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Prologue

Tomman Hail of House Ever-Loyal was going to die before the sun rose.

It wasn’t as heroic as it sounded.

It was a lonely, terrible thing. Made worse by the lonely, terrible knowledge weighing on his chest. The secret he’d uncovered.

It’ll be our lives if we’re caught, he’d said.

Now, as then, he believed the cause worth the cost.

Even as he heard the pounding at the door announce the Queensguard’s arrival to his family home, Captain Baeth at their head. The middle of the night wasn’t an hour at which anyone bore pleasant news.

They carried torches of fire, not shards of the Queen’s mirrorglass. Danger flickered in the wicked orange light that dappled their well-trained faces.

Better them than a sorcerer, Tomman thought.

Father led them into the sitting room. Mother, straight-backed and proud in her dressing gown, asked if Baeth would like some tea.

The captain had already trained her unyielding gaze on Tomman. Having stood opposite that look for countless lessons in sword and dagger, he knew there was no parrying it.

“Tomman Hail Ever-Loyal.” The Queensguard stood straighter when Baeth spoke. None of them would look at Tomman, at his parents. “You will be remanded to the Queen’s mercy.”

Live steel strapped at their waists. Authorized to use force if command wouldn’t suffice.

Whether Tomman resisted or not, the result wouldn’t change. He’d seen where this path might end—too soon—and he’d taken it anyway. Made the path his.

No illusions of being stuffed in a cell to go mad. What he’d discovered couldn’t be hidden. It had to be erased.

If the Queen hoped to maintain the pretense of civility in front of his parents, Tomman intended to play along. It would make this easier for them.

“I surrender,” he said immediately.

“Like shitfire you surrender.” Lord Ever-Loyal came to stand beside his son. “Baeth, I learned the blade from your father before he was pinning your diapers. When the Queensguard take a man in the middle of the night—we know he won’t return. What is this?”

Captain Baeth shook her head. Her hand must have been forced. She would never have done this willingly, but she was keeping her grief private, admirably stone-faced. Then Tomman saw her eyes, blank and cracked as an old mirror. His fear bottomed out into despair. She was no friend of his, no friend to anyone but the Queen. “Not another step. The slightest resistance could be cause for deadly force.”

“What are the charges? Against my son?” Father swept the Queensguard with a practiced gaze. “These are no escorts.”

Movement from the side and rear. A hiss of steel. Lady Ever-Loyal gasped and the Queensguard whirled with blades in hand to face Ainle, Tomman’s nine-year-old brother, who’d stepped into the room rubbing sleep from his eyes. He stopped short, cry cut off, a red stain blooming along the collar of his blue pajamas.

Groundskeeper Eraith entered at the same moment, straight from the stables with pitchfork in hand, to ask what the trouble was.

Tomman yelled to stop it, but it had already begun.

The shouting, the weapons, the smell of fresh blood, and the Queen’s lifetime of lies. More than sufficient powder and flame.

Baeth signaled the attack.

Tomman’s vision became a blur of his mother’s howling mouth, her flying hair. She raced to Ainle’s side as his father drew his Queensguard sword.

Lord Ever-Loyal was an exceptional duelist.

But he stood against thirty swordsmen.

He refused to kneel, so they cut him down, across belly and chest. Blood on the starburst tile Mother loved so much. Tomman didn’t see her body lying with the others. Had she fled in time to warn the girls?

Tomman fought, but Baeth had always bested him in practice. Now was no different. She brought the hilt of her sword into the bone of his cheek. He staggered, fell to his knees. She caught him and pinned him to the wall with a knife through his palm. Held the point of her sword, still sticky with Lord Ever-Loyal’s insides, to Tomman’s throat, forcing his chin up so he had to watch.

They’d never planned to take him alive.

They were merely saving him for last.

Mother’s impeccably set dining room was a mess. Three of the seven fae-glass windows were shattered. Tomman broke free, struggled with Baeth, used the knife that pierced his hand to cut her bottom lip and chin. Baeth had the bigger weapon, the longer range. The struggle ended quickly. He was pinned again.

The slaughter continued.

All night there was weeping, begging, servants spitted while Tomman was forced to bear witness. Iron-toed boots in his gut and iron-soled boots crushing his hands.

Despite everything he knew, because of everything he knew, he didn’t crack. He tried to goad the Queensguard into killing him before a sorcerer could arrive and begin the true torture.

He wasn’t dead yet. Unfortunately.

He sat, pinned again to the wall between two broken windows, Baeth’s blade neatly lodged between his heart and his liver. Steel sheathed first in muscle, then plaster. The Queen’s crest upon the hilt: a golden two-faced sun stained with Tomman’s blood.

At last the sorcerer Morien appeared before him.

“I keep you alive because you have something I want,” he said. “You will tell me where it is.”

The sun peered over the horizon. The sorcerer was gathering fragments of silver-polished glass toward him simply by curving his fingers and beckoning them closer. They shivered and shuddered across the tile. Instead of reflecting the pale light, they absorbed it. They showed Tomman a thousand secrets he shouldn’t have known, from the eyes of the men and women and children, his family, who had died that night. Their wishes, their bargains, their silenced dreams.

Each let him know that he would risk this tragedy again, if he were given the chance.

Tomman could barely move, but he rolled his face away. The sorcerer wouldn’t be the last thing he saw in this life. Cool, damp wind touched his cheek, kissed by the jagged lip of the windowsill. It stirred the hair on Ainle’s head—he lay by Tomman’s side, otherwise unmoving—where it wasn’t plastered to his scalp with blood. Tomman remembered his laugh, how the silly lad had begged to hold Father’s Queensguard broadsword, though he didn’t have the strength yet to lift it.

Outside the window, in the trammeled grass of Mother’s garden, Tomman thought he saw a Queensguard running. Not toward the house—away from it. Flinging his blade into one of Mother’s rosebushes. Peeling off layers of his uniform as if they burned his skin. Driven from the Queen’s service by the horror of the Queen’s service.

Real or hallucinated, it was a sign. No matter who the Queen controlled, no matter what she stole, no matter how she armored herself, there would always be cracks through which the truth would shine.

“No,” Tomman finally answered the sorcerer, “I don’t think I will.”

Holding Ainle’s little hand with his broken one, Tomman shifted to the right. Sliced his heart cleanly in two—and smiled.

Nothing left for the sorcerer to use.
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Rags

ONE YEAR LATER

Sixteen days. Rags had been in a cell in the dungeon known as Coward’s Silence for sixteen days. They felt as long as his sixteen years.

He wasn’t planning to stick around for much longer.

