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  Chapter one
The Broken Door


I stood for the longest time looking out my front door wondering how long, if I left, until I walked through the next one. — Ferris Runoldi of Bellatine 
How could a castle float atop a poofy cloud over tree-topped mountains? But then again, how could she, Aunia, be floating beside such an enormous construction while two constellations of stars wheeled around her? The Harp. The Hammer. She turned away to look through her periphery as Mathias had instructed. It was the only way to see the Dama star. It hovered close to the Harp constellation… a hair’s breadth from entering. It meant the time of the choice was coming. It meant a world would die. 
A pop jarred Aunia awake. She sprang up in bed, blinking back tears. 
The augury… She’d been dreaming of the augury… Something both her father and Mathias had chased with ideas on how to fix it. She wanted to fix it too, but there were more pressing things. Like finding her missing father. Like being brought to the cloud castle. They were heading there next, whether they wanted it or not. 
Her attention darted to her brutalized door, which separated her small bedroom from the common area in their suite at the Green Harpy. The door sagged crookedly in its frame, hinges twisted and useless. Well, one still clung half-heartedly to the splintered door frame. Mute affirmation of last night’s violence.  
Light wood smoke floated in the air. Fallo, the commander whom she hated, or Jovaryn, a wererat who she didn’t really know, must be up. Or never went to sleep. The air temperature was mild for a late spring morning. Starting a fire in the communal gray-stone hearth wasn’t necessary. 
A light snore drew Aunia’s attention to Mathias. He slept on the floor beside her bed. Mathias. Her heart and possibly her bane. Dark wavy hair, a sturdy jaw, tanned olive-tinged skin, and a medium muscular frame. Handsome. With a spring green aura that matched his flashing eyes. Those eyes were closed right now. It had taken him a long time to fall asleep; him holding her hand in the early morning while they both stared at the guttering candle perched atop a dresser. He had shoved his saddlebag under its broken leg to keep the light from toppling over. A broken leg carved to look like a harpy’s limb. That candle was out now. It had melted to a stub with ridges of hardened wax puddled over the glass holder. 
She had poured her worry and her sorrow into that flickering flame. Wanted to burn the worst of her emotions away so sleep could carry her off. Worry for her father. Anxiety over being arrested. Those feelings rose again, sloshing against her ribs. 
Aunia escaped the blankets and set her feet onto the ash-dusty carpet with a shudder. Mathias had cleaned up much of the ash pile before they had retired, she in the bed and he on the floor. 
If only there were a way to clean up the image of Mygul, her wayward magical globefire, melting her father’s doppelgänger. The Boggleman, her nemesis… actually, the enemy of all … took delight making her believe she had killed her father. But her dad had been very alive when they chased the Boggleman into his own domain. She had meant to rescue her dad. Bring him back to the mortal world. Only in the middle of battle, he’d disappeared. 
She padded to the window, shoved aside the carved wainscot chair—the one the Boggleman had lounged in as he awaited her to enter her room the night previous—and yanked back the heavy red curtain. He was alive. And she needed to figure out where he was. But to do that, she needed to calm the storm whistling through her body. Do it before Mygul showed up, and destroyed everything that wasn’t broken yet. Maybe even people. 
Could Mathias help her? She turned toward his sleeping form. Without hesitation, he had joined her when she confronted the Boggleman. He had tried to free her dad while she attempted to destroy the Boggleman’s faery-eating cloak. She did by severing its manifest spell. But she almost failed. Mathias. When he saw her in danger, he had manifested an entire army of himself. 
Aunia squeezed her eyes shut. Those fake versions. Each time a Mockmen troll hacked into one … The blood, the pain shining through spring-green eyes… She pressed her knuckles against her mouth against a new push of tears. 
The real Mathias was here. Had escaped with her after the Boggleman had been defeated. But not her father. The figures captured in the Boggleman’s Chand ice columns were also free. Edvaras and Naoma skipped away… teleported to somewhere else. But Olivia lay dead. The only other one to escape had been a captive wererat. Jovaryn. He had fought alongside Mathias, with her dad. He was one of the good wererats. Not all of them were good. Mathias was quick to tell her that. 
Aunia dropped to her knees in front of the window. She ached to run outside and feel the grass under her feet. The wind against her skin. Nature brought comfort when everything else failed, but she wasn’t allowed to leave the suite. None of them were. They had been put under arrest by the Hauser Tower flyers because Mathias and his unit had abandoned their post.
Stupid. People were not meant to be caged in towers or other buildings. But here she was, caged in a tiny room. 
She gazed out into the azure morning sky… and stiffened. Men in bearskin cloaks, dozens, gathered yards away at the Green Harpy’s gate. Several shook the iron bars. Their aura glows bled with angry crimson and smoky browns. Stars! Da Vennen soldiers. 
The floorboards behind her creaked, and Aunia twisted around.
“The Hauser commander won’t let them in.” Mathias stood behind her, body tense. 
Aunia tapped a forefinger on the glass. “They don’t mean to stay put.” 
“Wants and actions aren’t the same. And storming the gate—”
“You’re not seeing their glows.” Aunia scrambled to her feet. 
He gripped her shoulders. “Storming an inn inside Lord Lyle’s home city would destroy all the goodwill they gained from capturing that band of rovers.”
“Capture?” Aunia’s voice squeaked. She had heard of the caravan’s fate when they had crossed into Worley. Knew the prejudice that many Tamorians held. “Like we’re captured?”
“We can’t save them. We’re in too much trouble. We must—”
“Hide?” 
“Bide our time.” Mathias pressed his hand against the windowpane. “And as for the Da Vennen… If need be, our pegasi will sleep them before they arrive at the inn’s front doors.”
Aunia chewed on her lip. Casting a sleep spell on the Da Vennen would get Mathias and the others in more trouble, but what choice would they have? 
A knock on the door in the other room sent Aunia scuttling to the foot of her bed. “When will we be forced to leave?” 
Mathias shrugged. “The soonest after Revellie is better, I imagine.” 
Aunia scooped up her poppet. It was the doll her dad and her foster mom, Nehla, had made for her when she was six years old. She was supposed to carry it with her whenever she left the village. “And where will they take us? I need… I need to find out what happened to my dad.” 
“We might have to wait until—”
“We can’t stay. Zevara’s geis—”
“I think she meant that we have to stay together.” 
“No.” Aunia rubbed at the poppet’s bone eyes. “My dad would kill nothing. Even when it would keep someone else from dying.”
“Aunia.”
“Listen. Zevara said he had visited her court. I think that was his geis. Not to kill. But he did. I think he got pulled back into the faery world.” 
A shadow crossed over Mathias’ jaw. He had to remember her father had saved him by killing a mockman troll. But her dad also had let Nehla, die. 
Mathias’ green glow tightened around his body. “You think he’s in Pavari?” 
