quill.
         

         
         A few minutes passed as Sidra reread her recordings. She suddenly noted how silent the room was; not even the wind blew beyond
            the walls. It felt eerie, like the quiet before a deadly storm, and Sidra turned in the chair, wondering if Torin had also
            fallen asleep. He was awake, staring into the shadows of the room, his brow furrowed. He seemed to be far away, lost in troubled
            thoughts.
         

         
         “You wanted to speak to me earlier,” Sidra said, pitching her voice low so Maisie wouldn’t wake. “About Hamish.”

         
         Torin’s attention sharpened. “Yes. I didn’t want his parents to hear what I am about to tell you.”

         
         Sidra stood with a shiver. “What is it?”

         
         “Come to bed first. You are too far away from me.”

         
         Despite the dread that weighed her down, she smiled. She began to blow out the candles, one by one, until only a rushlight
            remained, illuminating the way to her side of the bed.
         

         
         She slipped beneath the quilts and faced Torin, their daughter dreaming between them.

         
         Torin was quiet for a beat. He caressed Maisie’s hair, as if he needed to feel something soft, something tangible. But then
            he began to speak of the blighted orchard. The glittering, oozing sap. The rotten, underripe fruit. Fallen from trees that
            Hamish had cared for.
         

         
         Sidra’s heart was in her throat. The words felt thick as she stated, “He caught the blight from the trees. From the spirits.”

         
         Torin met her stare. His eyes were bloodshot. There was silver in his beard, in a few strands of his hair. His soul felt ancient
            and sad in that moment, and Sidra reached out to trace his hand.
         

         
         “Yes,” Torin whispered. “I think he did as well.”

         
         “Do you think it has anything to do with Jack’s music?”

         
         Torin fell pensive. Sidra could read his mind.

         
         When Torin had become laird, Jack had confided in both of them that Lorna Tamerlaine had once played for the spirits of the
            sea and earth every year. Her offering of praise had kept the east thriving, and as the clan’s current bard, Jack would do
            the same. It was a secret only the laird and the bard held, out of respect for the folk, but it would be impossible to keep
            such a secret from Sidra, as she had already come to suspect that Jack was singing for the spirits. It made him ill every
            time.
         

         
         “He sang for the earth and the sea,” Torin said. “When he and Adaira were looking for the girls last month.”

         
         “But he also played for the wind, which caused it to storm for several days.”

         
         Torin grimaced. “So maybe the northern wind is displeased with something we’ve done?”

         
         “Yes, maybe,” Sidra said. “But I’d like to see this orchard for myself.”

         
         “Do you think you’ll find answers within it, Sid?”

         
         Sidra’s lips parted, but she hesitated. She didn’t want to give reassurance just yet. Not when it felt like she was treading
            deep waters.
         

         
         “I’m not sure, Torin. But I’m beginning to believe the blight is a symptom of something far more troubling, and only the spirits
            of the infected trees hold the answer. Which means . . .”
         

         
         Torin sighed, leaning his head back to stare at the ceiling. “We need Jack to sing for the earth again.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         “Shit.”
         

         
         Jack’s boot slid in a pile of manure. He nearly lost his balance and swung his arms out to catch himself, but not before he
            saw his little sister’s wide-eyed stare. Frae had come to a halt, as if his curse had frozen her to the kail-trampled ground.
         

         
         “I didn’t mean that,” Jack rushed to say to her. But he had never been good at spinning lies. This entire day was shit—the
            past month had been shit—and he and Frae were both trying to chase the neighbor’s cow out of their yard, while preserving as much of
            the garden as possible.
         

         
         The cow bellowed a moo, stealing Frae’s attention again.

         
         “Oh no!” she cried as the heifer began to tromp the beans.

         
         Jack shifted to drive the cow forward, where the yard gate sat open. The animal panicked and spun around, churning up the
            stalks, and Jack had no choice but to step into the pile of manure again, trying to cut her off.
         

         
         “Jack!”
         

         
         He glanced to his right, where Mirin stood on the stone path, holding a strip of plaid in her hands. He didn’t have to ask her what she meant; he reached out and took the fabric before chasing the cow into the backyard. 