But trying to escape blind, without a plan, would double his guard. So he’d taken his time. Thought it through and decided. The next time the Queensguard tried to transport him would be his best chance to make it out.

Rags was no stranger to this business. He’d been in and out of cells since he could flex his fingers to steal. He’d even developed a system of ranking each of the city’s seven jails from best to worst on a scale of one to five points.

One: Cell condition. (Down by the docks, after a rainfall, he’d once slept in two inches of water, and nursed a lingering cough for the next two years and seven days.)

Two: Meals. (Depending on where a thief got snatched, he could count on three square a day and cheese with only a little mold on it. Some got caught on purpose, when pickings were lean.)

Three: Bed. (As in, was there one?)

Four: The company. (Local drunks and fellow thieves, or split-knuckles and murderers? Barely ten, Rags had wound up locked in a cell with a rapist who wouldn’t shut up about pretty girls and their pretty curls, until one of the guards knifed him during change-of-duty.)

Five: The quality of the guards.

Rags was holding off on giving Coward’s Silence a score. He hadn’t heard a peep since his arrival, though the quiet didn’t mean he was sleeping easy.

He kept track of the passing days by scratching marks onto the stone wall with a fingernail. Dust and dirt and damp grime packed the space beneath his nails so densely that they split, but Rags kept up the practice diligently. Dutifully. Dug deep so there’d be no uncertainty.

For a bastard thief with no faith, this was the god he prayed to.

“You’ll give up eventually,” the man in the next cell over said, voice muffled through stone and nasty with loneliness and despair. Rags imagined him as more skeleton than living man. “Everyone gives up eventually. Took me three hundred days before I stopped counting. See how long it takes you.”

Rags ground his teeth and refused to answer. He had his own cell, a point in the place’s favor. Coward’s Silence knew how to treat its degenerates, letting them ignore each other in peace.

Sixteen days.

The Queensguard would come to transport him eventually. They were famous for their successful interrogations.

That thought coaxed a snort from his nose.

The job was supposed to have been simple. Blind Kit had finally pinpointed the location of the Gutter King’s underground vault. The haul of Rags’s dreams—the infamous collection of pirate gold and stolen Ever-Nobles’ fortunes, snatched in the chaos when their families fell out of favor and were run out of town. After the Queensguard burned House Ever-Loyal last year, countless early Radiance forgeries flooded the Cheapside Gray-Market. Rags didn’t buy into the frenzy, knew the real loot had already been smuggled deep underground. That cache kept the undercity running, kept the Gutter King stroking the strings.

Rags, with help from Blind Kit, was going to relieve the Gutter King of some of it.

Not all. Not enough that they’d become a target, but enough to make life easier for years. Rags had even considered the possibility of going soft, of buying a nice house in a cheap part of town. He could take up juggling, or some other thing that took quick hand-eye work but carried fewer risks than thieving.

Rags had made it into the sewers, past the shadowy henchmen and their spring-traps, all the way to the fucking door of the vault.

The man who’d been tapped to rig the explosion hadn’t lit the fuse.

Instead, the grating had opened. Out had poured dozens of Queensguard in silver and black.

Only one wall had separated Rags from the biggest score of his life. In the blink of an eye, it was gone.

Someone must have sold him out. Not Kit, who’d had a bounty on her head for close to two years, as long as she’d been blind. She wouldn’t go near the Queensguard after they’d run the last healers and hedgewitches out of the city.

To Rags, her fear and mistrust made her reliable. Sure, a handful of other thieves in the Clave might risk a run-in with the Queensguard over a fat score, but Rags was careful not to make enemies with those crazy gamblers.

Think about that later. The interrogation was coming, and from the way they’d thrown him in, left him to stew for sixteen days, they were planning something extra nasty. Rags ran his tongue over the split in his upper lip—it stung, infected and bound to scar—and set to cleaning the dirt from under his nails. He’d waited too long to be set free, returned to his tools: delicate metal lockpicks that worked in a pinch for cleaning under an infected nail.

He’d have to do it by hand.

Rags set to the task, careful and slow. He couldn’t afford to damage the other, irreplaceable tools of his trade: his wicked quick fingers that danced with a hummingbird’s speed and could sting like a wasp when called to.

Sixteen days. He wasn’t going to lose count. He marked the passage of time by the delivery of his meals, if they could be called that, and chewed the moldy bread, not bothering to spit out the maggots. Protein. Keep his strength up, his mind sharp. The cell stank of his filth, but that honed his senses, kept his teeth bared. He wouldn’t rot in this place. As soon as the Queensguard came for him, Rags would get out.

The Queensguard finally showed when he was drifting through the vulnerable shadow space between sleep and waking life. The man in the next cell laughed darkly, choked, spat. Rags’s eyes adjusted to the sudden fall of light, scanned the row—two rows—of Queensguard for a weak point, and found none.

Hands on him, hoisting him to his feet. No jeers about his condition, no introductory punches. The royal seal on their breastplates.

Rags swore like a dying pig.

The Queensguard ignored his vulgarity and hauled him out.
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They went up, not down. Troubling, because all interrogation rooms were down, the better to hide the screaming from civilians. If they weren’t hauling him in for torture and questioning, where were they headed?

Rags lifted his head high—he couldn’t see over the spiked epaulets in front of him—and readied himself to meet—

Whatever it was.

A long trek through the dismal dark, following the relentless, clanking pace set by the Queensguard. It grew cold enough that Rags’s teeth would have chattered if he’d been alone. With company, better not to show that kind of weakness. He had to fight to keep from stumbling.

Rags knew exactly how big Coward’s Silence was, and it wasn’t this big.

Still the Queensguard continued upward, not a direction Rags had on the map in his head. As they kept ascending, the stink of death faded, and the walls started looking pretty. Wafts of perfume, snippets of song, the distant clink of silver and glass. Coward’s Silence was accessible from Queen Catriona Ever-Bright’s castle on the Hill, but Rags couldn’t be headed for a royal audience. The thought was enough to make him laugh. Or vomit.

He managed to hold both in.

A door opened to reveal windows and chandeliers and beautiful bright moonlight. Rags’s muscles strained toward the exit instinctively and the grip on his wrists tightened, held him back, not even a grunt of effort from the Queensguard holding him.

“You’d best not,” the one nearest him said. Simple, emotionless, without threats.

It did the trick.

Queensguard had a reputation for being off. The stories only got worse each year. Troops would turn up in the dead of night to evict entire rows of tenants for the Queen’s mining expeditions. Whole neighborhoods went down so she could build her silver Hill higher. The displaced wound up beggars, or employed in the same mines being dug under their stolen homes.