Aunia shrugged. “I don’t know. But we need to find out. Tatia has—” 
The broken door groaned like an old bull struggling to rise from muddy ground, with popping joints and slipping hooves. Aunia jumped. 
“Best to keep all that quiet.” Jovaryn stuck his sandy-brown-haired head through the door frame, wrestled the door completely off its hinges and leaned it against the wall. He lifted on tiptoes, gasped and sprinted for the window. “That’s not good.”
“The Da Vennen?” Mathias said. “Yes, we’re aware.” 
“That many?” Jovaryn said. “Bibb will make an appearance soon.” 
“You’ve heard something?” Mathias asked. 
Jovaryn tapped at the center of his collarbone with a staccato beat. “Least it’s not the Elderghast.” 
Mathias snapped, “For Yasendra’s sake, don’t call worse on us.”  
Jovaryn winced, and his pale skin turned paler. “Just letting you know that breakfast came. And well, Frehn and your tower commander should know about these Da Vennen.” 
The Da Vennen had attacked when she, Mathias, and Keston had been in Dalin. One had tried to impale Keston. Had almost succeeded. But then Mygul, her globefire, shot out. Stopped the man but… Aunia swallowed hard. “Do you know what they’ll do?”
Jovaryn turned to face her. “The flyers?”
“The Da Vennen.” Aunia stood from her bed. “Why are they here? Why are they chasing us?”
“Your magic. They’re not going to stop, I can tell you that,” Jovaryn said.
In the next room, Fallo’s voice raised… something about wine. 
A youthful voice said, “But they do use magic.” 
“Da Vennen didn’t before Bibb,” Jovaryn said. “That one won’t stop gathering faebloods and magic-users until there’s no more.”
“Destroy?” Mathias’ face drained of color. “How do you know that?” 
Jovaryn moved to the dresser, frowned at the saddlebag stuffed under a broken leg. “I know because I escaped them nearly a year ago. Before then, I’d learned much of what was being planned.” 
Mathias crossed his arms. “And you said nothing before?”
“When would I have said?” Jovaryn tapped his collarbone again. “I escaped many times, but that witch compass keeps finding me.”
Aunia hadn’t seen Arch Vicar Bibb’s witch compass but Mathias had described it to her. A palm-sized circular device with a moving arrow on its face and tiny red crystals lining its outer rim. Bibb had pulled it out in Dalin and it had pointed directly at her. Because of that, he had ordered a horde of Da Vennen to attack her and Keston. 
“You know what Bibb is planning?” Mathias asked. But it didn’t sound like a question.
“He’s training an army,” Jovaryn said. “Wererat troops. Faebloods. He finds them and has them bitten.” 
Mathias dropped his arms to his sides. “He what?” 
“He offers a home to the newly bitten. A place safe from persecution. Being a faeblood and a wererat? Generally, your life is forfeit.” 
The room tilted and Aunia swayed. “He wants to change me into a wererat?” 
“He won’t.” Mathias stepped between her and Jovaryn. “And if he really has an army, we have exactly what we need to take him down.” 
“How?” Jovaryn asked. “You’re under arrest because you left your tower.”
“It’s because—”
“I know. You sought wererats.” 
“Why we left is more complicated than that,” Mathias protested. “They set Britchway ablaze. They bit a flyer. If Nyrissa learns why—”
“How do you know that your Dar-Elect hasn’t already been told? Repeatedly?” Jovaryn asked. 
“Repeatedly? By whom?” Mathias demanded. 
“Does it matter? If something isn’t believed, what can be done?” Jovaryn said. 
Mathias raised a fist and Jovaryn scuttled back. 
The wererat ran into the corner of the dresser, and almost in slow-motion the dresser toppled. 
Mathias leaped forward, caught the furniture piece, and guided it to the floor. With a curse, he shook his fingers and pulled his thumb to his lips. Then, he straightened. “Where’s my saddlebag? What did you do with it?” 
Jovaryn blinked. “I did nothing.” 
“I don’t see it.” Aunia tightened her grip on her poppet. That saddlebag had been one of the items manifested… created in the faery world… and then locked into permanent existence with a spell.
She and Mathias traded looks. She considered asking him what locking memory he used… and then, a boom shook the floor. The smell of burned roses filled the air. 






  
  Chapter two
Evil Wine


Shall I repeat it again? The sweetest vice often turns rancid at desire’s apex.  — Nyrissa Rieson, Dar Elect and flyer of Lydinairre 
Mathias grabbed his sword and bolted through the empty doorway where blue smoke billowed. Wispy arms swept toward him. It tasted like ash and flowers and wine. He blinked. His head felt as if a damp blanket had been wedged behind his eyes. 
“Cover your face,” Jovaryn yelled with a muffled voice. 
Gripping his sword, Mathias pulled the neck of his linen shirt over his nose and mouth. He walked through the haze to where Fallo stood before the stone hearth, his broad shoulders quavering. Thick smoke curled in slow, lazy spirals. 
A boy stood transfixed between the fireplace and a low table. He was maybe ten years of age. 
“Evil,” Fallo croaked. “Evil wine.”
A chink sounded from the low table. A toppled silver goblet rolled and clinked again on the tray’s corner. Breakfast. It was laden with bread, cheese, fruit… And somehow red wine bled across the cherry-wood surface. 
Mathias forced himself forward, the red carpet swallowing his footsteps. It brushed his bare toes like velvet moss. Better sensation than his head. He hadn’t felt like this since… His heart hammered, and static pictures of memory surfaced. The morning his mentor had died. Died at the hands of wererats and a hooded figure stood by Zeller’s body. Mathias ran. Shoved. The figure stumbled to the ground, hood flying back. Arch Vicar Bibb. The room spun, blurring past and present. It made no difference. Mathias was powerless. 
Weight in your legs. Hooves on the earth, Tafiriel, his pegasus’ voice, sounded inside his head. Taf was in the stable but he often overheard Mathias’ thoughts. Something Mathias complained about but not now. 
Mathias straightened. Concentrated on the table and the spilled wine. Bibb was at the Bellows when Mathias had been poisoned with Navenra…even if he couldn’t prove it. And wererats had burned Navenra on the Grashbear Mountains. This smelled the same except there was also a blended acrid tang of burning leather and hair. 
Fallo. Within the magical mural at the Pavari Court, he and Keston had witnessed Fallo sitting with the traitorous knight-sons at a campfire sharing a wineskin. A wineskin that easily could be laced with Navenra poison. Fallo had been poisoned. Had his free will been taken away? 
The burning leather. Mathias hurried forward to the hearth. The remnants of a wineskin burned atop logs and ashes. How long had Fallo been compromised? And Paderro? Fallo’s pegasus was still loyal. Or had been as of last night.
Mathias glanced over his shoulder. Aunia stood near the empty doorway, with the neckline of her white chemise covering her nose and mouth. It made her lace-loosened gown droop on her shoulders. Jovaryn, dirty beige shirt covering part of his face, stood nearby. Too near. He shouldn’t be so near to Aunia. 
