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For my husband,

I walked through a door with you,

and it was magic. I never looked back.
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It was the stuff of legend, the torrid love affair between the Queen of Elphame and the Prince of Danu and how they became the most bitter of enemies. In a fit of rage, the prince turned the young and lovely queen into a frog, and a passing crow snatched her up in its beak. She was never seen again. The story blossomed as most do among bored and idle gentry, speculation abounding, until no one knew which version was true, but it didn’t really matter because, in the end, everyone knows all legends have a secret life of their own.

– ANASTASIA WIGGINS’S

ENCYCLOPEDIA OF FAERIELAND




CHAPTER 1
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Four pink petals lined Bristol’s windowsill, softer than silk, promising to brighten the darkest day.

“More,” Deek whispered. He and the other sprites left in a frenzied cloud, returning to the garden until the rose was plucked bare and the wide stone sill was full.

Was it enough?

Deek had already told the other sprites why. By day’s end, this room will be filled with misery. He had tasted the tears coming in the air, in the way only sprites could, a sweet saltiness that warmed the skin but crushed the heart.

And he didn’t want the mortal’s heart bruised more than it already was. He was afraid it might stop beating altogether. He tasted that in the air too.
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Bristol’s room was spotless, her rampage erased. A fresh vase of hyacinths rested on her breakfast table, and the floor was free of shattered dishes. Butterflies glided over the forest floor–patterned carpet once again, and her fox’s green eyes peered from his woven burrow in the corner. Even the smoky singed ceiling above her bathtub was white and pristine again. The evidence of their bitter argument was gone, but inside their hurtful words still lingered. Those would take longer to clean up.

She skimmed past the thought instead of sinking into it, her sights set elsewhere. She raced through her room, stripping off yesterday’s clothes as she gathered her riding gear and boots. Tyghan was doing the same in his room, rushing to get ready. Their nearly sabotaged quest had been given a second life. Today, with their team, they would rescue Cael. She remembered the cheer that rang out in Timbercrest Castle on Beltane Eve, when the smoky vision revealed that Cael was still alive. And even if he wouldn’t admit to loving his brother, she saw the relief that washed over Tyghan’s face. No one, not even a king, should have to choose between duty and his brother’s life. Today, Cael would be coming home.

She sat on the chaise to lace her boots, but the open wardrobe doors drew her attention instead. Her stomach fluttered. Tyghan’s clothes hung beside hers once again. The hobs who had discovered them thrown out in the hallway probably hadn’t known where else to put them, and she was surprised at the lightness unfurling inside her, a grip loosening in her chest. His clothes were back—and she was glad.

Forgiveness is a thing of the heart . . .

Had she forgiven him?

That morning, in the predawn hours, their legs still tangled beneath bedsheets, he pulled her close and kissed her palm. We’ll work this out, Bri, I promise, he whispered. But the full meaning of this remained unclear. Maybe for now it had to stay vague, so they could patch together one part of their life before they tried to fix the rest. Tyghan told her he had Eris working on the council, sending messages to them in all their far-flung homes, recalling them to the palace for a new vote concerning her father, and he had already rescinded the kill order for her mother. But that doesn’t mean your mother won’t be taken prisoner. She will.

Bristol understood that, at least for now. Being a prisoner would give her mother the pause she needed to shake the spell Kormick had cast over her. Strangely, Bristol’s worry for her father had eased. Trows hadn’t taken him after all, Kormick still believed he was dead, and Tyghan was working to stop the hunt for him. She guessed her father would be fine. Logan Keats, Rían Kumar, Kierus the Butcher of Celwyth, was a man of many faces and lives. He always landed on his feet, always had a plan, his own determined ways. Those determined ways had always kept his family safe. He had managed to outwit two kingdoms for over two decades, after all—with three children in tow.

But perhaps, most importantly, she couldn’t keep worrying because he had refused Bristol’s help or advice. That part, after all she had done, still hurt. You need to go home. Like she was interfering instead of helping. His goals were focused only on her mother and his own secret plans to find her. She reconciled her hurt and worry by remembering that Logan Keats wasn’t only an artist but a clever warrior too. A wonder, even without her. He would evade his enemies a little longer.

His enemies. The thought dug into her, like a cat’s claws in flesh, a sharp reminder of the differences that still lay between her and Tyghan. The anger she still felt for all the cruel years her family had spent on the run, but also her remorse for the horrible torture Tyghan had endured. They would eventually have to talk, to wrestle their harsh words and choices into something they could both live with, but at least he was making an effort to meet her demands, which was no small thing. Julia’s words rang clear again: Every heart is wounded and mended in its own way. Tyghan’s heart still bled from her father’s betrayal. He had suffered greatly, and forgiveness was still nowhere inside him. But if Logan Keats hadn’t betrayed Tyghan all those years ago . . .

The hard truth was that Bristol only existed because of her father’s horrendous act. Her violent argument with Tyghan in the rotunda still rattled inside her.

You were going to kill my mother!

She wasn’t your mother yet! She was a monster terrorizing Elphame!

The facts made her head pound. Tyghan had lost his best friend and had to endure unknown horrors, but because of that betrayal, she was here. It was a dark puzzle with a thousand pieces that didn’t quite fit together.

Light peeked through her drapes, and she stood, grabbing her knife from the wardrobe shelf. She sheathed it in her belt, an act that was now as natural as brushing her teeth. Who had she become? Had she reinvented herself the same way her father had? She glanced sideways at her mirror, barely recognizing herself. Riding boots, leather wrist cuffs studded with protective amulets, a knife hanging casually at her hip—a knife she was fully prepared to use if necessary. She shook her head. Courage came from unlikely places, and hers had sprung from fear. It was the powerful elixir that had pushed her to come here—a deep, breath-robbing fear of always being on the run.

She had never wanted a life like her parents’, and she didn’t want that for her sisters either—especially not Harper. Happy endings? Maybe that was what she was still trying to give her little sister. Bristol had a shot at creating a lasting home for Harper, a place where she could watch the seasons change, watch the elm tree in their front yard grow past the roof, where the front porch would sag a little more with each season, where Harper would sleep in the same bed month after month, year after year, where continuity would become a solid history inside her, something that anchored her to the world in a way Bristol never had been. She took the long dirk from the wardrobe and shoved it in her scabbard. Courage didn’t feel strong or wise. It just felt necessary. Bristol would never underestimate the power of fear again.

It was even fright that drove her to Tyghan’s room yesterday. She barged her way into his room because she was more terrified than she was angry, terrified that Tyghan might give up. Afraid that this time, the demons would win, and she would forever lose him to the monsters her father had unleashed.