Now Rags was in Queensguard custody, a gang of them to take care of one small thief, dragging him through what seemed to be the Queen’s own white palace.

It didn’t get stranger than this.

They hadn’t been so quiet during Rags’s last encounter with them. So stiff. In the lineup of a dozen men and women, not one coughed, jiggled, or hummed to make the walk go faster. No one so much as pretended to bait Rags with an insult about his height, which didn’t sit right.

Their stark black uniforms, detailed with silver, turned them into shadows. They were all business, as though their mistress, the Queen, could see them everywhere, every heartbeat of every day, so they always had to be on their best behavior.

That thought gave Rags shivers, and he stepped down hard on it. Had to quit daydreaming. If he planned to see this bewildering trip through, figure out how to escape it, he had to pay attention.

A few more halls. The architecture was late Radiance period; this could only be home to a member of the Silver Court, a theory confirmed by the masterpieces—not forgeries—hung in lily-shaped frames between the windows. Then a brightly lit chamber, a chair at the far end flanked by two massive, wire-furred hounds. A lean young man sat dead center, his long black hair seeded with jeweled beads. At his back, another man, stockier, dressed entirely in red. Like a sorcerer.

Like a fucking sorcerer.

Shit, shit, shit.

The Queensguard didn’t let Rags go, didn’t give him the chance to bolt. One put his hand on the back of Rags’s head and said, “Bow.”

No choice. Down on his knees in front of some Ever-Noble, staring at his own filth-caked hands, fingers splayed on marble tile veined with silver.

“You need a bath,” the young man in the chair said.

And a knife, and a way to turn back time, to be a good boy and ignore the rumors about jewels buried beneath an abandoned bank.

“’Snot all I need,” Rags said. “. . . Your Importantness.” That last bit earned him a boot to the side of the face—a boot with its toe cased in iron.

“Rise,” the sorcerer commanded.

The Queensguard assisted Rags, shoving him forward. They let go of his wrists because they didn’t need security, not now that the sorcerer had stepped forward, his eyes just visible between swaths of bloodred fabric.

The sorcerer continued, “We’ll kill you if you don’t agree to our proposal.”

“I agree to your proposal,” Rags said.

The sorcerer shook his head. The cloth around his mouth and nose didn’t stir with his breath, sending a shiver through Rags’s body. The rumors that sorcerers didn’t have to breathe couldn’t be true.

Was he the last thing the Queen’s most recent enemies, the Ever-Loyals, had seen before their eyes had glazed over for good? Someone should’ve noticed that Rags didn’t belong in their noble, deceased company.

“Let’s eat first,” the sorcerer said. “Shall we?”
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No names were offered, but they were generous with their food. Rags’s manners had the wiry hounds looking away in shame, but no one corrected him or was stupid enough to bring out a knife and fork to help him eat. He ate with his hands. At least they had brought him a basin of clean water and scented soap to wash them in first.

He had caught sight of himself in the surface of the water before he disturbed it. Hollows in his cheeks, under his dark eyes. The split in his lip was worse than he’d thought, definitely going to scar. He took in his sharply angled features, the mouth that felt permanently twisted. The posture and attitude of a magpie, with the bird’s shifty, quick grace. Black hair curling over the curves of his ears. The lobe of the right had been torn, the hoop that once hung there ripped out in his latest tussle with the Queensguard.

All that work, skillfully avoiding every trap, only to have Queensguard waiting for him at the end of the maze. It still smarted. The Gutter King was laughing in his vault somewhere.

And counting his un-stolen jewels.

The memory offered revelation. “Oh. You want me to steal something for you. Right?” Rags caught the Ever-Noble’s flicker of surprise and kept smug triumph from crossing his own face. “Figures. Even though I got pinned by your guys, you still think I’m the pawn for your special job?”

The Ever-Noble tipped his head back with a faint smile.

Rags’s eyes naturally picked out the shiny first: A shimmer of chain against the man’s dark skin, connecting the gold ring in his ear and the one in his nose. A whisper of metallic thread crosshatching his midnight-blue tunic. The gilt finish of his smoking slippers, the pure silver signet ring adorning his left hand. All these things told Rags that the Ever-Noble was a mover and shaker. Coming up in the world, doing well for himself, and showing off too much, like all new money.

The sorcerer’s eyes showed nothing, reminded Rags of polished stone. Reflecting, not revealing.

Rags’s throat was still dry. He contemplated drinking the water in the basin he’d used to wash his filthy face and filthier hands.

“You did well in the test,” the sorcerer said, and waited for this to sink in. When Rags swore, comprehension dawning, he continued: “Yes, I designed the obstacle course below the bank. You evaded every trap, save for the final one. Had you done that . . .”

“You would have been in trouble, Morien,” the Ever-Noble said, a flash of fire in his eyes. “No need to withhold names any longer. He’s the one for the job. Let’s treat him well.”

Morien. Morien the Last. Rags recognized the name from rumors only. His mind spun. Last what? Last in his class, or last thing you see before he tears out your still-beating heart and eats it with eggs at breakfast?

Morien shrugged beautifully, heavily. “As your will commands, my lord Faolan Ever-Learning. This thief is the one for the job.”

Rags swore again, curses so colorful that when his voice broke and he fell silent, Lord Faolan Ever-Learning of the Silver Court applauded him for his inventiveness.

Faolan wasn’t just your average lily-soft Ever-Noble. Most thieves worth their spot in the Clave knew better than to steal from House Ever-Learning, because young Lord Faolan worked directly under the Queen.

Poor folk kept track of that kind of thing. Needed to know who was too dangerous to be worth stealing from.

Rags’s old friend Dane from Cheapside would’ve eaten this story up. But Cheapside was a long way from the royal Hill, Dane was long dead, and Rags was in the deep shit now.

Lost-Lands help him, he wanted to know how deep.





[image: image]

4

Rags

They had him clean up first, while also, Rags figured, letting him stew in curiosity for hours, so he’d drive himself wild with the need to know what came next.

He only allowed himself to properly boil once he’d bathed and changed and prodded at the split in his lip in front of a spotless mirror, in a waiting room that would’ve held half of all the street rats with allegiance to the Clave. With space to spare. Family portraits hung in gilded frames; the window fixtures were wrought from precious metal, the chairs upholstered in the finest velvet.

Of course, the Queensguard was watching, so Rags couldn’t make off with the lot stuffed down his pants.

He dressed in clothes that had been left for him: trousers without holes and a belt with pouches. The belt was magnificently useful. Everything else was too much, especially the cowl-necked tunic, fluttering hem so crooked it had to be on purpose. All in black, with a pair of soft leather boots he’d hawk if he made it out of this in one piece.