He opened his mouth to say something, only the door to the hallway burst open, and two city guards and a Hauser Tower flyer barreled in.
“What’s going on?” A female voice snapped. Young, trumpet-bright, and crisp.  
“Poison smoke,” Jovaryn muffled against his long, dark tunic. He hastened to one of the tall windows and ripped back the heavy drapes. “Breathe shallow.”  
Mathias shook his head, trying to force his mind to stay clear while Fallo, both hands braced over the hearth arch, muttered about evil wine. 
The boy, sandy-haired, took a step toward the guards. 
“Wait,” Mathias called to the child. The boy had answers about what had happened. “We need you to wait on us.” 
“No window,” one guard commanded.  
“Need to clear the smoke.” Jovaryn yanked the window open one-handed. “Teach me to toast bread, I guess. But we’re fine. And three floors up? Too far a drop. Really, makes no sense you having to endure our smoky mishap, eh?”  
Mathias blinked. Navenra stole free will. Was this wererat trying deliberately to control the guards through suggestion? Wouldn’t work against the chestnut-haired flyer… Or would it? The boy remained fixed in place. Either way, they needed the guard to leave. The best chance Mathias could see was to play along. 
He eased forward, set his sword against the green and gold couch, lunged, and grabbed the child by the upper arm. 
The female flyer… Breen, that was her name. She stepped into the room. Mathias vaguely remembered her from his last days of training at the Silver Tower. She was younger than him. Probably the youngest in the Hauser unit. Curly chestnut brown hair and freckles, and a blue scarf around her neck. It was the only loose-fitting and non-leather thing she wore. The guards, dressed in simple pants and tunics, remained behind her, looking slack-jawed. 
“Breen.” Mathias kept his gaze on her face and his grip around the boy’s arm. “Mine will vouch we’re only looking to clear the air.” Mine, meaning his pegasus. Too many non-flyers were nearby for him to be more plain. 
Breen cocked her head with a frown and gave him a once over before she nodded. 
“Take me with you,” the boy yelped. He pulled away from Mathias. 
“We need help with this cleanup,” Mathias said. “And the girl in our company deserves to be served breakfast proper.”
“Breakfast? You mean lunch,” Breen called from over her shoulder as she exited the room with the guards. 
The door closed and Mathias dragged the boy to the table. 
“I… I didn’t do nothing,” the child protested. He pointed at Fallo. “He… He…” 
“Mathias, wait,” Jovaryn said. He rotated his hands as if he were mixing the air. 
A breeze swept through the room, and the haze clinging to Mathias’s mind thinned. It left his head aching, but the sensation of a woolen blanket stuck inside his head had reduced to the feel of a washcloth now. He could work around that. And they needed the truth. Who had burned the Navenra and why? 
Another curl of sweet rot hissed on the coals and it jarred a thought. You warned us not to drink anything at Dalin.
Yes, Taf sent back. 
You could have said… We bought apple cider— 
Eavesdropper. 
Mathias closed his eyes. He had forgotten completely that someone was magically eavesdropping on flyer-pegasus communication. And he hadn’t discovered how yet. “Boy. You brought poisonous wine. For all of us. Why? Who are you working for?” 
The boy stammered but the sounds made no words. Mathias dragged him toward the couch and the lad dropped like a sack of coal. The movement wrenched Mathias’ arm but he didn’t release his grip.  
“Aunia.” Jovaryn waved her over. 
“Keep back,” Mathias said.
But Aunia, being Aunia, walked over to the wererat. She kept the chemise fabric over her face. 
Jovaryn leaned toward her. “May I?”  
“Keep your hands off her.” Mathias lifted the kicking boy to the ornate couch. 
“You’ve Chand crystal or ice. I just need to touch it to contact Basil.” Jovaryn reached for the chain lying bare against her neck. “Get rid of the rest of the smoke.” 
“Evil wine. Evil wine,” Fallo continued to mutter.
Jovaryn pulled at the chain until her amulet appeared. A finger-knuckle orb of Chand ice clutched by a small silver-wrought hand. 
Aunia shrank back but she nodded. She glanced at Mathias. “Basil will know what to do.”
Basil? Mathias hated to admit that rover-Mystic had good sense. 
Jovaryn pinched the orb between index finger and thumb and whispered a chant. After that, he released the orb and leaned against the wall next to the window. 
Aunia stepped back. 
Rescued by a rover-Mystic. What kind of flyer was he? Mathias frowned. The kind who had gotten them all arrested and in a room with lingering Navenra smoke.
The knight-sons betrayed us, Taf sent. Even Paderro has to admit that.
I almost had Keston drink from Garret’s wineskin last night. Mathias forced the boy onto the couch. 
Maybe Aunia was right to trust the wererat. Basil could probably get rid of the rest of the smoke. Make it easier to think. 
“Be still,” Mathias barked at the boy and the child turned docile. 
Keep to clean air best you can, Taf sent. We’ve some immunity—
Immunity? 
From the Cold Festival. When I ate those flowers last night it only made me sleepy. Not like Revellie.
Mathias clenched his fist. Taf and Rev had been fed Navenra flowers. Rev with colic. Keston probably sleep deprived caring for her. Mathias yanked the boy to his feet. “Who are you working for?” 
The kid cried.
“Evil wine,” Fallo said again, looking as if the hearth was the only thing holding him up. 
“Da Vennen soldiers are gathering at the gate, and you’ve thrown poison on the fire for all of us to breathe,” Mathias snapped. His pulse drummed in his ears and his attention centered on the commander. Fallo was bulkier… stronger than he was. “For the love of Yasendra. What side are you on? Be honorable. Stop hiding the truth.” 
“I was duped. Fighting the effects of…” Fallo turned, face ashen, and tottered to the couch. He sat down heavily. “The child. He brings more. I knew the taste as soon as it touched my lips. And the smell…”  
“Burned roses,” Aunia murmured from the window. She stood too close to Jovaryn. 
The air cracked like an angry whip. And then, near the window, two new figures stood beside Aunia and Jovaryn. Basil and an older woman. 
Silver hair threaded through the woman’s raven-dark hair. Her tanned complexion was slightly lighter than Basil’s olive. And her coal-bright eyes… They were the same color as… This was Basil’s mother. Mollie Mae. A wererat. 
Niall, a rover from Basil’s caravan, had told Mathias days ago the story of the woman’s fall from grace. Days? No. Weeks. He, Aunia and Keston had lost ten days in the Faery world. But Mollie Mae had been bitten years ago and had left the caravan. 
Not only that…this was the same woman who had helped Aunia on the Grashbear Mountains when the marble giant had thrown the girl high into the sky. When Basil’s magic had saved Aunia from a plummeting death. 
“Steadied power burns brighter,” Mollie Mae said, setting a hand on Basil’s shoulder.
Basil frowned and raised his hand. “I don’t have Jennium right now.”