“May I come in?”

Bristol whirled around. Tyghan leaned against the doorframe, the color back in his face, the icy glint back in his eyes. In that brief glance, she knew she had saved him, and her own eyes suddenly stung. Maybe it was how close she came to losing him that burned inside her, or maybe it was all the things they had said that couldn’t be taken back. Yes, she thought. Come in. Let me hold you and kiss you and feel your heart beating strong against mine. Come to me like the last two days never happened.

“Yes, of course,” she said.

But curiously, he remained in the doorway, four days of stubble shadowing his face, making him impossibly more handsome. “Why did you come back for me yesterday?” he asked.

He was the picture of a warrior—confident, lethal, his shoulders wide, his sword ready. From the outside. But she saw the crease between his brows, the uncomfortable set of his jaw, the uncertainty that resided beneath the confident exterior. She saw the prince he had been only months ago, carrying out orders, carrying out a plan her father helped devise. And then fate had intervened. Love. The unexpected but abiding love of Kierus and Maire turned all their plans on end.

“I came back to you because second chances are more compelling than first ones,” Bristol said, trying to keep her voice steady. “Because I loved you more than I hated you. Because I was sorry for what you’ve suffered, as much as I was sorry for what I have suffered. I didn’t want us destroyed by past decisions that we weren’t fully part of. I didn’t want to lose you and never get the chance to fix this.”

This. What they had. And it was worth fixing.

“So this is a fresh start?”

She shook her head. “No. Not a fresh start. It’s holding on to everything we still have, working out the knots, and moving forward from here.”

He entered her room like she had unlocked an invisible door, and drew her into his arms. “I wish we didn’t have to go,” he whispered.

She pushed him away. “But we do. This mission is another second chance for us—to finish what we started. I didn’t rip out Kormick’s hair just for fun.”

“You were smiling when you pulled it out of your pockets.”

She shrugged. “Okay, maybe it was a little fun.”

She took a last sweeping glance of her room to be sure she hadn’t forgotten anything and spotted the pink line of petals on her sill. She grinned, wondering what had prompted Deek to place them there.

“Let’s go,” she said, and she and Tyghan left, hand in hand.




CHAPTER 2
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Master Woodhouse had the horses saddled and ready. Their coats gleamed in the misty dawn light, and the beasts’ breaths curled in the brisk air. They stamped and whickered, eager to be on their way—except for August, who moped in his stall. He was being left behind because the king wasn’t well and had taken to his bed, and August was quite put out to miss the glory and excitement of the rescue mission.

“It’s all right, boy,” Master Woodhouse consoled. “Next time—”

“Everyone ready?”

Master Woodhouse hobbled around to face the voice.

Tyghan stood in the doorway of the barn with Bristol by his side. Three recruits followed on their heels. The old stable master stumbled over himself, apologizing for not having the king’s horse ready. “Your Majesty! I think I misunderstood Kasta’s orders.”

Tyghan breezed past Master Woodhouse. “It’s not a problem. I’ll get August ready.”

As speechless as the stable master was, no one was more surprised than Kasta, who had just exited the tack room. The rope she carried slipped from her shoulder. “What are you doing here? I thought—”

“I’m better.” He glanced at Bristol. “A good night’s rest, I guess.”

“Rest?” Kasta replied, still confused. Tyghan had been furious with Bristol just yesterday, and the last time he’d been plagued with demons, it took him weeks to recover. “All right,” she answered cautiously. “But why are they here?” She flicked her hand toward the recruits still standing in the barn doorway. “This is not what we planned—”

“It’s the plan now,” Tyghan answered, and moved quickly to gather August’s tack. He grabbed his blanket and saddle and carried it to his stall. “The recruits should all stay together,” he explained. “Olivia and Esmee both confirmed their strength as a team. They feed on each other’s magic. Brief the others.” Meaning Julia, Sashka, and Avery, who weren’t supposed to come along. And, of course, Bristol. “And we’re including that stop on our way,” he added. “The one we originally planned.”

Tyghan was so energized, Bristol was certain he didn’t notice the cold cut of Kasta’s dark eyes. They skimmed over Bristol, as if assigning blame for this deviation from the plan, but Kasta shook it off quickly, snatched up the coil of rope she had dropped, and continued her preparations. As always, she was the model soldier and knight, moving forward and following the orders of her friend and sovereign. Bristol admired her scalpel-like focus, not wasting time on her feelings but absorbed only by duty. Today wasn’t about Kasta or egos, but about the goal, which was common to them all. Not about past grievances, because those were plentiful and evenly sown. Today was about the future survival of Elphame—and the mortal world. Betrayals and angry demands were put on hold, disputes to be settled later. With less than three weeks until the Choosing Ceremony, time was running out.

Still, when Tyghan affectionately touched the small of Bristol’s back, she saw the sharp turn of Kasta’s head. Unspoken questions seared the air. Things had changed drastically since the day before.

A certain guilt filled Bristol, like she had undermined Kasta—the very officer who had secretly given her father a second chance. Secretly. A very big secret. Kasta had discovered Kierus and Maire in the forest all those months ago, but she walked away when Tyghan couldn’t. Why? Bristol wondered. At least now with a new plan on the table, she showed no signs of agitation. She was too busy briefing them as the king had ordered.

This wasn’t a drill. It was the real thing. Step one, remain undetected. Step two, get Cael. Step three, get home alive. There were a myriad of other steps between, rules and assignments that Kasta reviewed with them, but those three were the basics. She emphasized that complete silence was essential once on the ground, even if they were under the veil of invisibility. That veil didn’t suppress sound. Whispers could be heard, twigs could snap beneath boots, tree branches would bend if brushed by a careless shoulder. Not to mention Kormick had powerful wizards, and a suspicious one could cast a sweeping ward to reveal them.

“But we will give them nothing to suspect, correct?” Kasta asked.

The recruits nodded.

“Only if I approve it will we shed our invisibility, so our full powers are available to us. Understood?”

“Understood,” Julia answered for them all.

Surreptitious movement had been covered in drills too, but now its necessity wasn’t theoretical. They were heading into enemy territory—a place where Bristol’s mother lived with Kormick. Where she worked with Kormick. Bristol’s mouth went dry, and she glanced at her fellow recruits. They were also paired with knights on horses for the ride. Rose and Hollis glowed, their spirits soaring, noticeably relieved that the others were going too. But Bristol saw her friends differently this time.