No harm in wearing them for this job, learning what life without foot blisters was like.

Rags whistled at the picture he made. Tugged the draped fabric up and around to hide his nose and mouth. Looked like a child playing in an older sibling’s clothes.

Save for the boots, which were a perfect fit, every item of clothing was at least a size too big. Rags wasn’t troubled. Most of the clothes he owned had been purchased for someone else to wear.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d been so clean. His skin was pink, tingling from the rough scrubbing. His hair clung wet to his forehead and the back of his neck. His hands were dry and peeling around the nails, but otherwise unharmed.

One of the Queensguard caught him flexing his fingers and examining his knuckles, and cleared her throat. Rags tried to stop looking so suspicious after that. It was dawn when Morien and Faolan returned. Rags watched through the window as the sun began to climb, turning Cheapside’s seemingly endless line of tin shanties briefly gold. From the Hill sprawled Westside, where folks were nearly as rich, but their houses weren’t as well guarded; and Northside, which was merchant and shop territory, the newly rich, who were about as trustworthy as Cheapsiders and Clave thieves. Sinkholes, a hazard from all the collapsed mining tunnels, pocked the fallen Eastside district.

Didn’t stop desperate orphans from trying to take shelter in the rubble. Every month, their corpses were discovered in the shifting dust and cracked stone.

Loss of an entire neighborhood led to more overcrowding in Cheapside—the city’s poorest district, and Rags’s home. The view from on high transformed his old sneaking grounds into something beautiful, angular, like lines on a map, instead of the familiar, stink-soaked back alleys Rags was so fond of disappearing into.

Then the door opened, the lord and his sorcerer entered, and the Queensguard left. Only the dogs stood between Rags and Faolan.

They cowered aside, made way for Morien the Last.

“My favorite part of the test you designed was the bit with the barbed arrows that came at me from every direction,” Rags told Morien. “That was fun.”

Had the Gutter King’s vault ever lain in wait for him, or had it been a ruse from the start? Was there a Gutter King anymore? Rags didn’t know what to believe and, as always, decided not to believe in anything, except his quick fingers.

“There’s worse where you’re going.” Morien stood by the window. The sunlight revealed black threads veining the red cloth he wore, like branches against a burning sky. No—like the creep of deadly poison through blood.

“That was my favorite part, too.” Faolan patted the head of the dog nearest him affectionately. “What do you know of the Lost-Lands, little thief?”

What did one trash-raised, trash-named thief know about the Lost-Lands? The same stories every guttersnitch knew: extravagant lies, elaborate inventions. Once upon a lost-time, Oberon Black-Boned ruled a glittering court, as beautiful as it was treacherous. His fae Folk were handsome, strong, and brilliant, but inhuman and terribly cruel. Their beauty was the lure, their nails and teeth sharp.

Through subterfuge or sheer luck, armed with sorcery and shadowy pacts, humanity had managed to destroy them all. Even after their annihilation, the mere thought of them or their Lost-Lands still traced its fangs along the back of Rags’s neck, raised the hairs there. As though echoes of fearsome fae remained, ready to enact ghostly vengeance despite being buried long ago.

Instead of letting on how the thought chilled him raw, Rags snorted. “That if I don’t finish my vegetables every night, I’ll be taken away, replaced in my bed by a changeling, and fed to Oberon’s children finger by finger.”

Faolan waved a hand. His dogs watched it move, accustomed to treats. “Regardless of what you believe in, we’ve discovered an intriguing ruin. You’ll be brought there—you’ll have to be blindfolded much of the way—then charged with leading my explorers through its pitfalls successfully.”

“And if I’m not successful?”

“You aren’t our first choice,” Morien said.

“Or our fifth,” Faolan added.

“Seven have already tried and failed.”

Faolan sighed deeply. “Poor number six.”

So the whispers of the Gutter King’s vault had lured more than Rags and his clever hands. Made sense. A big score bred big competition. He should’ve suspected something sideways right from the start.

Wherever Blind Kit was, Rags couldn’t decide whether to curse her or hope she was still breathing.

He settled on both.

“What’s the pay?” he demanded.

“You keep your life if you succeed,” Morien replied.

There was no reason to assume that was a joke. Rags regretted opening his mouth.

“But”—Faolan offered a weary smile—“if it makes you feel better about your prospects, Morien’s tests have grown more difficult with each vaultbreaker. You made it through his hardest one yet!”

“Lord Faolan believes in the importance of hope,” Morien said.

“And you?” Rags asked.

“Like any drug, it has its uses,” Morien replied. “And like any drug, too much is fatal.”

Faolan waved his hand again. “No more theatrics, Mor. It’s getting old. Just do the awful thing so we can prepare for the eighth expedition.”

Morien turned away from the window, the sun at his back. His eyes had changed color. They were death-shroud white. He held up one hand and said, “Be still.”

Rags didn’t feel it when he fell to his knees, but he heard the echoes of Morien’s footsteps, each strong enough to shatter his bones, as the sorcerer crossed the room. Darkness drew around them like a pair of raven’s wings folded against rain. Morien touched Rags’s jaw, tilting his face upward. The sorcerer’s fingertips traced the large vein in Rags’s throat until it stilled. The world pitched gray, became shadow. Rags opened his mouth and no sound came out.

“You will obey,” a voice commanded. It sounded like three Moriens speaking at once. A hand on Rags’s chest. Something sharp, cold, slid into it, through the skin, past muscle, between bones, lodging itself in his heart.

Mirrorcraft. The word passed in nervous whispers from eave to gutter through the lower city. Only Queen Catriona Ever-Bright’s sorcerers practiced the mysterious art.

Then Morien’s voice was in Rags’s ear: “If you try to run, the shard of mirrorglass I’ve placed within you will shatter and shred your heart’s muscle into a thousand pieces.”

As he said it, the shard within Rags vibrated, threatening to slice his heart apart then and there. Something inside him, not a part of him. The wrongness of it was like biting down onto a nail in bread, a mean trick some bakers used when cooling loaves on the sill. Ruining their own goods to punish hungry orphans with sticky fingers.

“You understand.” Morien’s voice was quiet, but it flooded Rags’s head like a chorus. “I’ve devised a trap you can’t escape. We own you. You’ll do as I wish, until I decide otherwise. And when you’re no longer of value, I will kill you.”

In reply, Rags vomited, then blacked clean out.
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They gave him a horse to ride. Given Rags’s lack of experience with horses, he had told them it would be faster if they tied him to the shitting end of one and let him walk.

But all Morien had had to do was touch the beast’s snorting nose, and it bowed its head, pressed its brow to Morien’s brow. After that, it gave Rags no trouble.