“If there’re any potentials, borrow from them,” she said.
Mathias narrowed his eyes, waiting for the wererat lady to stare at Aunia. She didn’t. 
Basil splayed his fingers wide and uttered a string of melodic yet nonsensical gibberish. What looked like haunted moonlight, poured from his outstretched hand. It filled the room, devouring the poisoned smoke. The haze thinned and dissolved. 
Mathias sucked in a lungful of air to steady his quaking knees. The fire snapped, and he jumped at the plume of smoke. This time the smell was sweet and woodsy. 
Basil lowered his hand. He took in Mathias, then Fallo, Aunia, and finally Jovaryn. “Jovaryn. Thank the Eaburrai Court you’re safe. What is happening here?” 
Jovaryn stepped forward. “This was unexpected and—”
“We’ve got a situation,” Mathias interrupted.
“Yes.” Jovaryn gave Mathias a long look. “Perhaps we should get the story from the boy first. Before the Da Vennen soldiers lining the gate decide to break in.” 
Fallo jerked his head up. “Da Vennen?”
Mollie Mae fastened her hand onto Basil’s. “If there’s a Da Vennen here, we have no time.” 
“I agree. Little time. Not only this, but we have to find out what Bibb is up to.” Mathias gave the lad a shake. “Why’d you give us poisonous flowers?”
“I don’t know nothing about poisonous flowers.” The boy burst into another storm of tears. “It’s the richeys and the lords. You think they do you favors? They don’t. It just costs you more.” 
Basil stepped forward. “Who set you up to this?”
“Craymore.” The child wiped his face on his patchwork sleeve. “He wanted them lights, so he traded my sister for ‘em.” 
“The salamander lights?” Mathias asked. 
There could still be glass in the carpet from where the glass tubes holding the fire faeries had smashed the night before. Anger boiled in Mathias’ belly. The innkeeper was trading people for them? “Who’d he trade with?”
“Caravan.” The boy turned wide eyes on Basil and then stammered. “Only… not rovers. I saw. They wore dark clothes, and a symbol stitched.”
“What kind of symbol?” Mathias asked. 
The child drew a figure-eight on its side in the air. Then, slashed the number’s middle joining spot with a vertical line.
Mathias had seen that symbol. Saw it recently on a couple of Da Vennen soldiers when they were in Dalin. “Go on.”
The boy wiped his eyes again. “We have to save her. My sister dumped chamber pots and cleaned rooms. Anything to keep us fed and not go to the… giggling rooms.”
“Giggling rooms?” Aunia asked. 
“Don’t,” Mathias said. “The answer is. . . repugnant.” 
“None of my people wear that design.” Basil took a step forward. 
“But the Da Vennen do. Keston and I saw it in Dalin.” Mathias turned back to the boy. “And what were you supposed to do… afterwards?” 
The boy hiccupped another sob. “I was… I was supposed to tell you to sit still and be happy.” 
Keston would have had a joke for that comment. But Keston was still tending his very sick pegasus. Mathias clenched his jaw. Taf, how are Keston and Revellie? 
Revellie’s trembling has eased. Her ears aren’t pinned back anymore. Taf’s voice sounded soft inside Mathias’ mind. Commander Frehn says Rev’s almost ready to try a boiled mash. She is not up to flying from here.
Another thought hit Mathias, and he glowered at the boy. “Are there more poisoned wineskin you’ve given out?”
The boy’s eyes went wide and shook his head. 
Taf, warn the Hausers, Mathias sent. If any wine comes, tell them they must refuse it.
“Those Da Vennen soldiers outside. They’ll be coming in,” Aunia whispered. She turned to Basil. “Take us with you.” 
“I can’t with so many and certainly not far,” Basil murmured. He crossed the room and squatted down in front of the boy. “Your sister. Is she faeblood?”
The boy paled, drew back even more. “I’ll scream.”
Taf, Mathias sent. We can’t have him…
The boy’s eyes glazed over, and he fell boneless onto the floor. 
“The sleeping sickness,” Mollie Mae said dryly. 
“Probably passed out from the smoke.” Mathias scooped the boy’s slight form from the floor and walked him to the chaise lounge in the corner. He set him down gently and covered him with a crotchet throw. 
Jovaryn said. “Bibb finds all sorts of ways to gather faebloods.”
Mathias moved closer to Aunia. “We need to escape.” 






  
  Chapter three
Not Myself


What is a lie, but a truth shriveled and dried? — The Philosophical Ramblings of Lord Chance
Too many eyes painted over her skin with Jovaryn’s pronouncement about Bibb and faebloods. Aunia fidgeted, curling her fingers in front of her face. Her mind had cleared of the burned rose smoke, but anxiety reared its head. 
She wasn’t really a faeblood. Was she? And she didn’t have the power that Edvaras, a Chandarion, had. Basil had told her that her father was a Mystic when she had been at the caravan. She could be that. Or…did she have the signs of being a Chandarion potential? A possibility perhaps. 
Aunia straightened to look at Mollie Mae, who had said, “if there are any potentials, borrow from them.” Had Basil borrowed from her? How could she tell? Stars, she would’ve liked to talk to Olivia, Basil’s multi-great aunt, but the woman had died in Nonderu. Had Aunia told Basil that yet? She couldn’t remember. 
Basil narrowed his eyes as if he suspected she was hiding something.
She shook her head. “Da Vennen are here for my magic.”
“If you’ve strong magic, yes.” Jovaryn faced her. He stood inches away. “They don’t come out in numbers like that for a typical faeblood.” 
Aunia shuffled closer to Mathias, who now stood beside the couch. She hated not knowing things about herself. She’d been raised to believe a piece of Edvaras’ magic had attached itself to her but that was a lie. It was her magical globefire, and while it was blue, like Edvaras’, it was a much darker shade. She had seen his Nymer, his magical energy, over the Grashbear. It lay now imprisoned inside her mother’s amulet, which the marble giant held in his keeping. Lies. Always fed lies… was she Mystic-born and faeblood? Or was she a potential like Olivia? 
Jovaryn remained by the window. “They will seek to turn you. Leave you with no support but to them.” 
Turn her? Like into a wererat? Had they done that to the sleeping child’s sister. The innkeep had bartered her life away for salamander lights. Salamander lights a fireling had made. A fireling who worked for the Boggleman. She had seen that for herself when she had dreamwalked
“Maybe Bibb makes the unfortunates believe they’ve no choice.” Mollie Mae placed a hand on Jovaryn’s shoulder. “But we’ve created a home on the side of good under Lord Chance.”  
“I won’t let her be bitten,” Mathias said. His outer glow had turned fiery red. “And what do you mean by Lord Chance?”
Mollie Mae’s eyes hooded. “What is a lie, but a truth shriveled and dried? A prune perhaps, and sweet. But sink not your teeth there. Seek instead those banded for sight who rummage through shadow, the dim, and the light.” 