More knights might die.

Their vulnerability screamed at her in a way it never had before. My mother won’t harm them, she said to herself, almost as a mantra. My mother would never—

But the restless dead would.

Kormick’s hideous warriors would.

Kormick himself would.

How far would you go? she had asked Kormick, and he easily answered: As far as I need to go. He would do anything to become king of Elphame and gain control of the cauldron that would put them all under his thumb.

Bristol closed her eyes, seeing his soulless stare again when he trapped her in the alley. Unseelie. Her father’s despair swept over her. When she’s with him, she is not herself. But who was she? Had Bristol ever really known her mother at all? The answer was obvious. No. Her mother was good at hiding things, at playing roles. When she was with Kormick, maybe she was being exactly who she wanted to be, someone more powerful than any nightmare.

“Don’t forget this,” Cully said, and handed Kasta a small sleeping hare, calmed with magic. Kasta lowered the animal into her saddlebag. The proxy. A powerful kind of glamour would transform it, one that could stand the test of time, the difference between a castle made of sand and one made of granite. A hare that would become Cael for weeks. This was a magic Bristol had never seen. Only the most powerful sorcerers could conjure it, and Olivia was one of them.

Julia sidled close to Bristol. “So I assume this means you two have resolved your differences?”

Bristol nodded. “We haven’t had a lot of time to talk it out yet, but we’re working on it.”

“Good,” Julia said. “Be sure that you do, or those differences will eventually catch up with you.”

“I know. Thank you, Julia. And thank you for letting me crash in your room, and letting me cry on your shoulder.”

She smiled, creases lighting her beautiful cat eyes. “That’s what friends and shoulders are for.”

They walked with the others to the waiting horses.

Avery’s newfound confidence glowed on her sun-kissed face, freckles traveling like stars across her cheeks, and Rose and Hollis were engaged in excited chatter. Breath rippled lightly in Bristol’s chest. No knights will die on this mission, she promised herself. None.

She wished Glennis wasn’t still away on patrol. She always had a calming and encouraging word for the recruits. They needed that now more than ever. A single word could be more empowering than all the magic and might in the universe.

August bowed, allowing Bristol and Tyghan onto his back, and Tyghan slipped his arms around Bristol to hold the reins. “Let’s move out,” he called, and the Tuatha de horses leapt forward in unison, taking to the air.




CHAPTER 3
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The border of Danu passed beneath the company of knights in a green haze. Tyghan lifted his hand as a signal to go dark. One by one, the knights and their horses faded from view and became part of the sky, invisible to anyone above or below. Since Bristol hadn’t acquired the ability, and perhaps never would, Tyghan swept her into his circle of invisibility. Only an amulet created by Master Reuben made them partially visible to one another.

The company stayed in formation behind August, like a wedge of white swans performing a ballet in the sky, dipping, rising, turning in unison, a magnificent and ruinous wonder. Their grace belied their lethal power.

Tyghan glanced over his shoulder and gave another signal—one to Kasta to take the lead. She eyed him uncertainly, and he repeated the signal. She moved forward, and he and Bristol dropped back. He knew Kasta had been flustered when he showed up at the last minute with four extra recruits in tow. Especially with Bristol at his side. That was not Kasta’s strategizing style, and he hadn’t meant to catch her off-balance in front of everyone. Not to mention, she was the one who had drilled and prepped the recruits for the mission. It was best that she lead. But it was more than that. She wasn’t just smart and prepared—she was loyal, a lifelong friend. He owed this trust to her.

He had another motive too. A self-serving one. He wanted every bit of his concentration on Bristol and her safety. They were going down to an area a dozen scouting parties had identified as the likely location of the Abyss portal—a deep, slender gorge half a mile long. Numerous swarms of restless dead had been spotted in the sky near the eastern end by the watchguards at Mistriven, though the exact spot remained elusive. It was an odd location for the portal, unlikely even—on the fringes of Fomoria instead of deep within its interior. If it wasn’t there, odds were they would never find it before the Choosing Ceremony, which meant they wouldn’t be able to stop Kormick from claiming the throne of Elphame.

And if it was there—

His chest tightened, a fusion of hope and terror clutching him. Knights didn’t depend on hope, and there was no room for terror when heading into battle. Confidence and cunning were the fevers that usually raced in his veins when he faced an enemy. He shook off this new feeling with logic. This was what they had all trained for. What they had trained Bristol for. She would be safe.

The gorge came into view, and Tyghan’s blood raced hotter. “We’re going down now,” he whispered into Bristol’s ear. “Keep watch on the east end. This might be our last chance to find it. On the day of the ceremony, there won’t be time.”

“Last chance. No pressure there, right? Thanks a lot, Your Majesty.” Though she tried to keep her voice light, he heard the breathless flutter in her words.

“You’ll be fine. Just take your time. Remember, the only thing we’re doing today is finding it.”

There was an order to these things. If they closed the portal now, it would raise suspicions over who had done it. Kormick would look straight to Danu and have Maire reopen it and summon every demon out of hell. It had to be closed at the last minute, when there wouldn’t be time for Maire to do anything about it. While closing a portal was a quick affair, opening one took more time, not unlike a construction project. According to the historical records, a portal could take several days to open, and the Abyss portal, perhaps even longer. Once Kormick and his entourage had arrived for the parley and were caught up in the pageantry—that was when Bristol would close the Abyss.

Tyghan was glad she would be nowhere near the battle. She’d be far away while Danu and the hidden forces of Elphame descended on the Stone of Destiny and kept the path clear for Cael to claim his throne. No doubt a battle would ensue, but it would be one the Danu and Elphame forces could overcome. Once Cael stepped up, Kormick’s quest was over—the Cauldron of Plenty would be out of his grasp.

August circled and Bristol scanned the landscape.

“Anything?” Tyghan asked.

“Not yet.”

They circled again. Nothing. “Maybe we need to go farther east—” Kasta drew close. “She may need to shed her invisibility to have her full powers available.”

Kasta had read Tyghan’s mind, but still, he hesitated.

“We’ll have you surrounded. Nothing will get past us,” Kasta added.

“Let’s do this,” Bristol said, and Tyghan released the veil hiding them.

Bristol immediately flinched.

“What is it?” he asked.

She pressed her hand to her breastbone. “My chest is so tight.”

“Should we leave?”

She shook her head. “It’s here. Somewhere close.” She peered south. “That way.”