However, its glossy muscles jostled Rags with every step, and by the end of their first day riding, his ass was bruised, his thighs sore, his fingers cramped from clutching the reins for dear life.

He rubbed his hands together over the campfire, not too close to the flames, cracking his knuckles and easing every ache. He thought about the shard of sorcerer’s mirror-magic in his heart and crept closer to the warmth. Nothing could heat his chilled flesh.

Lord Faolan Ever-Learning wasn’t accompanying them on their journey, but he’d sent six of the Queen’s best Queensguard, led by Morien, and one of his dogs, who had refused to be wooed with half of Rags’s sausage at dinner. The hound had eaten it, of course, but didn’t get friendlier for it, and he still slept at Morien’s side.

Fucking waste of a sausage.

The first night under the open sky, far from the city Rags knew from crooked cranny to cunning corridor, found him sleepless, staring at the stars.

He was worrying a hole in one too-long sleeve, biting where it covered his knuckle. If he tried to run, the shard in his chest would shred his heart to scraps. Not a pleasant way to die. The best he could imagine for his future was a full pardon and being turned back to the streets where he belonged—with the shard still in his heart to ensure he never spoke of this mission to anyone.

It wasn’t much hope, but that was for the best, since hope and Rags didn’t get along.

He touched his chest, imagined he could feel the shard through his rib cage, and withdrew his hand. Above, a canopy of stars shimmered, marking shapes he knew from bastardized street versions: the Swan-Slayer, the Sheep-Fucker, the Shitting Lad.

“Those aren’t the names I learned,” Dane had said once, wide-eyed at Rags’s filthy mouth, his filthier fingernails, and the impression he immediately gave of being a bad influence. Rags, age twelve at the time, had informed Dane he was simpler than a headless chicken if he didn’t think that mess of stars looked exactly like a man bending over and pulling his trousers down.

“And that’s where his—”

“I see it now,” Dane had said, eager to end the conversation. Sorry he’d started it. Laughing despite himself.

Like always.

Rags blinked, thought he saw one star shake free from the swan’s beak and arc downward, brightly burning. Another blink revealed it was a trick of tired eyes. Rags closed them, threw his elbow over his forehead to block out the world, and forced himself to rest.
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Another day of tireless riding through homely farmland, now under ceaseless drizzle. The Queensguard remained eerily silent. Old bruises got banged around, joined by new ones. Farmhouses dotted the fields, smoke rising from chimneys. They passed field laborers—whose lot in life was a fate that made Rags shudder as much as the shard in his heart—farm animals, piles of dung, rotting vegetables for fertilizer.

It was horrible. If he lived through this, he’d never leave the city again. A steamy cluster of stone buildings and too many crowded bodies, with the Queen on her Hill watching them scuttle about like ants: that was his turf.

He missed it fiercely.

Would he ever return to his Cheapside? Now, in the daylight, Rags tried again to envision a way this ended well. Morien the Last was a name that stuck to the darkest parts of the city, whispered in alleyways, swirling on the dockside breeze. It was rumored he’d fought in the Fair Wars, or his master had, yet he looked no older than a man in his early twenties. No one had seen his full face in years, but the straightness of his back and the lack of wrinkles around his fathomless eyes gave everyone pause.

The Queen’s sorcerers were technically on the side of the people, but no one liked how they hid their faces, how they used mirrorcraft.

Generations of bred-in-bone fear of the fae didn’t disappear. It was slowly transferring to the next obvious target. Morien the Last was just another bogey snatching innocents from the street.

And Rags wasn’t above superstition. The stories he’d heard about Morien curled hair, and now here they both were.

Allies?

No, closer to hunting dog and master, the former kept on a short leash. Nothing good would come of pretending he was anything like a partner to Morien.

At least Lord Faolan’s hounds got a nip of meat and a warm place to sleep every night, scritches on the head, fond words. Rags was in less cozy a position.

The morning of the third day, Morien woke Rags before dawn. He held a blindfold, a swatch of black-threaded red, the same fabric as the sorcerer’s robes. A quick glance around revealed that the six Queensguard already wore them. The fabric didn’t look thick enough to keep anyone from seeing the ugly farmland they were bound to pass, but the moment it was tied around Rags’s head, sunlight disappeared.

Rags couldn’t see or hear or smell. He couldn’t open his mouth and assumed that meant he couldn’t speak. Panic swelled within him. He fought it down. Panic was the death knell of rational thought, and he needed to be able to think clearly in the face of this magic.

Don’t pay attention to what you can’t do. Remember what you can.

He could still breathe, wanted to keep breathing.

Trapped alone with his heartbeat, his grip on the reins, the queasy rocking of the cantering horse between his legs. The aches and bruises faded from his senses, as though those too were dulled by the sorcerous blindfold. He tried to keep track of time, but without the shifting of the sun’s warmth over his skin, he couldn’t be sure he hadn’t lost count of the hours somewhere along the ride. He began to miss the fertilizer smell. Anything would have been better than the loneliness, than worrying he was the only person left alive in the world, a nasty horse his sole companion.

Time unspooled, lost its structure. All day and into the night—then the next night, then the next. What felt like an hour might’ve been an hour, but it might’ve been a minute. Rags had no notion of how long they’d traveled. He lost count of the rhythmic beat of his horse’s hooves. Every time he tried to concentrate on them, the blindfold blearied his brain.

The one thing he did know for sure was that the Queen’s sorcerers weren’t supposed to be able to touch people’s minds like this. This was old fae magic, the kind no one living had witnessed.

Except for Morien the Last, if the rumors were true and he had been alive during the Fair Wars.

What had Rags gotten himself mixed up in?

Nah. Don’t sweat it.

Wherever it was they were going, Morien really didn’t want him to know anything about it. That made Rags want to know more, contrary as a pissed-off cat facing down a closed door.

The memory of the shard in his heart tamed him.

He kept himself company with rhymes, the scraps and phrases he’d overheard at night in Clave lodging. Tenement stuff, pure trash, but catchy. If he lied to himself, he could pretend to be huddled on a rooftop, catching a grimy glimpse of starlight overhead, hearing rough voices bellowing below:

Oberon comes when the moons are high.

Polish your silver, the end is nigh. . . .
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At some point—day or night, Rags had given up trying to guess which—the horse stopped moving, knelt to urge Rags off. He steadied himself one-handed on the powerful neck, found his bedroll, and spread it out close to the horse’s side. He leaned his face against its flank without smelling its sweat or feeling its heat.

It must have been Morien who pressed the hunk of bread into his hands.