“I know all of Lord Chance’s quotes,” Mathias snapped. The red around his green glow thickened. “Jules would quote from those books every day.” 
Aunia bunched the silky skirting of her gown into clenched fists. She understood Mathias’ ache to find his missing friend but quarreling would do no good. “Jovaryn. Do you think Jules would be at Spatelly?”
Fallo swiveled on the couch, fingertips pressed into the side of his skull as if pushing a headache away. “We can’t go against the will of the Dar-Elect. Not in a frontal attack. Every flyer from Worley and beyond would be on us. We’d be stripped of rank and steeds.” 
I would never leave you. Tafiriel’s silvery voice sounded in Aunia’s head. He’d often allow her inside the telepathic space that he and Mathias shared. 
Mathias turned to face his commander. 
Fallo’s gaze, however, fixed on Aunia, glow turning a sickly yellow-green, and he said: 

“Silver tongues. Willow eyes, 

Lure you in with their pretty lies.

Whispers sweet as lover’s breath,

And every promise reeks of death.”




“And I’m to watch what side of the cage I’m on?” Basil tugged a strand of his dark hair. 
“What do you mean by that?” Aunia asked. 
“Not myself.” Fallo gripped his head, and his glow threaded with gray-blue. 
“You’ve willow bark?” Basil nudged Mollie Mae.  
“For the one spouting Da Vennen poetry?” Mollie Mae wrinkled her nose, but she reached into a skirt pocket and handed a small linen pouch to Basil. 
“He drank wine laced with Navenra,” Mathias folded his arms. “The knight-sons did too. We need to confirm that Bibb and his Da Vennen are behind these attacks.”  
“The Da Vennen work for the Boggleman,” Aunia said. 
Basil straightened. “How do you know that?” 
Aunia pointed to the broken bits of salamander lights hooked to the ceiling. “If the boy’s tale is true about Da Vennen taking people to trade for those… There’s a fireling who makes them. She was tending the Boggleman after he fell from the Grashbear.”
“Again, how would you know that?” Mollie Mae asked.
Basil said, “She dreamwalks.” 
Mollie Mae turned wide eyes on her. “That magic is—”
“Rare indeed,” Basil finished. He and his mother shared a long look. 
Aunia bit her lip. What had she told Basil after he rescued her from Dalin? She’d been hit on the head with a brick and part of the rescue remained fuzzy. 
“Making salamander lights to trade for faebloods,” Basil mused.
“Bibb is building an army.” Mathias dropped his arms to his sides. “That means they either have or are looking for a place to attack.” 
“We’ve… we’ve an army to defend ourselves.” Fallo pressed his fingers deeper against his head. 
Holding a steaming cup, Basil crossed the room. Aunia had not seen the Mystic rover magick the cup from nowhere, but he had pulled foodstuff out of empty air before. Basil stopped in front of Fallo and handed him the cup.  
“The Boggleman wants the human world to die,” Aunia said. “And the time of the augury is coming, yes?”
“You’ve noticed the star move?” Mollie Mae said. 
“The star moves at a snail’s pace.” Mathias stepped away from the couch. 
“One would wish that,” Mollie Mae said. “It’s scary to consider which world will be picked when we’re missing four Chandarions.” 
“Three.” Basil remained in front of Fallo while the commander sipped at the cup. “A potential would count, and Olivia, like Edvaras, is free.”
“No, Olivia…” Aunia studied her toes that stuck out from under her blue gown. Slowly, she faced Basil. “She’s dead.” 
The olive tone of Basil’s cheeks muted as if a frost had crept beneath his skin. 
Behind her, Jovaryn’s voice came out hollow. “Bibb and the Da Vennen would not be turning faebloods into wererats simply to be a standing army. And if the Boggleman is involved…” 
“You know his plans?” Basil asked.
Jovaryn stepped beside Aunia. “There’s much that villain didn’t share, but…”
“He’s cut off from his power,” Aunia said. When she and Mathias entered Nonderu she had been able to destroy his faery-eating cloak… the one that allowed him to consume and reuse the magic of others. 
“Injured in a way, aye,” Jovaryn said. “And nothing is more fearsome than a beast left with nothing but will and fury. 
“What do you mean, cut off from his power?” Mollie Mae asked.
“She unmade his cloak,” Jovaryn said. 
“The cloak of shadow? I’m impressed.” But Mollie Mae’s back bowed and deep lines etched her brow. She whispered, “My little girl often had nightmares about that.”
“Forgive me,” Jovaryn said. “But we need to wrap this up. We’ve got Da Vennen at the gate. They want her. Me as well.”
“Flyers too,” Aunia said.
Mathias stiffened. “We’re safe from—”
“You said it yourself. Your knight-sons were corrupted. Jules taken.” Aunia pointed at Fallo. “Who knows who we can trust.” 
Mathias frowned, turning his attention to Basil. “Can you skip us to—”
“No.” Mollie Mae jerked her chin toward the window. “We’ve got our own mission.” 
Aunia blinked. Basil had rescued her at Dalin. Had stood by her when the dark fae had attacked Worley Square. And now he was abandoning her? 
Basil frowned. “I can’t skip so many—”
“You did last night,” Mathias said. 
“I had my faery familiar with me too. And it was only a few blocks distance.” Basil looked at Aunia. “I could take you.”
“It can’t just be me.” She swallowed hard. The price of being allowed back into the mortal world after being in Pavari was to agree that she and Mathias had to stay together until both their quests were complete—his to uncover what Bibb was up to, and hers to find her father. “Zevara’s geis.” 
“We’ve a lore master and children who must be saved,” Mollie Mae said.
Aunia lifted her chin. Rovers did need to be saved. It wasn’t like she was going to be executed. Just changed into a wererat, and who knew what else. 
Mathias stepped beside Aunia. “What do you mean by lore master?” 
“Do you mean Gavryn?” Jovaryn asked Mollie Mae.
Basil’s mom nodded. “He had a dream about the Wanderwright. Told others he was instructed to gather halite.” 
Aunia crossed her arms. “What exactly does that mean?”  
“Wanderwright… the Tinker. And halite, as in large salt crystals.” Jovaryn turned to Mollie Mae. “M’lady, will you need me too?”
“You can’t go against a lord.” Fallo stood, and Basil backed away. 
“Those rovers aren’t guilty,” Mollie Mae snapped. 
“We know.” Aunia pointed to the sleeping child. “He told us all about the Da Vennen pretending to be rovers. But why would they do that? What are they hiding?” 
“What we need to find out,” Mathias said. Murky lavender, worry, threaded through his glow. 
“Shall we?” Basil said to Jovaryn. He walked back to Mollie Mae, his olive skin still ashen.  
“Wait,” Aunia said. “Do you know where Jennium is?” If she had to be on her own with only Mathias and the other flyers, she wanted her garden faery friend. There were answers she needed and Jennium was good at spying them out.