         
         After a few more cuts and dodges, Jack finally draped the plaid over the cow’s neck, forming a loose lead. Sighing, he surveyed
            the damage. Frae looked devastated.
         

         
         “It’ll be all right, little sister,” he said, tapping her under the chin.

         
         Frae would soon turn nine, when winter came, and yet she had already grown since Jack first met her, a mere month earlier.
            She had gained half a hand’s width in height and he wondered if she would eventually grow to be as tall as him.
         

         
         As his mother and sister began to repair the garden, Jack pulled the cow forward. He made sure to latch the gate before he
            led the beast some kilometers north, to where the Elliotts’ croft lay, nearly hidden between heather-cloaked hills.
         

         
         The Elliotts had lost everything in the last Breccan raid. Their livestock had been rounded up and driven over the clan line.
            Their home and outbuildings had been burned. But slowly, their farm was being restored. A new cottage, storehouse, and byre
            had just been erected, but fences were lower on the priority list and were still in disrepair. Their new herd of cows often
            drifted onto Mirin’s property, and Jack, tempted to buy a dog at this point, had dutifully brought the animals back. But he
            was beginning to tire of it all. He felt like he was living the same day, over and over.
         

         
         His chest ached as he glanced to the left, where the Aithwood, dappled in morning sunlight, grew thick and tangled. Beyond
            those trees was the clan line, and beyond the clan line was the west. It had once concerned Jack that Mirin lived so close
            to the Breccans’ territory. Years ago, when he was a boy, the western clan had raided their home, stealing their winter provisions.
            That night was still vibrant in his mind, a memory that was bruised by fear and hatred.
         

         
         But winter-borne worry was simply a way of life for the Tamerlaines, even with the magic of the clan line—a boundary that couldn’t be crossed without alerting the other side. The Breccans trespassed to steal food and livestock, typically in the lean, cold months. They had to strike quickly, before the East Guard converged on them. 

         
         This was the price the Breccans had to pay for the enchantment of the clan line. While they could craft magic with ease, the
            Breccans’ land struggled to meet their needs, and they resorted to thievery to survive. It was the opposite for the Tamerlaines:
            wielding magic sickened them, but they had an abundance of resources to last them through the winter with comfort. Hence the
            violence of the raids, and occasional bloodshed, when the clans clashed. Jack wondered if this pattern would now change, with
            Adaira in the west.
         

         
         She had given herself in exchange for Moray. Her twin brother would remain shackled in the east as long as Adaira remained
            in the west. It was one prisoner for another, although Jack had seen the way Innes Breccan, the western laird, had looked
            at Adaira. Innes hadn’t regarded Adaira as leverage, or as an enemy to be chained, but as a daughter who had been lost, as
            someone she wanted to know now that the truth had come to light.
         

         
         I would like for there to be peace on the isle, Adaira had said to Innes when the prisoner exchange was agreed upon. If I come with you into the west, I would like the raids on the Tamerlaine lands to cease.

         
         Innes had made no promises, but Jack suspected—knowing what he did about his wife—that Adaira would do everything she could
            to prevent the raids from unfolding again, to maintain at least a tentative peace on the isle. Such was her commitment to
            Cadence that she had chosen duty over her heart, leaving Jack behind when she left.
         

         
         Music is forbidden in the west.

         
         Adaira had dropped that millstone on him, mere moments before she departed. She couldn’t imagine a life for him without his first love, musician that he was. But the more Jack had relived that agonizing exchange, the more he realized that Adaira must also have wanted to appear as nonthreatening as she could in the west. And Jack was a threat in two ways: as a bard, and as the illegitimate son of the Breccan who had given her away to the Tamerlaines decades earlier. 

         
         Jack was panting now. The cow dragged its hooves behind him.

         
         “She’s written me only twice, you know,” he said to the cow just as they crested the hill. He could see the Elliotts’ croft
            in the distance. “Two times in almost five weeks, as if she is far too busy for me, doing whatever it is Breccans do.”
         

         
         It felt good to finally speak those words aloud. Words he had swallowed like stones. But Jack felt the southern wind at his
            back, tousling his hair. If he wasn’t mindful, the breeze would carry his words in its wings for others to hear, and Jack
            had already suffered enough mortification.
         

