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        Wellspring Collective, Blighted Basin

        Late September 1868

      

      

      Annmar Masterson shuffled a few items in her trunk to uncover a small hatbox. Really, she ought to unpack properly now that she was staying in Blighted Basin…though she’d rather not use the black hat at all. Standing before the mirror over her chest of drawers, she set the hat she’d worn to Mother’s funeral atop her pinned-up hair and fastened it in place with its long hatpin.

      Annmar sighed. Unfortunately, her mourning clothes were well suited to honor Henry’s return to the earth. She’d draped a black shawl over her maroon blouse when a knock sounded on her door.

      “It’s Miriam.”

      She opened the door to Wellspring Collective’s healer, a woman she’d grown to know well enough during nights working in the sickroom. “Hello. Does someone need help?” she asked.

      Miriam Chapman shook her head, her lips pressed tight. She also wore a black hat, its veil trailing over a cloak. Before her, she held a piece of familiar cream stock with a torn edge.

      Annmar’s stomach twisted. My drawing of Henry.

      “May I come in?” Miriam asked softly. “I wish to discuss something that would be best said in private.”

      “Yes?” she managed to whisper past dry lips. As if the upcoming funeral for a child wasn’t bad enough, now she had to deal with her abominable drawing, the one Miriam had declared not normal. It’d been her last attempt to heal the boy…after she’d seen him die. The drawing had moved in the most horrific manner, stopping only when Miriam had ripped it from Annmar’s sketchbook.

      She forced her gaze up to Miriam’s. “You’ve shown the drawing to Mistress Gere?”

      The healer gave her a forbearing look, one Annmar had seen her bestow on a worker sorely bitten by a pest, or when about to give a fussing patient the particularly bitter herbs used to cure the nastiest of wounds. The look neither humored the patient, nor gave sympathy. Annmar suspected the softhearted healer had learned it from Wellspring’s owner, Mistress Gere.

      “I have,” Miriam said slowly. “Constance and I aren’t sure what to do with the drawing. Nor can she ask any other Elders within a reasonable distance, considering all the turmoil. That matters little, because after a few days’ discussion we’ve decided they won’t know any more than we do.” She took a breath. “The movement of it disturbs me more than I care to admit. Do you know why?”

      Was that why Miriam kept the paper folded now? “I think it has to do with my blue threads. I must have wished—” No, that sounded too much like fanciful magic. From what she’d learned of the blue fungus fibers, they weren’t fanciful at all. “Er, willed the threads to the drawing, thinking of Henry as I did so. I may, uh, even have placed some of Henry into the drawing with the fibers. I-I just don’t know.”

      “Considering what you must have been trying with your novice Knack, that’s a good guess.” Miriam lifted the drawing between them. “We’d like your agreement on what we believe the fate of this paper should be. It’s too closely tied to the boy. Out of respect for Henry, we’d like to place this paper and what it contains with his body. Today, as he returns to the earth.”

      Annmar wiped her eyes. With what little she knew of Basin ways and the workings of her threads, it made sense. She nodded.

      “It’s the right thing.” Miriam squeezed her shoulder. “Thank you.”

      Quick footsteps sounded in the corridor, and moments later Mary Clare Pemberton appeared in the doorway, wearing a dark blue afternoon dress, a small black hat and a hand-knit gray shawl.

      Miriam tucked the paper away and said, “See you below,” to both of them.

      Mary Clare raised her brows in question. Annmar just shook her head. She couldn’t explain, or her tears would fall. Besides Miriam and Mistress Gere, only Daeryn Darkcoat knew about the drawing. He’d probably forgotten she’d done it. The others didn’t need to know what she’d attempted, or the bizarre results.

      If Mary Clare picked up on Annmar’s feelings—through her Knack, or otherwise—she didn’t reveal it. Her friend stood close enough to detect her emotions, but had promised not to use her gift without an invitation. While they exchanged compliments on each other’s dresses, Mary Clare repeatedly twitched her skirt.

      She’s as upset as I am.

      Her friend put a gloved hand to the doorknob. “Ready?”

      No…but who would be?

      Annmar collected her reticule, and while they descended the circular stairs, she pulled her black gloves over the stains she couldn’t quite scrub out—from a day helping harvest winter squash.