Mollie Mae snapped her attention to Basil. “Jennium, is it? Another Mystic’s familiar? What exactly are you playing at?”
“Whatever I must, to keep us all safe, mother.” Basil readjusted his orange bandana. His glow swirled with shadowy gray and amber. He stopped at his mother’s side and faced Aunia. “Hide your abilities. Best as you can.” 
Basil,” Aunia insisted. “Where is Jennium?” 
“Don’t know. She left moments before I did when the Hauser flyers arrived.” Basil waved Jovaryn closer. “Sensible as neither of us should’ve stayed. Seeing me wouldn’t have done Keston or myself any good.” 
“But I need to ask her if my father is in Pavari.” She crossed the space between them and stood inches from Basil. 
Basil blinked. “He’s not a firm friend of Zevara’s.” 
“He vanished after he killed a Mockman troll in Nonderu,” Aunia said. “I… I need to know where he is.” 
“He was a prisoner of the Boggleman’s,” Jovaryn murmured to Mollie Mae. “Like I was.” 
Mollie Mae frowned. “Aunia. Dear. For you, it isn’t a garden faery or Zevara you should be asking. It’s Kai-Marin.” 
Basil shot Mollie Mae a startled look. “Mother?” 
Aunia stepped back. Kai-Marin as in the Boggleman’s mother? An Eaburrai known as the Sea-Witch? But she had held Aunia firmly in the Birchwoods’ creek to prevent the Boggleman from taking her. And in the dim recesses of her head, she could hear a voice saying, “it was up to the ocean,” and an image of the salt spring which appeared right after the Boar Hunt surfaced. That had been right after Nehla died. Aunia closed her eyes. She’d been thirteen. Limi fifteen. And no one would talk to her. 
A heavy knock rang on the outer door.  
Basil grasped Jovaryn by the arm and Mollie Mae by the hand, and they vanished. Skipped away. 






  
  Chapter four
When Duty Wobbles


What is duty, if not protecting those who cannot protect themselves? The queen herself might agree with that. — Jules Mayrell, flyer of Brinsaber
“Hold up a moment,” Mathias called out to whoever was on the other side of the door. He crossed the room and pulled the door open. 
Commander Frehn of Hauser Tower entered with Keston directly behind him. Breen followed next and closed the door. 
Frehn scanned the room, his gaze lingering on the low table with the untouched food and the spilled wine. Then Aunia by the open window. And the sleeping child on the chaise. He stepped to the stone hearth, sniffed, and wrinkled his nose. “What an interesting smell. Burned wineskin and… flowers.” 
“It’s Navenra,” Aunia said. She turned her back on him to look outside at the inn’s yard. 
“Get away from there, my dear,” Frehn said. “Breen. Shut that window.” 
Aunia frowned but complied—with Mathias’ deep gratitude. 
Keston swayed on his feet. 
Mathias frowned at the dark circles under his friend’s eyes and the tangles in his sandy brown hair. Rough. Keston looked incredibly rough, down to his brown pants and bleached white shirt coated in straw dust. “How’s Revellie doing?”
“Better.” Keston shot a glance at Frehn. “But not well enough to fly yet.”
“And that’s an issue.” Frehn sat at the opposite end of the couch from Fallo. “We need to talk.” 
“About the Da Vennen at the gate?” Fallo asked. 
Mathias felt his heart slip into a steadier beat. Was it possible? Fallo would be his reasonable, commanding self? 
“Among other things? Yes. But…” Frehn glowered at Aunia. “Breen? Would you escort our young miss to one of the bedrooms? And keep an eye on our guests at the gate.” 
Taf, Mathias sent, tell Aunia that Frehn doesn’t know she hears pegasi. Tell her to please keep that secret. Ok?
He waited to hear Taf’s silvery voice. Instead, Aunia folded her arms with a frown and stamped toward her bedroom with the broken door. Breen followed. 
“Lack of a door doesn’t do much for privacy,” Frehn muttered. “Keston, why don’t you go lie down in the other room? Get some sleep.” 
Keston glowered, eyes darting to the sleeping child and then to Mathias’ face. His shoulders slumped and his fingers curled over his heart, a gesture to be careful. He entered the other bedroom and did not close the door. Frehn’s gaze lingered on the not-so-subtle rebellion. He said nothing as he turned his attention back to Mathias and motioned for him to sit. 
Mathias pulled one of the wooden chairs near the hearth, set it down opposite the couch, and sat. 
“I have been in communication with Nyrissa despite your pegasus demanding we stop,” Frehn said. “He is old enough to have learned—” 
“If Tafiriel gave warning, it’s for cause. There is someone listening in to our conversations,” Mathias said.
Frehn sat forward. “An eavesdropper? Who?” 
“Ask your…” Mathias frowned. He didn’t remember Frehn’s pegasus’ name. 
Morganstee, Taf sent. 
“…Morganstee to ask Taf directly if what he says is true.” 
“Mine says yours can’t identify a person.” Frehn looked over to Fallo. “Only it’s not a flyer. Which is ridiculous.” 
“It’s true,” Mathias said. 
Frehn weighed his words, his expression guarded, and the minutes spilled away.
“There are Da Vennen soldiers at the gate,” Mathias said. “What do you plan to do?”
Frehn leaned back and settled the side of his boot upon the opposite knee. “There’s a…sleeping sickness on the premises. No one in. No one out. And the first who were stricken were, of course, Da Vennen soldiers from last night. We aided them. Returned them to their own people, but alas, more are succumbing.”
Mathias squirmed. He well remembered Paderro unexpectedly landing before them and magically sleeping an entire band of Da Vennen soldiers. It had been the only reason he, Aunia, Keston, and even Basil, had escaped their clutches. He should have known better and they should have stayed inside the inn. Instead, he took Aunia out to the pre-Kankari festival because he wanted her to forgive him. 
“There had been no other choice.” Fallo sipped at his mug of willow bark tea. 
But Fallo hadn’t been with them. He had been talking with Worley’s lord instead. Was in league with the knight-sons. Wasn’t he? But Paderro had come to save them. 
“The girl,” Frehn said. “That’s why the Da Vennen are after you?”
“It’s more than that,” Mathias said. “They’re collecting flyers now as well. Jules—”
“And my kin, Patrick. Garret,” Fallo said. 
“And Zeller,” Mathias said.
“He was killed,” Frehn hissed. 
“By Bibb’s hands.”   
“There is no proof of that.” Frehn wrapped his thigh with his knuckles twice. “And I’ll be directing the conversation. Let’s start with… why did you go to Nonderu?”
“You went to Nonderu?” Fallo asked, eyes wide. 
Mathias stiffened, wishing the window was still open, and the breeze made the room feel larger. “The Boggleman was waiting here for us. For Aunia. We fought him back, and he dove through a veil door. 
“Veil door?” Fallo set his mug down. “It’s said they allow you to manifest anything you want there.”