         
         And yet he kept talking to the cow.

         
         “Of course, she said she missed me in the first. I didn’t write her back directly.”

         
         The heifer nosed his elbow.

         
         Jack scowled at her. “All right, I did write her the moment her letter arrived. But I waited to send it. Five days, actually.”
         

         
         They had been five long, terrible days. Jack had his wounds and his pride, and Adaira had made it evident she didn’t need
            him with her. In the end, he realized what a mistake it had been to wait so long to send his letter. Because then Adaira had
            let a long stretch of days pass before she responded, as if she sensed the growing chasm between them. But perhaps they were
            both trying to shield themselves from what was most likely to happen—their handfast being broken after their agreement had
            lasted the obligatory year and a day—because Jack couldn’t see how either of them could remain wed, living this way.
         

         
         He laid his hand over his chest, where he could feel his half of the coin, hiding beneath his tunic. He wondered if Adaira
            still wore hers. The golden coin had been divided between them, and they had each been given a half at their handfasting.
            It was the symbol of their vows, and Jack had yet to remove it from his neck.
         

         
         The heifer mooed.

         
         Jack sighed. “I was the last one to write, actually. I wrote her nine days ago. You’ll be shocked to know she has yet to reply.”

         
         The wind gusted.

         
         Jack briefly closed his eyes, but he wondered what would happen if the wind carried those words of his over the clan line,
            gliding through the shadows of the west to wherever Adaira was. What would she do if she heard his voice on the breeze? Would
            she write to him, tell him to come to her?
         

         
         That was what he wanted.
         

         
         He wanted Adaira to ask him to join her in the west. To invite him to be with her again. Because he could not bear to beg
            her to take him, and he feared being in a place where he was unwanted. He refused to put himself in such a position, and so
            he had no choice but to appear utterly resilient as he waited for her to decide what was to become of them.
         

         
         “It’s not fair, you know,” a voice called, and Jack startled, feeling as if someone had read his mind.

         
         It’s not fair to leave such a weight on her alone, when you know her life has been broken and reshaped into something unfamiliar.

         
         Jack shaded his eyes, swallowing the knot in his throat. He could see Hendry Elliott walking up the grassy hill to meet him,
            a smile and a trail of dirt on the older man’s face.
         

         
         “After all my work trying to get the fences up, the cows still find a way to get loose,” Hendry said. “I apologize, once again,
            if they’ve bothered you or your mum.”
         

         
         “No apologies needed,” Jack said, at last handing off the troublesome cow. “I hope things are well with you and your own.”

         
         “Well enough, thanks,” Hendry said, studying Jack closer. “How are you holding up, Bard?”

         
         Jack felt his teeth click together. “Never been better.”

         
         The older man only granted him a sad smile, and Jack distracted himself by patting the cow’s flank, as if he had made a new
            friend.
         

         
         He bid Hendry and the heifer a cheerful farewell and turned away to begin the long trek back to his mother’s croft. The land must have felt how his feet dragged over the grass and bracken, and the kilometers melted away, the hills folding. Sometimes the spirits of the earth were benevolent, and it became much faster to travel by moor than by road. Other times their mischief bloomed like weeds as they altered the trees, the rocks, the grass, the rise and fall of the landscape. Jack had gotten lost on the isle a few times after the spirits changed the scenery, once recently, and he was thankful when he saw Mirin’s cottage come into view. 

         
         Smoke escaped the chimney, smudging the midday sunlight. The cottage was built of stones and had a thatched roof. It sat on
            a hill that overlooked the winding path of a treacherous river that flowed west to east. A river that had changed everything.
         

         
         Jack ignored the distant gleam of the rapids, choosing to study the kail yard instead as he approached. His mother and Frae
            had healed the rows as best as they could, and Jack was thinking about all the things he needed to do—mend the roof before
            the next rain, help Frae bake another pie for the Brindles, gather more river rocks for slingshot practice—when he stepped
            inside the cottage.
         