Tyghan looked in the direction she pointed, confused. That wasn’t what the scouts had indicated. “Are you sure—” Of course, he thought. South. Just over the mountains. It was the closest straight shot from Fomoria to the Stone of Destiny. Only a short ride away if Kormick encountered resistance and Maire had to summon more demons to the ceremony at the last minute.

They headed for the ridge. As they neared, Bristol lifted her palm, as if reaching for something. She nudged August slightly west. They had only gone a dozen yards when she tensed back against Tyghan.

“Hold,” he ordered, and midair, August hovered, his legs still pumping.

Bristol stared at the base of a cliff, tilting her head to the side, listening for something. Tyghan didn’t move or speak, afraid he might break the magic in her.

She reached out, trying to connect with whatever it was. And then she froze. “There. At the foot of that cliff. That wall of rock. I sense . . .” She jerked her hand to her stomach, clutching it like she’d been stung. “That’s it,” she said. “It doesn’t feel like the others. It’s different.”

Only seconds later, a writhing demon emerged from the solid rock, only to be yanked back by a tentacle curling around its throat. The demon squealed and clawed against its captor until it disappeared into the solid rock once more.

Bristol shivered, still holding her fisted hand to her stomach.

“Let me see,” Tyghan said. When she opened her palm, it oozed with bloody blisters.

Tyghan cursed. Some wicked part of that portal had reached out and burned her. He whispered words of general healing, and for good measure, other spells to counteract poisons, as he cupped her palm between both of his. “Miche obray,” he said, sealing the magic. “Doman fi.” He felt the fiery sting of her skin against his, a thousand razor-sharp cuts, and then a gradual cooling. When he pulled his hand away, the blisters were gone.

He glanced back at the portal. Even from a distance, its malevolence was caustic. It wouldn’t be gone soon enough. If only his archers had their sights on Maire, he could let Bristol try to close it immediately. If only Maire was already dead so she couldn’t open it again. But he had promised Bristol he would call off the kill. Now he questioned if that had been the right decision.

At least they had finally found the Abyss portal, and that was victory enough for today.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said, and nudged August back in the direction of Queen’s Cliff. “It’s time to get Cael.”




CHAPTER 4
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Queen’s Cliff belonged to no one. It never had. Not even to a queen. Mostly because no one wanted it. An old haegtesse, who wished to be left alone, claimed it for a time and chiseled out a fortress at its pinnacle. Its name came from the queens and kings who paid her handsome amounts of gold to watch and report threats from the northern seas, back in a time when giant dragons—and the more cunning smaller varieties—were a danger. Easiest money I ever made. Royals are fools, the hag was reported to say after she collected her debts. But for centuries now, the dragons mostly stayed in their northern isles, tucked in the icy caves, preferring their own company to fae, and once the hag’s value disappeared, so did she. Some said she was eaten by the beasts she had spied on, but others said she only moved on with the great chest of gold she had accumulated to find more gold elsewhere.

Being adjacent to Queen’s Cliff, the Fomorians mostly claimed it now, but no one cared. It wasn’t a destination spot on anyone’s list, as Sashka proclaimed, until Kasta hushed her.

The squad hovered offshore, waiting for Dalagorn to determine the exact landing spot, based on their old maps. They gazed at the towering rock rising up in the middle of the Mirthless Sea like a hungry siren. A headdress of ghostly clouds floated above her, and a bloom of forest skirted her middle.

Rose’s upper lip lifted in disdain. “Hard to believe anyone could live on that dreadful thing.”

“Which makes it the perfect place to hide someone,” Julia replied.

Avery pulled in a deep breath, like she was preparing to dive into something that was way over her head. Maybe it was.

Bristol’s heart skipped. We trained for this, she thought. She tried to remember that they were all here because they wanted to be, but guilt still nagged at her that Rose had almost died at the hands of the demon her mother had summoned. That her whole squad might—

“This way,” Dalagorn said softly, cutting off her thoughts, and he signaled for them to follow. They landed on a flat, rocky ledge just below the tree line. The northern winds whined through the forest above them, and Bristol’s hair whipped across her face, the icy air biting her cheeks.

She looked north, far across the sea, and made out the distant islands of Tattersky—realm of the dragons. Ribbons of purple clouds drifted over the islands. They appeared peaceful, and yet only giant dragons and the banished avydra lived there—power-hungry shape-shifters like Pengary, who burned and ate a queen and her children. Still, for a brief moment, Bristol wished she were there instead of on this rocky mountain that seemed void of any life at all.

When viewing through the magical smoke, Cully and Quin had only seen two guards at the fortress, but like Rose, Bristol couldn’t imagine even one person living here. How Cael had survived, she wasn’t sure.

At Kasta’s silent signal, they dismounted and the team moved forward in precise formation single file, eight feet apart, weapons drawn, each shedding their veil of invisibility once they entered the forest. Here, they would need every power available to them. The wind hissed through the twisted pines, masking their footsteps. It was hard to gauge their progress because all they could see around them were the thick trunks of trees, and the forest undergrowth of ferns and ruffled fungus, and the occasional holly bush with thorns so long they could run a person through as sure as a knife.

There wasn’t even the sound of creatures or birds in the trees, just the whine of the wind, but when they took a turn a low, menacing rumble vibrated through the air. Kasta raised her hand, and they all froze. An animal? A storm? Dalagorn’s ogre stomach?

There was a loud rustling, the sharp snap of a twig, and the trees to Sashka’s right shook violently. Before the knights could react, the earth cleaved in two, and a churning sandpit opened up near Sashka’s feet. It reached out, grabbing one foot and then the other, slamming her to the ground and pulling her under. Sashka didn’t even have time to scream.

Avery reacted just as fast. “Grab my legs!” she yelled to the others, and dropped to the side of the pit, reaching in, her head, shoulders, and chest disappearing. Tyghan, Bristol, and Julia pounced onto her legs, gripping them as they lengthened, twisting into long, sturdy vines. Avery disappeared deeper into the pit, her trunk thrashing back and forth like she was waging a great battle beneath the sandy surface. Olivia saw the commotion and ran back down the trail toward them and pulled a vial from her bag. She poured it into the sand as she chanted a sleep incantation. Almost immediately, the sand stopped churning and the tug-of-war eased. Avery’s legs rapidly shortened again, and she emerged from the pit, Sashka firm in her grip, both of them gasping for air. Quin, with his arms of steel, yanked them both clear. The two lay side by side on the forest floor, their chests heaving.

“Fuck,” Sashka said, still gasping for breath. “I didn’t know you could do that.”

A nervous laugh shook Avery’s chest. “I didn’t either.”