      A third of the crops had been bitten into and rotting after two weeks of chasing off pests they now knew Mr. Shearing was breeding. Did it matter she’d brought back two Harvester machines from Derby to collect the gobblers if their plague would never end? The only chance to save the Farmlands from the determined man and his pests was to block them from entering Blighted Basin.

      She’d done what she could in Derby to dissuade him. Now it was up to Blighted Basin’s Elders to stop him, but dash it all, the waiting was so hard.

      The farmyard was dim under the afternoon’s cloud-streaked sky. Voices murmured from the workers gathered in small groups, mixing with the rustle of dried leaves in the surrounding orchard trees.

      Mary Clare stopped not far from the bunkhouse door, apparently also thrown off by seeing the farm’s workers dressed in their Sunday best to attend Henry’s funeral. The women wore gowns and the men suits, or at least coats and pressed trousers, and their shoes shone. Shades of green colored most clothing…the colors reflecting the growers’ planta selves.

      “It’s so sad,” Mary Clare whispered.

      Annmar linked arms with her while they scanned faces. Her Knack swirled at the hollow above her collarbone, warming her and telling her more could be seen, but Mary Clare tugged her around the drive under the walnut tree, toward a group wearing dark shades that were not green.

      They must be ’cambires, but none of the people looked familiar. Where was Daeryn? It seemed weak to be searching for him when they had only begun to court, but wasn’t that the purpose, for them to be together more? Then, after a decent interval—a few months?—they could determine if they should indeed commit to one another.

      Her Knack heated her neck again. Annmar began to seal it away, then hesitated. Blighted Basin was her home now and its gifts part of her life. A contrast to her proper British upbringing, but feeling more right each day. As with getting to know Daeryn, perhaps she should become familiar with using her Knack freely, as another sense to gather information. As long as she kept her sight to herself, as Mary Clare did with her Knack for reading feelings, she needn’t worry.

      Annmar opened her Knack. Instead of the usual haze of blue within, individual threads popped into her vision, vibrant blue and pulsing. They streamed like rays of sunlight into the group ahead, past two women with their dark hair pinned up under hats.

      One woman moved. Terrent’s fox-red hair came into view. Beside him, a flutter of bluish-gray plumage was her familiar view of Rivley. He was speaking with a girl she didn’t recognize. On the other side of her, the tall, bearded man in a top hat had to be Zar, another of Daeryn’s ’cambire friends and nocturnal guard team. Then a golden-brown face came into view—Daeryn wearing a brown suit and a felt bowler.

      Excitement skipped through Annmar.

      He met her gaze and gave a nod in greeting, his lips twitching into a brief smile. He tugged at his sleeves, though the coat fit well. No one felt himself or herself today. Indeed, she reached his side before noticing she’d walked there, following a luminated thread winding itself around his left wrist.

      Oh…my. Another spiraled on the back of his hand.

      Just as one did when Daeryn joined me while I blessed my squirrel doodem.

      So, was it the same thread that had connected them then? It seemed good, but was this normal?

      He reached out his hand, then stopped and angled out an elbow, offering her his arm.

      The familiar courtesy from Outside lifted her spirits, and she slipped her hand under his forearm, unable to stop staring at his chocolate eyes. “You look very handsome.”

      “You do as well,” he said. “Uh, nice—pretty, that is.”

      “Are we all ready?” asked one of the women, drawing Annmar’s attention.

      Was that Jac? Annmar’s gaze roved over Daeryn’s tough co-leader, dressed in a fashionable brown-gold afternoon dress, complete with patent leather heels.

      Jac caught her look, her yellow eyes friendly.

      “You look beautiful,” she told the wolf girl, and nodded to Jac’s cousin, who was wearing a different design in the same fabric. “You, too, Maraquin. The color is stunning with your eyes and hair.”

      Jac bobbed her head and murmured, “Thank you,” a ladylike gesture Annmar certainly didn’t expect, and pulled a pair of gloves from her reticule. The mannerisms were so proper, and so unexpected from the ’cambire Annmar had seen covered in bloody gashes from fighting ropens.

      Jac grinned. “Didn’t expect me to be able to pull it off, did you?”

      “Well, it is quite a change.”

      Maraquin leaned across to whisper, “Jac’s in line to take over the Wildlands. She was sent to an etiquette mistress and dragged me with her.”