         
         “Do you have the berries ready for the pie, Frae?” Jack was asking as the interior shadows draped over him. The house was
            filled with familiar scents—the dust of wool, the gold of freshly baked bannocks, the briny smell of winkle soup. He expected
            to glance up and find Mirin weaving at her loom and Frae either assisting her or staying busy with her school lessons at the
            table. The last person he expected to find standing like a rooted tree in his mother’s common room was Torin Tamerlaine.
         

         
         Jack stopped abruptly, meeting Torin’s gaze. The laird stood by the hearth, where the firelight caught the silver embedded
            in his leather jerkin, the hilt of his sheathed sword, the gold of his hair, and the gray that shone like frost in his beard,
            even though he was still a few years shy of thirty. A ruby brooch gleamed at his shoulder, pinning his crimson plaid.
         

         
         “Laird,” Jack said, his worries multiplying. Torin couldn’t be here for anything good. He had never been one to pay a social
            call.
         

         
         “Jack,” Torin returned in a careful voice, and Jack knew in that instant that Torin wanted something of him, something that Jack most likely wouldn’t want to give. 

         
         Jack’s gaze flickered to his mother, who was stepping away from her loom. To Frae, who was rolling out pie dough.

         
         “Is everything well?” he asked, his eyes eventually returning to Torin.

         
         “Yes,” Torin replied. “I’d like to have a word with you, Jack.”

         
         “We’ll be just outside in the garden,” Mirin said, reaching for Frae’s hand and guiding her to the back door.

         
         Jack watched as his little sister abandoned the pie dough, granting him a glance of concern. He gave her a smile and a nod,
            hoping to reassure her, even as he sought to ease his own mind.
         

         
         All too soon, with the doors and shutters latched against the curiosity of the wind, the cottage fell quiet. Jack raked his
            hand through his snarled hair; the color of dark bronze in his fingers, it had grown longer these days. The threads of silver
            shining at his left temple were a reminder that he had faced Bane’s wrath and lived. After coming so close to death, he’d
            not soon play for the spirits again.
         

         
         “Can I get you anything to drink, Laird?” he asked.

         
         Torin hadn’t moved from his place by the hearth. But his mouth was pressed into a firm line, and his fingers twitched at his
            side. “Just Torin. And no. Your mum made me a cup of tea while I waited for you.”
         

         
         It was strange to think about how much Jack had wanted to be like Torin in every way when he was a lad, because Torin was
            brave and strong and an esteemed member of the guard. Now he was someone Jack admired—and found stubbornly irritating on occasion—and,
            most of all, a friend he trusted.
         

         
         “Why have you come then?” Jack said.

         
         “I need you to play for the spirits.”

         
         Jack hesitated. He could almost feel a trace of pain in his hands, in his temples, just thinking about singing for the folk. But this was part of his duty as Bard of the East. “I’ve already played for the water and the
            earth.”
         

         
         “I know,” Torin said, “but there’s trouble, and I need to speak with the spirits.” He explained about the blighted orchard, and how the sickness had been passed to Hamish Brindle. 

         
         “The boy who drowned yesterday?” Jack asked, brows arched.

         
         “Yes,” Torin said. “Which makes me believe there is such unrest in the spirits’ realm that it has bled into ours and is only
            going to get worse, owing to our ignorance. If you could draw forth a spirit from the sick orchard, perhaps they could tell
            us what has happened and what can be done to heal it. Then we’d know what we can do to protect ourselves and keep the blight
            from spreading.”
         

         
         Jack was quiet as he wondered whether he could play Lorna’s ballad again to call forth the earth faeries or needed to compose
            his own music. He felt like he had a stone lodged in his throat when he tried to imagine inking notes of his own. He just
            felt so empty.
         

         
         As Jack gazed at the blue-hearted fire in the hearth, he felt a sudden warmth at his back, as though someone stood behind
            him. He heard a voice, so familiar he would know it anywhere, whisper into his hair.
         

         
         This is your moment, old menace. Play for the orchard.

         
         Jack couldn’t resist: he glanced over his shoulder, as if he would find Adaira standing behind him. But all he saw was a stream
            of sunlight, sneaking in through a slat in the shutter.
         