Mathias clenched his teeth. It wasn’t the doorway into Faery that allowed manifestation. It was being in Faery itself. And to manifest anything that would remain when you returned to the mortal world? That required a geis laid upon you by the faery court’s ruler, along with a core memory to lock it into permanence. “Well, I was able to manifest an army of myself to help fight—”
Frehn sat up straight. “You expect me to believe—”
“Again. You can ask my pegasus for confirmation,” Mathias said. 
“The Boggleman has been after her. And the girl wants her father back,” Fallo said. 
Frehn shot Fallo a puzzled look.
“The Boggleman took her dad,” Mathias said. “Abducted him.” 
Frehn stood. “And he isn’t a peasant tale.”
Mathias frowned. “I assure you he is not.” 
Frehn scratched the back of his hand. “You do have interesting tales. Please. Regale me. What happened in Dalin?” 
Fallo and Mathias shared a look, and Fallo flipped his palm up, tacitly allowing Mathias to go first. So, Mathias told Frehn about Dalin. He started with the terse conversation with the guards directing them to leave and being shot at. He spoke about the arrival of Lord Emmet’s healer. How Mathias and Keston had tried to find out what happened to Jules and the knight-sons but they were ignored after Fallo traveled to the lord’s keep. He spoke about the variety of answers when people would talk to them. And then how everything turned violent with Bibb’s arrival. 
“Bibb told so many lies about us flyers. And he had the people chanting for the Da Vennen.” Mathias leaned forward. “One merchant told us he’d been an eyewitness and saw the knight-sons kill their own pegasi.” 
Fallo jumped to his feet. “Flyers wouldna do that.” 
“What if they’d been Navenra-poisoned?” Mathias asked. He turned back to Frehn. All he could do was plea. “Do you not see? We have to find out what this Arch Vicar is doing. Our very security depends on it.” 
Frehn looked as if he held a mouthful of nails. “Flyers wouldn’t—”
“I saw them last night,” Mathias growled. “They felt off. And there is no presence when I ask Taf to reach out.” 
“The wine,” Frehn murmured.  
Mathias nodded. 
“From those little lacy blue flowers?”
Mathias nodded again. “And one more thing. The Da Vennen… they were collecting portal tiles from the ruins of the guildhall.” 
Frehn frowned. Nearly rolled his eyes. “They avoid magic at all costs.” 
“Maybe it was true once but no longer,” Fallo said. “They’re using Navenra in wine to steal the will from others.”
Mathias swallowed hard. Jules. He had recovered from a wererat bite. What had his fate been after? 
“I know,” Fallo continued. “They gave it to me.” 
Frehn glowered and pulled off his commander’s pin, a seven-pointed silver star, from his nearly black jerkin. “Hold out your hand, Fallo.” 
“Do you think Paderro would allow me to ride him if I were turned?” When Fallo received no answer, he held out his hand. 
Frehn pressed the pin against Fallo’s hand. No sizzle. No black threading under the skin. Mathias blinked. Had he expected a reaction? Perhaps a bit. Fallo still hadn’t explained why he had been using a whisperer. 
Fallo met Frehn’s gaze and smiled. It was a cold one. 
Frehn refastened the pin to his jerkin. “If you’re not a wererat, how do you know they are turning flyers—”
“Not just flyers,” Mathias said. “Faebloods too.” 
“The question still stands,” Frehn said. “How?”  
“My kin were turned,” Fallo erupted. “I don’t know why they didn’t turn me, but they got me drunk on Navenra-laced wine.”  
Frehn stiffened more. “Where’s that scruffy lad you supposedly rescued?”
Jovaryn. Frehn had seen him when Mathias and Aunia had entered the stable that morning. Telling Frehn that Jovaryn had skipped away… It would not make any of them look good. “He was a prisoner of the Boggleman’s,” Mathias said. “We rescued him. No one should be left in the Boggleman’s hands…but he…”
“He skipped away,” Fallo said. “No fault of our own. Wasn’t wearing any iron bracelets.” 
“Like the faebloods who escaped Dalin, eh? Interesting. You seem to be in a few places where faebloods escape,” Frehn said. “And you’re seen at attacks with wyverns and walking mouths.”
“Commander Frehn.” Mathias stiffened. “We will see increased attacks. Zeller said we are getting closer to the time of the choice.”
“The choice,” Frehn said softly. “Nyrissa is right to call you in. I’ll tell her—” 
“You can’t. The eavesdropper.” Mathias interrupted. “We have to—”
“We’ve an army heading for the border to shore up against attacks,” Frehn murmured. 
“The training grounds are in Spatelly,” Mathias cried out. “They’re going in the wrong direction.” 
“Speaking of wrong directions.” Frehn pointed at the kid. “Which one of you slept him?”
Mathias frowned. “He brought Navenra-d wine, and he gave the Navenra flowers to the pegasi.”
“We’ll turn him over to Lord Lyle for sentencing,” Frehn said.
“No,” Mathias said. “He… he only did it because he was promised his sister back. She was exchanged for those lights.” Mathias pointed to the shattered salamander lights hanging above. 
“A faeblood then,” Frehn said. 
“He’s a child.” Mathias said. He wished he had Basil or Jovaryn taken the child with them. “Spatelly isn’t far. A day’s travel and a day’s travel back. We’re duty-bound to find out what the Da Vennen… what Bibb is up to. They’re using magical devices and—”
“No,” Frehn said. “We’re leaving before Kankari starts, and we’ll make our way to Tatia. You and the remaining Eddac Tower flyers will be brought before the Queen and our Dar-Elect for questioning. After Nyrissa can decide if she wants anyone scoping out that cursed ghost-city.  
“But—”
“I’ll be allowing Keston to sleep for a bit,” Frehn barreled over Mathias. “Give the Da Vennen time to give up and then we’ll take our leave.” 






  
  Chapter five
Through a Window


A child’s faith calls heroes to them. Perhaps when we realize all we have is ourselves…that we must be savior and saved…only then can we really be adult. — Breen Haldrayne, flyer of Korthalee
“Get away from the doorframe,” Breen said, tone short, from the window overlooking the Green Harpy’s gate. 
Breen sounded like Limi’s when she was feeling bossy. A part of Aunia wanted to join the broad-cheeked girl. Wanted both to see and not see what the Da Vennen were doing. But she needed to know her fate.
The anxiety rattling her bones flared to anger, brought a pinching to Aunia’s head, but she complied. She could easily listen in on the Hauser commander, Mathias, and Fallo by standing further away. She sat on her bed, breathing deep. It would make the situation only worse if she accidentally conjured her magical globefire, Mygul. 