Olivia knelt beside them, rubbing balm on the bloody nicks on their faces and hands. Tyghan knelt beside them too. “Well done, Avery. You two need to go back? Or can you go on?”

They both pulled themselves to their feet in reply, looking like bad-ass weathered soldiers in their torn clothing. “Onward,” they said.

“I never thought I’d be so thankful for those drills,” Rose whispered.

Silently, Bristol agreed.

They continued without incident, though all of them were hyperalert. When they reached the last twisting climb that led to the fortress, the forest thinned. There was no more cover. From here, only Kasta, Cully, Hollis, and Olivia would proceed under a veil of invisibility, but Hollis would venture the deepest, because, as a mouse, she could slip up the last narrow path and beneath the door of the cells to determine exactly which one Cael was in and who, if anyone, was guarding him. And once in her mouse form, even an unexpected ward couldn’t reveal who she actually was. Kasta carried the sleeping hare in a bag on her shoulder, ready to switch their proxy for Cael. If necessary, Quin, Julia, and Dalagorn would provide distraction to draw away the guards, and lastly, Tyghan, Avery, Sashka, and Bristol would keep the exit route clear and help whisk Cael back to the horses waiting on the plateau. Rose was their eyes in the air, already circling in her hawk form to report anything suspicious. But first, everything hinged on what Hollis found.

Kasta, Cully, Olivia, and Hollis disappeared up the steep rocky trail, while the rest of them maintained their positions, waiting for word. Minutes passed. Then more long minutes. Tyghan shook his head. Bristol searched the sky. Rose still circled, nothing apparently amiss. Tyghan finally waved Rose down and motioned to Quin to move forward, to check on Kasta and the others. The trail swallowed him as he climbed out of sight.

Rose landed near them and transformed.

“What’s taking them so long?” Tyghan asked. “Did you see anything?”

“I saw Hollis go in, and, a few minutes later, Kasta, Cully, and Olivia followed.”

“Guards?”

“No. Nothing.”

“Maybe Olivia is having trouble with the proxy,” Bristol suggested.

“Or Cael,” Tyghan said. “We’ll wait a little longer—”

And then Quin came stumbling down the trail, and everyone ran to meet him.

“They have them,” he whispered in breathless starts. “A troop of warriors. Kasta, Cully, Olivia,” he gasped. “They’re all pinned to the ground, crossbows at their backs. Cully’s bleeding with a bolt in his shoulder, and Olivia’s out cold—or dead.”

Dead? The only thing that knocked Bristol out of her shocked state was Quin’s next words. “And one of the warriors is dangling Hollis by her tail, ready to feed her to their hounds.” Quin wrenched Tyghan away from the group and whispered even lower. The only words Bristol heard were “She’s there with them! It’s time! You have to use Keats! They’re about to die!”

The sound of Quin’s desperate voice saying her name, curdled beneath Bristol’s skin, but it was even more frightening to see Tyghan’s face when he turned to look back at her, his eyes cold steel. He drew his knife and came toward her. His steps were methodical, determined. He pulled her close with his free hand, the knife still clutched in the other, and whispered just as desperately as Quin. “You know I love you. I would never hurt you. But I need you to be afraid right now. Very afraid. Fight me. Hate me. But trust me, please, or Hollis will die. They all will.”

And with that, he spun her around, holding the knife to her throat, and dragged her up the trail. “You’re going to be our hostage.”




CHAPTER 5
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Tyghan—” Bristol cried, trying to pull away.

“Quiet!” he ordered, still dragging her up the trail, her feet barely touching the stony path. Blood pounded so fiercely in her head, she couldn’t make sense of anything. Be afraid. She was! This was nowhere in the plans—at least none that she knew of. But Quin’s words pounded in her head too. It’s time. It’s time. Quin had known about this plan.

The world blurred around her, her hair whipping in front of her eyes, and the salty taste of blood swelled in her mouth. She didn’t remember biting her lip, but it throbbed. They emerged at the top of a small plateau, and Tyghan jerked her roughly, his arm pinning Bristol to his chest, his knife still poised at her throat. Serious. Intent.

“Maire!” he yelled. “I have someone you want to remain alive!”

Maire. The name foreign but familiar. Maire. The Darkland monster. Leanna.

Bristol peered through wild strands of hair lashing across her face. Standing between six armed warriors was a woman. Her mother. The version of her mother she had mistakenly glimpsed in a motel bathroom twenty years ago. Your mother is only playing dress-up.

But she wasn’t.

Her eyes were glowing pieces of jade, her skin cold alabaster, bright against her indigo gown. And there were horns. Deeply ridged horns that looked like they were dipped in gold. They wound around her head like a thorny crown, and her long copper hair flowed freely in the wind, wrapping around her body like a royal banner. And lastly, her right hand—the one that was always colder than the other—was fashioned out of silver like elegant filigree jewelry.

“Let them go, and I won’t hurt your daughter!” Tyghan yelled.

“Hurt who?” her mother answered. Her voice was regal, authoritative, a voice Bristol didn’t know.

When she regarded Bristol, her eyes held no recognition.

“Your daughter Bristol!” Tyghan shouted again.

Maire smiled, now eyeing Tyghan, unmoved by his threat. “Your tricks are beneath your station, Prince Trénallis. Go ahead, kill the creature. She means nothing to me.”

Bristol couldn’t breathe. Was this really her mother? But she noticed the familiar movement of her thumb brushing her finger, the old nervous itch to perform magic that Bristol used to think was just an odd habit.

Tyghan didn’t move, and Maire laughed. “It seems we’re at an impasse, then, and all the favor is mine. Pay better mind to who you are dealing with.” She looked down at Kasta, Cully, and Olivia, still pinned to the ground. Cully’s quiver of arrows was strewn across the rocks and trampled beneath the warriors’ boots. Olivia was still, her eyes closed. Hollis dangled in her mouse form from a warrior’s hand just above the frothing jaws of a snapping hound. “These trespassers have killed one of our guards. They must pay. Who should we kill first? Your elven boy? He already looks half-dead. Pity our first bolt didn’t do the job.”

The warrior who pressed a crossbow between Cully’s shoulder blades shifted his weight, like he was about to launch another bolt.

“Shoot one more, and she’s dead!” Tyghan yelled.

“Mother!” Bristol called. “Please! It’s me. I swear! Your Brije. I’m begging you! Let them go, or he’ll kill me!”

Maire’s eyes narrowed, the smile gone, replaced with a fury Bristol had never seen before. Her nostrils flared and her eyes sparked. “Go ahead, young prince,” she said, taunting him. “Kill her! What are you waiting for?”