Rags shaped the food with his palms and fingertips first, running his thumb over the crumbs, the crust. Then he practiced his craft in total, dead sightlessness, soundlessness, breaking the hunk apart shape by shape and lining the pieces in what he hoped was a straight line on his bedroll.

Good exercise for keeping his fingers limber.

He had to stay nimble, on top of his game, for what lay ahead.

He ate after.

Without the stars to watch, he fell into sleep quickly, and Morien, true to his word, didn’t give him any dreams. Rags wasn’t used to that. He made his living sticking his fingers into everyone else’s business, expecting the same courtesy in return. Maybe Morien really couldn’t read minds.

Why bother? He could shred hearts.

The next morning, the blindfold was gone. Rags blinked, staring up into a canopy of silvery leaves dusted with distant sunlight. What had woken him was the hush of life creeping back into his periphery, faintly, a curtain still drawn between him and the world. Only this time the curtain was the thickness of the forest, not a magicked cloth.

Tall black trees flashed an unexpectedly hoary gleam in the corners of his eyes. Thick ropes of spider silk, centuries abandoned by its spinners, cobwebbed their branches. Birds sang somewhere else, but not here.

Not daring to sing here.

Morien held an apple core. The horses were blindfolded, unnaturally still, and the Queensguard’s blindfolds hadn’t been removed. Only Rags had that honor.

“Morning,” Morien said.

The ache of Rags’s bruises came back to him, along with a crick in his neck from sleeping twisted. He rolled his thin shoulders. Dirt in his hair. He smelled of rain. His bedroll, damp.

“Is it morning?” Rags asked.

Morien stood, setting the apple core aside instead of ensorcelling it to disappear. “Come with me.”

Not an answer, but it was go with Morien or stay behind with the Queensguard—spread out, unmoving, like carvings on old graves—and the slow-breathing horses.

Rags knew which wretched choice he preferred.

He rose, stretching his legs, and did his best not to stumble after Morien. He settled for a slow-paced hobble and pretended he didn’t see the trees moving out of Morien’s way, inching ever so slightly aside to give him a wider berth. The last of the familiar brown and gray branches parted to slender black trunks only, varieties of trees Rags had never seen, whose names he’d never want to learn. They stood in tight clusters, growing gnarled and scattered along the path Morien chose. Sparse red leaves blossomed in violent splashes across the bark, clumping into deeper purple like bruises closer to the roots. Though the growth was weak and small and the wood looked dead, the colors themselves were brilliant, a poisonous warning. Rags’s neck prickled. This wasn’t natural.

He’d heard stories about the Lost-Lands. Everyone had. It was one thing to hear a tale about a distant place, one lost to human eyes forever. Another to see it unfurling right in front of his nose.

This place was impossible.

Rags standing here was impossible.

His eyes rejected what they saw. If he shut them, would the landscape disappear? Or would Morien simply assume he wasn’t ready for this task and kill him where he stood?

Too much of a risk to take.

“Forest at the edge of the Lost-Lands?” Rags’s mouth moved of its own volition.

This, Rags understood, was why he’d been blindfolded. Morien couldn’t let him know how to get here on his own.

Morien didn’t grace Rags with a reply, the answer so obvious, it didn’t require confirmation. Rags would have rolled his eyes, only every time he looked somewhere new, the air shimmered, the shadows shifted, and the glowing of the mist-draped bark intensified, all to dizzying effect. Looking at his feet didn’t help, since light dappled the moss and roots so it seemed like the ground rippled with constant, liquid movement.

Rags wondered how much he’d get for a handful of those red leaves, if it would be possible to steal a cutting to bring back to the city.

Nah. Bad idea to start plucking magical plants without knowing if they’d curse him for trying.

Rags focused on his hands instead, imagining rolling a coin between his knuckles, distracting himself from the crazy stew he’d landed in.

There were too many legends about the Lost-Lands. Mostly, they concerned what those lands were before they were lost. Home to the fae: heartless kidnappers and baby eaters who’d slice open your pet dog to keep jewels in, quick as they’d give you a second look.

They’d slice you open and use your skin next.

With every step, Rags couldn’t shake the conviction that he was intruding on something best left sleeping.

Though Rags didn’t have a mother to remember, there’d been plenty of those older and wiser in the dregs of Cheapside offering free advice—most of it bad. He’d grown up knowing what anyone with a bit of common sense knew: there were no fae to be frightened of anymore.

The Queensguard had made crossroads and countryside safe for simple folk. It’d been hundreds of years since anyone had caught a glimpse of one of Oberon’s wicked children. Only the Queen’s sorcerers used magic these days.

But here Rags was.

Morien watched him as if he could read Rags’s thoughts as quickly as Rags could think them.

Rags shifted his focus.

Think about the coin, not the politics behind it. Thieves before him had come this way. Maybe not all of them had disappeared due to the dangerous terrain. Maybe they’d spoken their minds at the wrong moment to an unsympathetic ear.

Under his red scarves, Morien’s ears looked very unsympathetic. They also looked slightly too small for his head.

“I can’t wait to die in this place,” Rags said.

“Remain silent,” Morien ordered.

The first sign of ruins resembled a tree stump—it might have been one once—ringed with moss and petrified with age. Then there was a set of steps, a barely noticeable thinning of the trees, an archway, broken at the top and smothered in vines. Rags nudged one leafy branch aside with his elbow to find stone beneath, misty white, and realized as he let the vine fall back that its leaves were part silver. Real silver. Half greenery, half precious metal. Break off enough of those gilded things and he’d be rich—

“Can I take things?” Rags blurted out. “Not the treasure you lot are after, but littler stuff? If I see it?”

Morien turned, taking notice of what had caught Rags’s attention. “They’ll attack you if you try that,” he said.

As if in response, the vines stirred, despite the still air. Rags shoved his hands into his pockets. “If that’s true, this place won’t be easy to rob.”

“This isn’t the place. It’s the first doorway.”

Rags peered through the archway. “Aren’t the rest of the gang coming?”

“They’ll follow when it’s safe.”

“Any advice from past failures?”

Morien shrugged lightly beneath the bower. “There are doorways, and we aren’t sure how many. Your predecessors have made it past the first five. When one is opened”—Morien handed him a polished pocket mirror—“let me know.”

“What’s this for?” Rags took the slender compact between two fingers. “Can’t you wiggle your fingers and make me dance?”

The second he said it, Rags wished he hadn’t.

Morien’s eyes betrayed nothing but boredom. “This connection will prove most reliable once you are in the depths of the ruins” was all he said.

So it was true. Not only the fae themselves, but their buildings—their ruins—were magic. What else but magic could interfere with a sorcerer’s power?