      “Which was dead boring.” Jac swiped a stray strand of hair from her brow and tucked it deftly under the tiny hat perched on the thick roll of her black hair. “My gran is nowhere close to even turning the pack over to Mother, so the lessons were mostly pointless. Ready?” She gestured toward several other Wellspring groups who had begun a slow stroll around the circular drive. “Arriving late will spoil everyone’s efforts to clean up from the day’s work.” She linked arms with Maraquin, and the two strode from under the tree, their paces far too long and fast for proper ladies.

      Annmar pressed her gloved hand over her smile. Daeryn pivoted and, with the rest of the group, they followed. But when Jac and Maraquin reached where Mistress Gere stood along the drive, she intercepted them with a raised hand.

      “When did she get back?” asked Daeryn.

      Of course Mistress Gere should return for Henry’s service, but did Mr. Yates—the Elder in charge of Breakthrough Gap—have enough help? By the time she and her friends had returned to the Gap Gateway yesterday, the two Elders had strengthened its barrier and were gathering local Forestridge Knack-bearers and ’cambires. Before they set off to block the nearby cavern the gobblers were using to enter Blighted Basin, Annmar had gained a moment alone with her employer.

      She’d confided her discoveries about Mr. Shearing, how she’d learned the information and what she’d tried to stop him.

      Everything.

      Had they seen the businessman? More pests? Or had success turning them back?

      “Jacqueline?” The farm owner’s gaze hopped back to Daeryn. “Daeryn? Would you two walk with me? I have a request to discuss, and unfortunately, I must leave immediately after the service.”

      With an apologetic lift of his brows, Daeryn veered off to join Mistress Gere, as did Jac. Annmar met Mary Clare’s gaze, and they caught up with Maraquin.

      “Not so sure this bodes well,” she muttered.

      “Agreed,” Mary Clare murmured, and the two of them looked back.

      “It could be something to do with guarding.” Daeryn and Jac were leaders of Wellspring’s nocturnal guard team. Annmar tapped Mary Clare’s arm. “We can’t loiter. It’s not polite.”

      “It’s not as if we won’t find out anyway,” grumbled Maraquin.

      The rest of their group walked on. Daeryn’s best friend, Rivley Slipwing, was beside the unfamiliar girl with long brown hair.

      “Who is that?” Annmar asked when they were far enough away.

      “Molly Duskdrifter,” Mary Clare muttered, throwing a frown to their backs.

      “A long-eared owl who’s been helping us,” Maraquin added. “She heard about our problems while visiting her grandparents here.”

      Oh. Another avian…one Rivley seemed to be taking an interest in, judging by the way he leaned toward Molly as they talked. Oh, dear. Annmar slipped her arm through Mary Clare’s and looked around. “Where is Leander?”

      “He didn’t know Henry that well,” she answered flatly. “Mistress Gere asked the town ’cambires who aren’t attending to patrol Wellspring’s borders for early pests, so he’s helping there.”

      Before Annmar could urge Mary Clare into a walk, Famil, a golden eagle who headed the day guard team, and her partner, Wyatt, joined Mistress Gere, Jac and Daeryn. The group pivoted and passed them. She, Maraquin and Mary Clare followed, and the farm owner began talking, but the words were too low for Annmar to hear.

      “Devil take them,” spat Maraquin.

      Annmar startled at her emphatic curse. Heavens. Though she had become used to the tougher wolf girls, she’d never heard either of them curse.

      “What?” Mary Clare asked.

      “They haven’t been able to seal the Basin against the pests.” Maraquin could obviously hear what Annmar could not. “A couple that Zar trapped for them to use to test it fought their way through.”

      Oh, no.
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      Annmar’s hand flew to her lips. “No.” Her gaze darted to Mistress Gere as her footsteps quickened with the other girls’. “Then if Mr. Shearing succeeded in shipping more pests this morning, the problem may worsen tonight.”

      “Thank the Creator Rivley finished recalibrating the new Harvesters to catch pests,” said Mary Clare. “Between them, the fence diversions and the extra help from town, the nocturnal team may have half a chance to guard the remainder of the produce.”

      True. When they’d gone to the fields to help harvest, Wellspring’s manager James had mentioned the remaining crops were down to half of Wellspring’s acreage.

      “I hate to admit it,” Annmar whispered, “but I’m less worried about the pests than Mr. Shearing himself. I’m sure Mistress Gere alerted the Gateway workers, but I want to make sure he doesn’t touch anyone.” In Derby, Mr. Shearing had boasted his Knack swayed Basin farmers with just a touch, a look and a suggestion. “I don’t want to lose the Basin now that I’ve found it.”