Bristol felt Tyghan’s forearm straining against her shoulder, trying to maintain the sharp blade a hair’s width from her throat. She had to do something, and there was only a split second to think it through.

Bristol leaned forward imperceptibly, appearing to struggle against Tyghan’s hold, forcing the sharp blade to slice into her neck. She winced at the sting of cold steel cutting her skin. It went deeper than she expected, her skin like butter beneath its razor edge. Warm lines of blood instantly trickled down her neck, calling the bluff and making Tyghan’s threat real.

Maire’s pupils shrank to tight pinpoints, jolted by the sight of the blood. For long, taut seconds she was frozen, but then she snapped, “Enough!” as she took a threatening step forward. “You’re not worth my time! Leave and take your worthless underlings with you before I summon my legions and order them to pick your bones for the rotten carrion you are! You have five minutes before I unleash my pets.” Her hand swept the air, and a blast of thick, hot mist exploded around them. When it cleared, Maire, her warriors, and the hounds were gone.

Kasta ran to Olivia’s side, trying to rouse her, while Dalagorn scooped up Cully and began running for the horses. “Five minutes! You heard her!” Tyghan lifted the unconscious Olivia and threw her over his shoulder and Quin snatched Hollis from the ground. She was still a mouse, apparently too terrified to change back, and Quin secured her in his vest pocket.

Julia shifted to her lion form, saying she would help safeguard the rear, that she was best equipped to fight off the hounds if they should follow. But Bristol was certain that the pets her mother spoke of weren’t the hounds but the legions of restless dead from the Abyss.

Kasta was in the rear with Julia, already summoning a mist that followed at their back, as thick and dark as solid wall. It crested over their heads like a protective wave.

They ran, stumbling as they rushed down the rocky trail. They all believed Maire to be true to her word. Five minutes. And their horses were a long way down the mountain. Tyghan held the limp Olivia secure on his shoulder with one hand while summoning magic with his other, heedless of the noise as his powerful sweeps of energy cleared the path of boulders, branches, and thorned holly. “Your neck,” he yelled through the clamor. “Hold your—”

“It’s only a flesh wound,” Bristol yelled back. “Mind the path! I’m fine.”

But she really didn’t know how bad it was. She only knew she was soaked in blood and running for her life because her own mother had threatened to kill them all.




CHAPTER 6
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The city was in lockdown. There were no evening gatherings in the plazas, as they prepared for a retaliation. Every watchtower was manned, and the garrison sent squads to border villages to watch for trouble there. It was rare for music not to be playing somewhere in the palace. Instead, there was the strangled thrum of waiting.

By now, Kormick had to know they had nearly breached Queen’s Cliff.

Nearly.

Cully, Bristol, and Olivia were being treated, and Hollis was being observed. She still hadn’t changed back. She had literally been held in the jaws of death, and Esmee said she was still too shaken to resume her human form. No bones appeared to be broken, but a piece of her ear was missing. Sashka and Rose were with her, trying to coax her back.

The rest of them had gathered in Winterwood, an interior salon rarely used in the spring and summer months. Recruits and officers milled in the corners of the room. Ivy had dinner and drink brought in for them, and a fire blazed in the hearth. The fire was unnecessary, considering the season, but there was something comforting about it in the darkly furnished room. It was something bright to focus on, the crackling embers a needed distraction.

“It was the hounds,” Kasta fumed. “Two fucking shape-shifting guards.” Quin and Cully had been right about there being only two listless guards, but they were also shape-shifters, and in their flea-bitten form, their keen noses had smelled the knights coming from a mile off and alerted Maire and her warriors. For a terrifying moment, one of the hounds had Hollis in his teeth. When Cully drew an arrow to shoot him, he was shot from behind with a bolt. After that, it was pandemonium, warriors closing in on all sides, a wizard striking Olivia with a magical blow before she could turn to stop him. Kasta only managed to kill one guard before she was struck down and pinned.

“An ambush,” Tyghan said.

“Yes,” Kasta confirmed. “Maire smiled through it all.”

Dalagorn rubbed his bristled cheek. “First time I’ve ever seen her. Not what I expected. She doesn’t look anything like her daughter.”

It was Tyghan’s second time seeing her. The first time she only said a few quiet words to Kierus from the cottage porch. She had seemed stoppable. Today was different.

Eris ambled over when there was a break in the conversation. “I know this may not be the right time,” he said, “but I need to tell you something.” He pulled Tyghan over to a private corner. “There hasn’t been a single response to my summons to the council.”

Tyghan was distracted, his mind only on Bristol. Eris was correct, this wasn’t the right time. “Most are still on holiday after Beltane,” he replied.

Eris shook his head. “It is not the holiday keeping them away. Their absence is their reply. There will not be a new vote. Their order to kill or capture on sight still stands.”

As Knight Commander and king, Tyghan could make unilateral decisions regarding war, security, and almost everything else, but on matters of high crimes committed by Danu citizens, the council’s decisions were final. “Send them another summons. Add some threat,” he replied.

“I will,” Eris answered, but he didn’t look hopeful. “On a brighter note, the painting is on its way. But it’s large and will take a while.”

It had already taken a while, and it wasn’t exactly a bright note, more of a dark curiosity, but Tyghan knew Eris was only trying to distract him, to give him a break from his thoughts. He didn’t want a break. He nodded in reply and sought out another quiet corner to await news on Bristol and the others.

Quin came in after checking on the watch and sank into the leather chair beside Tyghan. A dark golden glow from the fire reflected on his bare muscled arms. “Everything’s still clear,” he reported. He poured himself a drink from the decanter on the table and stared at the fire. The silence between him and Tyghan was thick. “You did the right thing,” he finally said.

Tyghan didn’t reply.

Quin fidgeted in his seat. “Did you explain to her?”

“There wasn’t time.” Quin knew that. There was never enough time, never enough breathing room. Tyghan had ridden back with the unconscious Olivia in his arms, and as soon as they reached the palace, they rushed her, Cully, Bristol, and Hollis to the treatment rooms. From there, Tyghan left to speak to the garrison commander and had set the watch through the city and countryside. There was no time for any explaining.

“She knew, though,” Quin said, still prodding. “She knew what you were doing. Look what she did to—”

Tyghan set his whiskey on the table. “Dammit, Quin, are you trying to make me feel better or yourself? Yes, she knew what I was doing. Does that make it all right?”