Basil had told her days ago—no, weeks, as they had lost time in the faery world—to hide her magic. Magic was only permissible if it came from tangible items. Ingredients Basil had called it. Magic spells stored in crystals. Potions. That sort of thing. She had no ingredients, save her father’s amulet. She rubbed the orb under her chemise. She had lost her mother’s amulet by exposing it to the marble giant. She could not lose her father’s. The amulets were identical except that the tiny gems embedded in the silver hand’s fingernails had changed. Instead of blue they were red. 
“What did you do to anger them?” Breen held the curtain in her fist. Her glow, slate blue flecked with amber, turned steelier.
Aunia frowned. Breen had the glow of someone who controlled her emotions with a rigid structure. Like the chief in her village often did. Beneficial because he rarely made snap decisions. Terrible, because he rarely changed his mind. 
Aunia rose and walked to the window. She needed Breen to see that she and Mathias were only people. People who needed help. “The Da Vennen attacked us in Dalin, but we did nothing. Keston and I only walked to…”  
“Keep back,” Breen barked under her breath. “We don’t need them spotting you. Who knows if one of them has a far-viewer?” 
Aunia stopped half a man’s length from Breen. It was close enough that she could glimpse the growing number of bear-cloaked figures at the gate. She swallowed back the jagged cold. “They attacked us. We fought back. We had to. To live.”
Breen’s thick lips turned into a thin line. “That’s not what they’re saying.” 
“You could ask Tafiriel,” Aunia shot. Another wash of cold filled her. Stupid. She curled her toes into the gritty carpet. “I… overhear things sometimes.” 
“Another reason Eddac faces punishment,” Breen said. She turned her attention back to the window. “That’s a serious gathering. They’re not posturing. They’re planning. I don’t like it.”
“I don’t like it either.” Aunia forced herself not to ball her fist. Not to stomp her foot. She needed to show calmness. Contriteness. Show that she could listen. All the things Limi once tried to ram into her head. “What happens when you’re arrested?”
Breen leveled a scowl dripping with disbelief. “It means you’re in custody. Held for questioning. Bound by law.”
“I’d never heard ‘arrested’ before coming here.” Aunia shivered. She knew exile. That was the sentence Limi had foisted on her. And that order had to be obeyed on pain of stoning. Aunia straightened, refusing to feel the blood from that bite.
“Never heard?” Breen dropped the curtain. “Where are you from? You’re not a fireling that pushed past the border spell, are you?” 
Aunia shook her head. Foolish. Perhaps it was better that Breen hadn’t known but… Threading through faery-truths. That’s what she needed to do. She sucked in a long breath. “I came from Edvaras’ village.”  
Breen’s eyes widened, and the amber specks in her glow pulsed. A sign there was more to her than just hardness. “It means you’ll be questioned. Watched—”
“I’m being questioned and watched now.”
“It means your actions will be judged by someone above us both.”
Aunia bit her lip.
“But you won’t be harmed in Hauser custody,” Breen said, her words rushed. “Not if you don’t try to escape.”
All Aunia wanted at this moment was to get away from the Da Vennen and find where her father went. And she couldn’t do either. 
“We just stay here?” Aunia cringed at how her voice cracked. 
“We can’t.” Breen tugged at her blue scarf hanging around her neck. “Our Dar-Elect wants to question each of you. Know how you, a civilian, got involved with these flyers. Why are you with them?” 
Why was she with them? Because she needed Mathias’ help to rebox Edvaras’ light. To keep the Boggleman from using it to destroy the human world. Because she saw Mathias as a lifeline when her father refused to tell her anything of her mother. Because Mathias had stepped out of Tafiriel’s pen to help her when Fallo had threatened her father harm. Mathias always stepped up when she was in danger. But she hesitated to tell Breen any of that. “I love him.” 
“Him? Mathias? He used to be honorable. He’s in competition for—”
“I know,” Aunia snapped and brushed her fingers against her hidden amulet. Stars, maybe she should call Basil back to skip her away. “Mathias is helping me find my father. He was taken, you see, by the Boggleman.” 
“Mathias was providing help?” One of Breen’s eyebrows rose. 
“Yes.” Aunia had to paint Mathias in a better light. “They came over the Grashbear Mountains looking for the wererat who had bitten his friend, Jules, and found my village.”
“Edvaras’ village.” Breen breathed again. “And are the starcharts there?” 
“They’d been destroyed.” Aunia glanced at her knapsack, which sat on the floor at the foot of the bed. She had spotted charts inside her father’s leather-bound book with its embossed stars when she had been in Eddac Tower. Could be copies of star charts. She had meant to ask Mathias what he made of them, but they had argued. 
Aunia closed her eyes, remembering the letter Mathias had written to the heir princess, Keira. When he was in the suitor games. Before he had met her. He had called her ‘darling.’ 
She needed to get out of here. Run through damp grass, have the wind pull away her fears and regrets and hurts. She turned to the bed and her gaze fell on her poppet. Her poppet. Leiaphae flowers were stitched inside it. Leiaphae that they had planned to use. Shroud themselves magically and be invisible… like her village currently was to the outside world. 
She pulled the thought of Tafiriel, but before Aunia cast any telepathic thought, something else crossed her mind. Her eyes flew open. “For questioning… Does that mean we’ll be taken to Tatia?”
Taya, a rover girl in Basil’s caravan, had told her about a magical window within Tamore’s capital city. It lay inside a chamber that had vanished. Disappeared. Like a betwixting tunnel. If she could find it, that window would take her anywhere in the Faery world. She could go directly to Zevara and… Mollie Mae’s words came thundering back: “For you, it isn’t a garden faery or Zevara you should be asking. It’s Kai-Marin.”
“That’s where Nyrissa is.” Breen turned back to the window and cursed softly under her breath. 
Aunia’s heart thundered in her chest. “How do you find an Eaburrai?” 
“You can’t ask an Eaburrai to save you from arrest.” Breen snorted, but the amber flecks in her glow softened. “If they saved from anything…”
“I just want to know more about…” Aunia swallowed. “Kai-Marin.”
Breen’s glow turned steely again. “Why? They don’t intervene in a mortal’s life. I’m born under Branimir the Hunter, and I’m a flyer for Yasendra’s sake. Think he’s ever helped? Even Keston knows enough not to…”  
Keston. With a very sick Revellie. And Breen had been in the stable to watch over both. Aunia cringed. “How are they?” 
Breen grazed the top of a knife’s handle that rose from the sheath at her belt. “Uriah found them all, you know, Branimir and Kai-Marin at the Eaburrai Court centuries ago. He had gone to ask for their blessing.” 
A faint smile tugged at the corners of Aunia’s mouth. Mathias had told her the story of Uriah, second son of a king, and Yasendra, an Eaburrai, who had fallen in love. 
“It would have been better if he never had,” Breen said. 
A knock came from the hallway door. 
Aunia turned, but Breen bustled to the doorframe and stood inside the opening. Aunia caught up. She peered around the girl, who stood a finger-length shorter than Aunia. 
From the hallway doorway a young man stood. He wore boots that stretched over his knees. “You’ve refreshments. Good
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