      As if she’d heard, Mistress Gere looked back and met Annmar’s gaze. Only hers, but it caused the three of them to stop. Then the lady turned around, speaking to Daeryn as she did, but Annmar still couldn’t hear her. From Maraquin’s frown, neither could she.

      “She must have thrown up some barrier.” Maraquin jerked her chin at the advancing group. “Come on. Or we’ll be late for the service and Jac will have my tail.”

      The square stone tower rose over the treetops in the center of Chapel Hollow, and when Annmar followed the others down a stone staircase, the town’s name made sense. The old chapel sat in a low basin surrounded by rock and trees. A stream ran over the grounds and perhaps under the stone building shaped with more angles than a square.

      A crowd had grown, swallowing up the Wellspring people Annmar knew. Beside her, Mary Clare greeted nearly everyone with a quiet “hello” or nod, but Annmar kept her lips pressed together, watching people shift in and out of their ’cambire and planta forms through her Knack’s view.

      This funeral would be far more crowded than Mother’s had been.

      “Did everyone here know Henry?” she whispered to Mary Clare.

      “It’s because he was an orphan,” she whispered back. “Because he had no family, we are all his family. It’s a Creator’s Path teaching…well, one that does seem ironic, considering how divided the Basin is, but it’s ‘Keep your fellows close.’”

      Above them, the bell tolled in the tall tower. The people turned expectantly toward the arched door at the base. Annmar turned with them, the weight in her stomach growing. When the last peal died away, the door opened, revealing faint candlelight within and shining from under the chapel eaves.

      One by one, people filed inside. They inched their way forward. The tight entrance was dark, only adding to her dread, so Annmar focused on the lit chapel beyond…which undulated in the most peculiar way—

      Pinpricks of blue light sparkled across the many-walled room. One leaped, trailing a line of blue, and headed straight for her.

      She stumbled. “Mercy,” she gasped.

      Mary Clare caught her arm. “Annmar?”

      She blinked. The light faded quickly, like a shooting star. The twinkling of blue continued flickering up and down the stone support columns. It cast the walls between into shadow, except for a peculiar lightness near the ceiling. A warm breeze whipped through the chapel—much warmer than they’d had the entire day. It brought the fresh scent of trees and earth and water. Mary Clare had been right when she described the chapels as more like pavilions.

      “Those aren’t windows, are they?” she whispered to Mary Clare and pointed to the lit spaces lining the ceiling.

      “Just openings. That’s why most Creator chapels have fallen to ruin. Open to the rain, built over streams, and lath and plaster walls, which paint only protects so much. Only those pillars of bluish stone have survived in most chapels. It’s lunacy. I mean, who puts up a half-open building, and octagon-shaped at that? Those old worshipers didn’t have much sense when it came to construction.”

      Annmar sighed. “It’s beautiful. The materials are”—she glanced at the other grievers spreading to the benches, but still too close for her to speak frankly—“perfect for the building. The symmetry is incredible. An old master must have designed this one.”

      “In Blighted Basin?” Mary Clare sniffed. “I don’t think so. Can we go sit down? Daeryn is waving to us, if you haven’t noticed.”

      The Wellspring people occupied the front rows of benches laid out in sets of eight facing the center. Among them on the floor, several large stones acted as bridges over a small stream encircling a central dais made of wood. On it stood a low table bearing a small body wrapped in beige linen.

      Henry.

      Tears pricking in her eyes, Annmar averted her gaze and swallowed. She focused on following Mary Clare through a press of people, then taking the seat beside Daeryn. She couldn’t ask him what Mistress Gere had said, not here. He patted her folded hands, and though she’d have liked to twine her fingers into his, she settled for letting her arm rest against his warm one.

      Blue threads flickered across the walls, one set forming a lacy pattern she’d seen rolling through the soil when she’d first arrived. It was terribly distracting, something she shouldn’t be thinking about at a funeral. But closing off her Knack seemed unthinkable, and at least staring at walls was more acceptable than at people.

      The chapel quieted. A preacher walked in from a different entrance, wearing a brown hooded robe like a monk’s habit. He stepped up on the dais and welcomed them in a low, gravelly singing voice that was difficult to understand.