“You did what you had to do. Otherwise, they all would have died.” And that was the crux of it. As Knight Commander, he had made decisions like that a hundred times, but this one was different. This one terrified him. He had held the knife so steady, so carefully—but close. Believable. He felt Bristol trembling beneath his arm, afraid. He’ll kill me. Convincing. He still wasn’t certain if his hand had slipped or she had pushed forward.

He sat back and watched the log on the grate splinter, its fragments joining the glowing embers below. “How much more can one person take, Quin? Her father’s betrayal. Her mother’s. Mine.”

“She seems strong enough to me.”

“She is strong.” Tyghan hissed. “But everyone has a breaking point. She had to beg her own mother for her life while her lover held a knife to her throat!” The murmurs on the other side of the room quieted. In a softer voice, he added, “We only reconciled last night. This is going to tear us apart again.”

“I’m sorry if I pushed you—”

Tyghan’s hand brushed the air to stop Quin, his frustration still mounting. “I’m not blaming you. I’m the one who—”

Footsteps sounded in the hall outside the salon. Soft footsteps. Tyghan and Quin jumped to their feet as Bristol entered. The room went silent, all eyes turning toward her. A bandage circled her neck. Another covered her hand. Though the room was large, with everyone scattered around it, Bristol’s eyes instinctively turned to Tyghan.

She smiled. It was a small smile, mostly around her eyes, easy for others to miss—but it was a look that sank into Tyghan like medicine and magic, warming his insides, the tension in his shoulders easing. She was glad to see him.

Julia and Avery closed in on her, hugging her while the others held back, waiting. After a few quiet words with her friends, she turned, looking back at the rest of the room, and said, “You’ll all be happy to know that Hollis is back to two legs instead of four, Olivia is sitting up and drinking tea, and Cully is awake, and Madame Chastain is cursing at him to stay in bed.” At the news of Cully, Ivy burst into tears and ran from the room, presumably straight to him. Murmurs circled the air. The couple may have thought they were keeping their relationship under wraps—at least from her parents—but anyone with eyes could see they were smitten with each other.

“And your neck?” Eris asked, his tone hesitant.

“Only a minor flesh wound. I’ve had worse,” Bristol replied. She touched the bandage circling her neck like it was a decorative choker. “This will be off by morning.”

Tyghan knew if it was minor, a bandage wouldn’t be necessary at all. The others knew it too, but a tentative ease returned to the room, like a clenched muscle relaxing. By appearances she seemed to have taken being used as a hostage well, but Tyghan sensed something in her was still off, and his apprehension returned. She was too cheery. She crossed the room and whispered in a lower voice to Quin, “Hollis wanted me to give you her apologies. She’s pretty much mortified that she may have soiled your vest pocket during the escape. She says a mouse’s constitution, especially in dire situations, can be, well, unpredictable.”

“I didn’t notice my vest,” Quin answered. “Blazes, I may have pissed my own pants. How’s her ear?”

“Definitely notched like an old alley cat, but she doesn’t seem too bothered by it. Madame Chastain gave her something for the pain, though. It’s left her a bit loopy.”

Tyghan noted that the High Witch gave at least some of her patients pain medicine.

“Is she taking visitors?” Quin asked.

Bristol smiled. “I think she would welcome a visit from you.”

For the first time in Tyghan’s recollection, he saw Quin blush, his dark skin reddening at his temples. Quin and Hollis? When did that happen? How had he not seen it? Quin eagerly excused himself, and Bristol turned her attention back to Tyghan. He saw the fatigue in her face, the heaviness of her lids, a sadness in her eyes she was trying to hide. The day had punched something out of her. It was a wonder she wanted to be with him at all. Did everyone in the room see it too? Or was it just his own guilt, conjuring something that wasn’t really there?

He reached out and took her bandaged hand in his. “What happened here? I didn’t heal it?”

“It required more layers of spells and balms.” She told him Madame Chastain explained that the Abyss portal was different from other portals because it held eons of the powerfully evil. And since it was a caustic cauldron of the worst the world has ever seen, it wasn’t surprising that it could burn deeply into a hand that tried to reach inside. “Madame Chastain said the goddess Brigid never meant for it to be opened again, and she suspects only the strongest of bloodmarked can open or close it.”

Tyghan saw the concern in her eyes. The strongest of bloodmarked did not describe her. She blinked, forcing a smile. “Can we go rest in our room for a little while? I know there’s a watch, but—”

He nodded. “Everything’s quiet, and the watch is set. We have time to rest.” He told Kasta where he’d be and to alert him if there was any change, then let Bristol lead him to her room, which was apparently “their” room once again.

But as soon as they entered, she slumped into his arms, her breath coming in gulps. His arms circled her protectively. “I’m sorry, Bri. I am so sorry.”




CHAPTER 7
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Bristol pressed into the broad darkness of Tyghan’s chest, like it could block out the world. All she wanted to do was hide.

He whispered words gently against her hair, his voice soothing. It wasn’t the words that mattered, but him, something solid and true in a life that was slipping from her grasp.

“Bri.” Tyghan gently lifted her chin so he could look into her eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“What?” she said, uncertain what he was apologizing for. “I told you, it’s only a flesh wound. And I was the one who did it. Not you. I pressed into your knife. There was no other choice.”

“Not the wound,” he said. “That we used you as a hostage.”

Hostage.

The thought circled back, one of many shattered moments of the day that had assaulted her since she had stared into her mother’s eyes and heard the words kill her. She shivered, seeing her mother’s cold jade eyes again. Go ahead, kill the creature. Bristol had no value as a hostage, not even for her own mother.

Her knees wobbled. The room swayed.

Tyghan scooped her up, holding her tight like he would never let her out of his arms, his lips resting against her forehead. He carried her to the sofa and laid her down, then swept a blanket over her shoulders and turned his attention to the hearth. It was already set with logs, and with a gentle motion of his hand and a whispered word, the logs ignited. When he looked back at her, his face was pure misery.

She shook her head. “I don’t blame you, Tyghan. We saved Hollis and the others. That’s what matters. It was an impossible situation, and a hard choice had to be made.”

“I didn’t want to do it—”

“You think I didn’t know? That was obvious. It was a chaotic moment—there wasn’t time to think, much less explain. I would have done the same thing.” Splintered images shot through her mind: Quin’s troubled whispers, Tyghan drawing his knife and turning toward her—the unknown. A plan she hadn’t trained for. “When you grabbed me, I was shocked . . . but that shock paled—”

She shook her head. Tyghan sat down beside her. “Tell me.”