Rags regretted his quick decision to hunt Lord Faolan’s treasure.

Not that he’d had another choice.

“Not gonna tell me how the others made it through the first two doors, huh?”

“Figure it out yourself and consider it practice.”

Something twinged in Rags’s chest. It hurt, but he wouldn’t show how bad. On the streets, any sign of weakness was a signal to others: Easy pickings.

He shrugged and stepped under the archway. There he found an enormous flagstone, the first in a path. Veins of ore in the marbled rock thinned into age rings.

There were a lot of rings.

Surrounding him, like judgmental sentinels, the tall trees’ needle-thin branches twisted in unnatural shapes, embracing nothing but damp, woodsy air. Like an empty frame, its painting stolen.

There had been something grand here once. The archway he’d stepped under had only been the outer gate of something much, much bigger, the shape of which could still be traced by the way branches bent out of the way of its memory. As Rags followed the path, he tried to imagine the ancient structure, now less than ruin, that had so warped the trees. He stepped lightly, expecting the first trap immediately, but the path carried him forward, footfall by footfall, without trying to kill him.

Lull him into a false sense of security. Get him to drop his guard.

Not going to happen.

A stone missing from the path gave Rags pause, made him look back over his shoulder. Morien waited on the other side of the arch. He hadn’t followed Rags through.

Back to the break in the pathway. Rags poked it lightly with one toe, testing if it would hold or open up beneath his weight, if the vines and roots would snarl out at him and drag him away.

Nothing.

Rags stepped over it onto the next stone.

The silence in the ruins wasn’t bad compared to the nothingness of Morien’s blindfold. Rags could hear the sounds his boots made when they touched the ground. He was fine.

Then the earth began to rise around him and he stopped short. He was descending, the ground he stood on a platform, slowly lowering him. The earth was swallowing him, sort of. Flanking him on both sides were walls of dirt veined with silver and slabs of ghost-white rock. Arches like ribs, or teeth. It was like being guided into the warm, open mouth of a beast from legend. And the beams, or bones, whatever they were, glowed in spots, lighting his way forward.

He wouldn’t have objected to having a sorcerer with him for this.

Rags licked his lips, prodding the scabbed-over split with his tongue. The old itch to touch, to feel everything around him so he could learn what made it tick had his fingertips twitching, but years of training and better instincts kept his hands at his side. In a place where the vines would kill you for fondling them, he couldn’t be reckless. Not even to see if the ribbed wall arches were as smooth as they looked.

Fae-work. Definitely. The real deal, not the knockoffs you could buy for cheap in back alleys: Chunk off the base stones of the fabled Lone Tower, prevents colds, wards off the plague, cures back trouble, wear it around your neck and impress your friends!

Swindlers, preying on the superstitious. Not like Rags, who stole honestly, never pretended to be anything more than a thief.

Which had led him here, into this dark cavern, glints of blue light drawing him deeper into the ruin. The shapes they formed were like eye sockets in skulls, rows of teeth, long fingers pointing him on.

A crypt, Rags suspected. Where the dead were buried with their treasures. Legends told of the fae’s last stand at the Lone Tower, and plenty of dead fae warriors meant plenty of unguarded treasure.

Treasure Rags was here to find, take, and trade for his life.

Rags didn’t know where in the lost fae lands Morien had led him, but wouldn’t it be a sidesplitter if he was actually exploring the real Lone Tower—a sneaky flea crawling through the stacked pages of ancient history?

Until the path stopped—was stopped—by a solid silver door. To its left, a few-months-old corpse slumped into itself, knees to chest.

The first test.

Rags folded his legs under him and sat. The door had the answers. Somewhere.

And Rags had to find them, unless he wanted to join Corpse-y over there in lifeless eternity.
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Rags knew better than to simply push the door open. After a few proper once-overs, he noticed handprints etched into its silver filigree, a pattern so fine he had to tilt his head to one side, squint hard, to see it. Four pairs of handprints overlapped at the top of the door, while a pair in the center touched fingertip to fingertip, all of them significantly larger than Rags’s hands. None of them revealed a clue—not one Rags could read, at least—to how to open the door and not die. Or how to open the door at all, death included.

Rags held his hand up to the last of the prints without touching the surface of the door. His thumb pointed downward, like a sign for no luck, you’re fucked.

Hands. It had something to do with hands. It didn’t take a genius to land on that hope, since there was no visible lock, nothing to pick. Rags gingerly felt his way around the frame without touching the door itself to see whether there were loose parts or a stone he needed to push, like the one he’d stepped on to lower him into the earth.

Nothing.

He was going to have to touch the door eventually.

He glanced, not for the first time, at the corpse. “Wouldn’t mind some help.”

The corpse, being dead, had no answer. But a worm inched out of its hair, down the fall of black, onto its shoulder.

The corpse was dressed well. Most corpses of Rags’s acquaintance weren’t. In Cheapside, the dead were covered with whatever cloth scraps their neighbors had to spare. A tattered shirt, a stained old handkerchief, someone’s torn trousers. It was traditional to shroud the dead until they were carted off for burial.

It gave the corpses some dignity back after being picked clean by thieves.

The worm approached Rags’s boot, then started back slowly the way it had come, inching up a leg and into the folds of the corpse’s sleeve. Rags told himself he was better than this, better than getting stuck at only the first doorway.

For the moment, Rags gave up on the door and knelt nearer to the corpse instead, drawn by the movement of fabric that the worm managed to stir. Barely perceptible, but there.

The corpse’s pale, silken sheet of long hair spilled like a waterfall over its face, its knees. A bit much for a common thief. All flash and no substance. No wonder they hadn’t made it far.

Rags brushed the hair out of the way, then recoiled as he met empty eye sockets and black—black?—bone.

He gasped and fell backward onto his ass.

Black-boned.

It couldn’t be Oberon himself, but did that make Rags feel better?

He was staring at a dead fae.

The corpse wasn’t mere months old. Its clothing only appeared to be. There was nothing but more black bone under its sleeves, while its silver gloves, which glistened like wet flesh at the right angle, in this lighting, had deceived Rags for not yet completely rotted hands. They perched and met, fingertip to fingertip, on top of the corpse’s bony knees.

Hands.

He didn’t have to touch the door. Not risking his own fingers.

Rags grinned, calming the racing of his heart after the shock of meeting a fae skeleton. Without flinching—he knew his share of corpses and they didn’t spook him, since the dead wouldn’t fight you for a day’s earnings—he pinched the sleeve between his fingertips. The fabric was cool and sleek, light as gossamer. Some kind of Lost-Lands fae bullshit.