         
         He might have been surprised that she would haunt him at such a moment, but he knew better. Because this was why Adaira had summoned him back to Cadence in the first place. She had asked him to sing the spirits up from the sea,
            to croon to the spirits of the earth, to draw forth the spirits of the wind. And Jack had done as she asked, as if he were
            part of the tides and the rocks and the gusts of the isle. He had done it even when he had doubted himself, because Adaira
            had believed in his hands and his voice and his music.
         

         
         “I would do this,” Jack said, his gaze returning to Torin. “But I don’t have a harp. Mine was ruined by the northern wind, when I
            played for the air.”
         

         
         “You have Lorna’s.”

         
         “Yes, her grand harp, which is for the hall. I need something smaller. To play for the spirits I have to go to where they are. To sit in their domain.” 

         
         “Don’t you think Lorna had one herself?” Torin countered. “She played for them all those years in secret. As you did at midsummer.
            Surely there is another small harp somewhere in the castle.”
         

         
         Jack inhaled sharply, ready to make a retort. But the words melted into breath; he knew Torin was right. Lorna must have had
            another harp hidden somewhere.
         

         
         “Are you afraid of the pain, Jack?” Torin asked gently. “Sidra has told me that you suffer physically after singing for the
            spirits. She said it’s something I need to be aware of. I’m to be with you when you call to them. As Adaira once was.”
         

         
         Jack glared at him. “It’s not that.”

         
         “Then is there another reason?”

         
         Torin’s question made Jack stiffen. He let his attention drift around the room. To the strips of pie dough on the kitchen
            table and a jar of red berries, preserved from summer. To the loom in the corner with a plaid in its maw, a pattern emerging
            from countless threads. To Frae’s stack of schoolbooks on the hassock, her slingshot resting on an open page.
         

         
         Jack didn’t know how to explain it. He didn’t know how to give his grief a shape, a name, because he had been doing just fine the past month, letting his pain simmer beneath the surface. He slept, he ate, he worked the croft. And yet there was no
            joy for him in these occupations. He was simply taking up air, and he knew it and he hated it.
         

         
         The truth was . . . he didn’t feel like playing. He had let his passion wane ever since Adaira left. He didn’t have the heart for it. But if Torin and the isle
            needed him to sing again, Jack would draw up the remnants of his music. Even if it was dangerous to do so these days, after
            the northern wind’s warning that he should cease playing.
         

         
         “All right,” he said. “If we can find a harp, I’ll play for the orchard.”

         
         “Good,” Torin said, unable to hide his relief. “Let’s go to the castle now. I have a skeleton key. No room will escape our notice.” 

         
         Before Jack could blink, Torin strode past him, heading for the front door.

         
         Well, this day is not going according to plan, Jack thought with an inward grumble, as if he had scheduled his hours with important tasks. Which he had not, of course.
            But there was now a good possibility that, with Torin determined to look behind every tapestry and turn over every stone in
            his search for a harp that might or might not exist, Jack would be stuck in the castle for hours.
         

         
         Jack grabbed his plaid and began to trail Torin to the threshold, only to realize that his boots had tracked manure into the
            house.
         

         
         He stopped short, imagining how Mirin would react when she saw it.

         
         Jack sighed.

         
         “Shit.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         One would think that Torin, who not only had served as Captain of the East Guard for three years but was also Alastair Tamerlaine’s
            nephew, would know every nook and cranny of the castle. He was surprised to discover there were many hidden doors and rooms
            he had never known existed. Inevitably, he wondered if Adaira had been aware of them.
         

         
         “No sign of it here,” Jack said with a sigh, brushing the dust from his clothes.

         
         Torin surveyed the chamber. In every corner was a stack of crates that both he and Jack had painstakingly searched through.
            They had uncovered tarnished candelabras, moth-eaten damask, small tapestries of harts and moon phases, bronze pots, iron
            griddles, plaid blankets, and silver washbasins. But after scouring for hours, they had found no trace of Lorna’s second harp.
         

         
         They had started in the music turret, although Jack insisted that it wasn’t there. From the southern tower, they had wended their way through the corridors, leaving no door untouched. The two of them had passed through doors carven with flora and fauna, doors latticed in iron and silver, doors that were so small they both had to stoop to pass over their thresholds. Shy doors that hid in shadowed walls and proud gilded doors that gleamed in the torchlight. Torin almost felt like a lad again, caught up in the wonder that one of these doors was bound to open to another place, another realm. Like the faerie portals his father had often told him about when he was younger. 