She stared at the crackling fire. “The way she looked at me . . . I was nothing to her. A stranger. I can’t shake it from my mind. She pushed you to kill me. More than once. She didn’t care.”

“That’s how she looks at us all, Bri. That’s who your mother is. I’m sorry.”

“It’s not who she used to be.”

Tyghan had no response. This Maire was the only one he had ever known.

“My father warned me that she might not know me. I’m not sure that she did. How can a mother forget her own child?”

“She must have remembered something. She let us go.”

Bristol tried to make sense of it, reliving the moment when the knife sliced into her neck and her mother’s eyes widened. A second later, she sent them on their way. “Maybe it was the blood that saved us. My mother always hated the sight of blood. When we were small, my father was in charge of our skinned elbows and bloody noses.” Bristol reached up and traced the faint line on her forehead where a scar disappeared into her hairline. Her mother had fainted at that one. She’d been unloading her loom from the top of the van when it suddenly jerked free and hit Bristol in the head. Heads bleed magnificently, and her mother collapsed in a heap when she saw the gash.

“Forgive me,” Tyghan said, “but I have a hard time believing Maire is bothered by blood. Buckets of it have been shed by her hand, and she bragged about shooting Cully. I don’t think it was just the sight of blood that made her stop.”

Bristol couldn’t argue with that. Still, her mother had reacted when Bristol’s neck started bleeding. Maybe the sight of the blood made her mother stop thinking Bristol was only a clever deception. Or maybe it jolted a sliver of memory free . . . a memory that she’d had a daughter once. Three daughters. Did some lost part of her remember, or was Leanna Keats gone forever?
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Tyghan wished he could erase Bristol’s pain, make it disappear with the right words, but there was no magic that could undo what she heard and saw that day. He was grateful for the knock at the door and jumped from the sofa to answer it.

“It’s supper,” he said, taking the tray from the servant so Bristol wouldn’t have to endure any more sideways glances. “After all the blood you lost, you need extra nourishment.” He also hoped some routine and normalcy would give her a break from the thoughts that were overwhelming her.

He set the tray on the low table, spreading out plates and silver, but at the first rattle of dishes, the fox she’d been feeding emerged from the burrow woven into her carpet—art come to life at every meal. He sniffed at the table, investigating. “Back to your burrow, freeloader,” Tyghan said, trying to shoo him away, but Bristol intervened.

“No. Give him something.”

Tyghan sighed and handed over a red pear from the fruit bowl, and the fox happily scampered back into his hole. He was probably her fox for life now. Tyghan filled their goblets, and they both ate—and drank. He had ordered her favorites. A mellow red wine from the north country, braised boar shanks, warm buttered rolls, stuffed figs, raspberry cream tarts. Like the fire, it seemed to be a welcome distraction for her. He kept her goblet full and watched her shoulders loosen and warmth return to her cheeks.

Sometimes everyone needed a break from their thoughts, but when she set her last shank bone on her plate and sat back, staring at the hearth and crackling logs, he knew her mind had circled back to the same thought: Her mother had ordered him to kill her. Even he was shocked and still reeling from that moment, and the risk he had taken. He was a fool to have put any hope in Maire caring for her daughter.

“She’s gone,” Bristol said. “The mother I knew is gone, just like my father warned.” The emptiness of her tone gripped Tyghan, and he wished he had a remedy for her anguish. “For me, it’s like she’s died all over again,” she went on. “The first time I was angry, but this time . . . This is different. It feels like I’ve stopped existing too. She gave birth to me. On a dark and stormy night. She always laughed about that, like I had to make an overly dramatic entrance. After thirty-two hours, she’d remind me, like she was as proud of my endurance as her own. And now, in her mind, I’m no one. That story, that life—it’s gone. When there are no memories left of you, do you even exist?” She turned to him, her eyes bright again. “Kiss me, Tyghan. Kiss me like you will never forget me. Please don’t ever forget me.”

Tyghan gently tucked her hair behind her ear, and with a single finger, he slowly lifted her chin. His lips grazed hers, so lightly they barely touched, and yet it was a sunrise, a sunset, the lifetime he wanted with her. He pulled her closer, and her head rested on his shoulder, sinking into him like she was anchored again. He calmed the blaze in the hearth and summoned the shadows around them like a blanket, and she fell asleep in his arms.

Forget her? Never. She was sewn into his soul.




CHAPTER 8
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Cat dropped the heavy cardboard box into the back of the van and went back to the house for another. She and Harper were moving into an apartment in town. They could afford that now. In addition to the windfall that came from their father’s painting, the money from the da Vinci and Escher sketches had come in, and thanks to Sonja’s wise negotiating, it was a fortune. After a lifetime of living out of duffle bags, they now had whole boxes’ worth of possessions, and yet their lives didn’t seem any fuller. There was a hole. There would always be a hole until Bristol returned.

Cat and Harper passed each other several times on the old creaking porch as they loaded boxes. Harper was not happy about the move, but the apartment was far more practical and safer. With Cat commuting long hours to the music institute now—they had welcomed her back—she didn’t want to worry about Harper riding her bike back and forth along deserted country roads to school. Especially not the one where their father had died—or at least disappeared. Enough people had disappeared from Cat’s life. She wouldn’t lose Harper too.

“Hey, don’t look so glum,” she said, ruffling Harper’s hair as she dropped another box into the van. “There’s a pool at the new place. And the library is only a block away. You’re going to love it.”

“Yeah.” Harper sighed. “I just worry. What if she comes back and we’re not here? What if—”

Cat looped her arm around Harper’s shoulder. “Come on.” She walked her to the mudroom where the portal had once been. “Look. She is not going to miss that note, or the card. With all the tape you used to fix them to the washing machine, they’re not going anywhere.”

They stared at the cheery envelope that Harper had illustrated months ago with balloons and a birthday cake for Bristol’s twenty-second birthday. Blocking most of the floor in the mudroom in front of the washing machine was the gift they had planned to surprise Bristol with before she left unexpectedly. It was a new bike to replace her rusted one. It had shiny baby blue fenders and a basket filled with a new hoodie. The bike was secondhand, but they had saved like crazy to buy it for her.

“I promise you, Harper, we will never touch this house or that bike until she returns. It will always be here for her.”

“Did you know, Cat? Tell me. Did you know what they were?”

What they were. Cat had shed so many tears over what had transpired, she didn’t think she had any more, but she felt her eyes welling, still feeling the guilt. Would it ever go away?

She had already told Harper what she knew. But maybe sometimes the truth had to be revisited more than once, especially when so
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