This place was the real deal.

No wonder a sorcerer and an Ever-Noble were so obsessed with it, needed a master thief to break them into the place.

Rags stomped on the urge to shiver. Fae stories were hundreds of years old. No living fae, no new tales to tell.

Plundering a fae tomb should be simple enough. But being in this place gnawed on him like teeth on a bone.

In a setting best suited for myths and legends, Rags was an ant scuttling through a palace.

Keep moving.

He rolled the corpse’s sleeves up to its black elbows and noticed neat silver hinges attaching them to the next bones. The metal was warm, as if it had recently been touched. Rags ran his thumb around the circumference, finding and flattening a silver disc. The forearm slid free with a sigh. Flopped into Rags’s lap soft as a kiss. Rags set it aside, freed the second forearm, then held both by the wrists as he approached the door.

The gloved hands were unusually large, the perfect size to match the etchings. Rags held them up to the handprints, took a steadying breath, and pressed forward, bony palms to empty outlines.

The door swallowed the gloves like he’d poured water onto hot sand.
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After the door disappeared into the surrounding wall with the same liquid dissolution as the gloves, Rags was left holding two bare bone hands. Warm wind blew over him from the newly exposed path.

Though calling it a “path” was generous.

The room ahead was a chasm once spanned by a broken bridge now little more than a jagged platform. A crooked tooth in an otherwise empty mouth. The walls were decorated with the same style of arches that had surrounded Rags on his descent, only now he was going deeper, and there was nothing glowing to light his way. He could barely make out the knobbed shapes of twisting, metallic vines clinging to the stone.

Rags returned the arms to their owner—not like their owner missed them—and watched with grudging amazement as a force like magnetism drew them back, clicked to lock them into place. He set the hands on the corpse’s knees the way they had been. No point in making things hard for the next guy. Isn’t going to be a next guy. Then he rubbed his chest in thought.

When one is opened . . . let me know.

He fished the mirror out of his pocket, breathed on the glass. Wiped it clean.

“Uh,” Rags said. “I’m letting you know?”

Silence followed. Rags couldn’t make sense of whatever the connection was. Morien could reach into his head to talk outside the ruins—but not here. And he didn’t seem to know what Rags was thinking. Good. Rags couldn’t manage politeness inside and out, not at the same time.

“Hello?” Rags tapped the glass with one finger, feeling like a wet-brained idiot, when the sound of footsteps in heavy, single-file march revealed his success.

Rags turned to meet Morien and Lord Faolan’s retinue of six Queensguard, still blindfolded.

“Funny idea of company you sorcerers have.” Rags couldn’t help himself, figured he’d earned a smart remark by passing through the first door. “All those swords can’t be for me. You expecting we’ll run into something else that’ll need all that steel?”

Although Morien’s scarves swathed only the bottom half of his face, his eyes were as cool and blank as mask-glaze as he regarded Rags.

Not impressed.

“I trust you have something of value to show me.”

If there was this much secrecy to the venture, could a single shard of sorcery be enough to ensure Rags’s silence? No. There was no reason to believe death didn’t wait for him at the end of this, even if he managed to triumph where the others had failed.

Rags grimaced, pessimism having been his closest companion for the past sixteen years.

“There’s a big hole.” Rags jerked his chin toward it. “Should have brought a circus acrobat along, too. For jumping.”

Trust the fae to lock a door that opened onto nothing. From every whispered rumor and legend about the fae bastards, Rags wasn’t surprised they’d let him feel like he’d progressed, only to have him slam headfirst into another blockade.

“You’ve been nimble in past endeavors,” Morien said.

Yeah, without an audience.

Rags turned his back on the sorcerer, facing the next chamber. Pit of agony? It was too dark to tell how deep down the hole went. He edged onto the silver path. Impossible to figure out what supported it. What supported him. Rags eyed the vines on the wall. He was slender, skinny. This had aided him in his chosen profession on many occasions in the past. No reason that couldn’t continue.

“Question,” Rags said. Morien’s silence encouraged him to proceed. “How murderous are those vines?”

The sorcerer didn’t deign to respond.

“Guess I’ll find out for myself,” Rags said, and reached for the nearest one.
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The vine he chose didn’t try to kill him.

But the edges of the leaves were sharp, almost serrated, like a torturer’s knife. They also folded, which Rags only discovered after he’d nicked his thumb at first touch. A warning before he discovered the trick to not slicing himself into ribbons.

Lovely and deadly, in keeping with what Rags knew about the fae.

Rags gave the vine a sample tug to see if it would hold—it held—then stepped onto the broken bridge. Its surface was slippery-smooth, like glass. He took a deep breath, wrapped the vine around one arm at the elbow, the wrist.

“This is nothing,” Rags lied to himself.

He’d scaled Ever-House spires, their walls slick, purchaseless polished marble. He’d danced around the wrought-iron spikes lining their tiled roofs.

Climbing up was ten times easier than going down.

But there was no preparation adequate for leaping into a fae-made precipice toward your apparent doom. Rags closed his eyes before realizing that didn’t help, either, and finally eased himself backward off the silvery edge of the half bridge into the darkness below.

For one terrible moment he hung there, gently swaying back and forth. Then he kicked out once, twice, finding the wall with the balls of his feet.

Hand over hand, like he’d practiced in the Clave, Rags lowered himself down the vine.

It was like being swallowed, traveling down the gullet of an enormous beast. Folklore said the fae had lived alongside the Ancient Ones, made dwellings from their bones. Those massive creatures who had roamed the world in its infancy and left their remains to fortify mountains, channel streams, cup the oceans, seed the forests.

Rags wasn’t superstitious about the dead, but a bad feeling followed him in this place like eyes on the back of his neck.

He’d only wriggled down the height of two men before the dark gobbled him whole, abruptly shutting out the sight of Morien and the Queensguard. A lesser thief might’ve yelped in surprise. Rags held his tongue by biting its tip, sharpening his focus with a touch of pain. Cold, clammy under the collar, like a first-year pickpocket. It followed that he’d revert to one of their tricks, distracting himself from his nerves with a bit of verse.

Oberon comes when the moons are high—

No, that wasn’t the kind of rhyme that brought comfort in the bowels of a fae ruin. His bootsoles scraped the pit wall as he rappelled down. Grit fell and vanished into the darkness. The vine flexed, metal supple under his fingers. What would a single polished leaf be worth?

Time for another rhyme, one about shiny secrets, not a litany of terrible things Oberon could do to lesser creatures.

Rags hummed to hear the sound echoing downward into silence. Not every bit of doggerel about the fae was a warning. Some were promise.

He buried fae treasure, all silver
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