         
         To his disappointment, the doors fed into storerooms, meeting chambers, and an extraordinary number of bedrooms, some of which
            were inhabited by the servants.
         

         
         Now, hours later, Torin could sense that Jack was weary and anxious to return home. But Torin had never been one to give up
            a fight or a search easily. Leaning against one of the crates, he said, “There’s a set of chambers we haven’t searched yet.
            Alastair’s wing.”
         

         
         Jack’s dark eyes were inscrutable. But with a sweeping motion of his hand, and a hint of exasperation, he urged Torin to lead
            the way.
         

         
         Yes, they should have searched the laird’s wing first, perhaps even before the music turret, but Torin had been hesitant to
            enter those quarters. They were full of old memories that he both wanted to forget and yearned to relive. They were also the
            rooms that he and Sidra and Maisie were supposed to be living in now that he was laird, and he wasn’t certain what he would
            find within them.
         

         
         Torin walked up a flight of carpeted stairs, then down a wide, tapestry-clad corridor. This part of the castle was quiet,
            catching the late afternoon sun. But as Torin approached the laird’s door, he paused, listening. He could hear distant voices.
            The servants, going about their tasks. The chamberlain, Edna, chiding someone. A peal of laughter and the clang of pots as
            dinnertime approached.
         

         
         “Any day now,” Jack said.
         

         
         Torin startled. How long had they been standing here? He exhaled through his teeth, face flushing, and slipped the iron key
            into the door.
         

         
         Not even Adaira had lived in these quarters. The last time Torin had graced them, Alastair had been on his deathbed, gasping
            for breath. Asking for his daughter, who was absent, somewhere on the slopes of Tilting Thom with Jack as he sang for faeries.
         

         
         Torin let the doors swing open.

         
         He stared into deep shadows, smelling a faint trace of polish, as if Edna had ordered the floors to be scrubbed clean. Slowly,
            he passed over the threshold, letting his memory guide him to the far wall. One by one, he threw open the curtains, exposing
            arched windows. Rivers of sunlight poured into the room, illuminating the large bed and its red baldachin, the paintings and
            tapestries that muffled echoes and lent color to an otherwise drab place, the furniture covered in white sheets.
         

         
         Jack followed. Seemingly unconcerned with the main room, he headed for the door on the northern wall that led to a honeycomb
            of inner chambers. It was unlocked, and he slipped through it, with Torin close behind him. They came upon several wardrobes,
            a bathing chamber with tiled floors and stained-glass windows, two more bedrooms, a sitting chamber with a hearth, and a small
            library.
         

         
         Torin found himself thinking, Maisie would love it here. But when he tried to imagine Sidra dwelling in these chambers, all he could think was how far she would have to walk to
            emerge into the castle kail yard. Down cold corridors and flights of stairs, passing beneath countless lintels. They were
            closer to the clouds than the soil in this wing. Having grown up in a valley, roaming with her father’s flock and daily tending
            to the garden alongside her nan, Sidra would feel the distance.
         

         
         “This one’s locked,” Jack called, his statement followed by the impatient clang of an iron handle.

         
         Frowning, Torin walked deeper into the wing’s corridor. He found Jack standing beneath a tapestry that hung from the wall,
            pulling on a door that Torin would have never noticed.
         

         
         “How did you know a door was there?” he asked sharply.

         
         Jack emerged from the tapestry’s weight, gossamer in his hair. “Adaira and I used to have a secret door that connected our
            chambers. I assumed there would be something similar here.”
         

         
         Torin grunted, hating the doubt that snaked through him. Doubt that made him feel like an imposter. But with Jack holding
            up the weaving so he could find the door, he moved forward with the key.
         

         
         It unlocked with a sigh.

         
         Torin couldn’t hide his shiver, the gooseflesh that rippled over him as he stepped into the hidden chamber. It was hexagonal
            in shape, full of bookshelves and diamond-paned windows. Long, colorful ribbons hung from the rafters above, some anchored
            with dried flowers and thistles, others strung with handmade stars. A
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