      Everyone rose and sang an unfamiliar song. If she’d grown up here, Annmar would have known the words, but it only made her try to remember what had been sung at Mother’s funeral, and that brought more tears. Daeryn shifted beside her and slipped his hand to the small of her back until they sat again. He didn’t sing, and when she glanced at him, his lips were pressed hard together.

      Arms raised, the preacher chanted. When the chant changed, some people—a few she recognized as growers from Wellspring—went to the corner pillars, picked up branches of leaves and began waving them slowly in the aisles. Earthy scents wafted around the room, and for Annmar, the threads quivered. Others—all from Wellspring—carried things up to the dais and formed a circle around Henry.
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        * * *

      

      As Daeryn had expected, the burial ceremony was all too familiar…and too painful. He closed his eyes. The call of the Creator was issued and answered. Now the honoring of the life Henry had led began, in words left by friends and gifts presented that Daeryn didn’t watch. Soon it, too, would be completed and followed by the first blessing…

      He let the traditional chants flow over his body, let the scents of autumn and soil fill his lungs and let the warmth of Annmar at his side settle his soul. He couldn’t trust his voice to answer the calls, but in his mind he did, repeating, “Blessed be,” over and over again and reminding himself this was for Henry. Sylvan—his lost mate—had returned to the Creator years ago, though right now it seemed only moments had passed.

      She had lain on a platform over a pool just like this one, in Rockbridge’s smaller chapel, shrouded in the same homespun linen all Basin dwellers were buried in. He’d forced himself to stare at her body, knowing it’d be the last he’d see his lovely polecat mate. The wind had howled down through their hollow up against the mountains, blocking the preacher’s chants, the weeping of his mum and Sylvan’s mum and causing the candle flames to shudder. In their odd light, the waving branches cast shadows that streaked the walls like a storm of meteors. Then the processional chant had begun. The deep thrums filled the chapel and his head, blotting out the horror of saying good-bye. He went through the rest of the motions, went home to the den he and Sylvan had shared and died himself.

      Daeryn clenched his fists and breathed through the memory of that nightmarish night. And the next, and the next. With Rivley’s help, he had managed to pull his life back from that edge. A new job, new friends, a new home. Gradually, good memories of Sylvan had returned. Only in the last week, with Annmar finally acknowledging there was a chance for them to be together, could he admit that he could enjoy a life without Sylvan in it.

      But tomorrow would be the test.

      Tomorrow, he would return to Rockbridge for the first time. Miz Gere had asked him to, and he would do it for her. He would speak with his enclave Elders. He would convey Miz Gere’s request for help with the Breakthrough Gap barrier and for ’cambire guards for the Farmlands shire. And while there, he would not look for Sylvan as he had in the days following her death, but he would visit the chapel with a petition to the Creator on behalf of her spirit and say a prayer of remembrance at her grave.

      He would ask for Sylvan’s blessing for the next stage of his life’s Path.

      That only seemed right.
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        * * *

      

      The preacher droned over Henry, his thick accent barely understandable to Annmar. Every now and then his voice slightly went up, and the people around her intoned a solemn “Blessed be.” He gestured to one of those from Wellspring up on the dais, and the man placed a stone at the edge of Henry’s wrappings. Next, Mary Beth—Mary Clare’s older sister who’d also been severely injured the night Henry…

      Annmar had to wipe tears. When she looked again, Mary Beth was lowering the linen to Henry’s feet, so she missed what she’d put inside his funeral wrappings. The head grower, Mr. Hortens, and other growers laid stones beside Henry’s body. Master Brightwell—the inventor had recently taken Henry on as an apprentice—placed a Luci-viewer into the wrappings at Henry’s head. Henry’s friend from the orphanage tucked a plant in the crook of one arm, and Mistress Gere placed another in the crook of the other arm. And then only Miriam was left.

      Annmar choked back a sob.

      A light touch pressed her elbow. “Are you all right?” Daeryn asked.

      She wanted to close her eyes, to not look, but up beside Henry, Miriam lifted the linen wrapping and set the folded cream paper on his chest.

      Henry’s figure blazed into blue light.

      Annmar winced, too stunned to make a sound, too entranced by the blue threads swarming Henry from head to toe.

      Then Miriam lowered the cloth and took her place in the circle as if nothing had happened. The preacher’s voice changed, going high into a singsong chant. He lifted his arms, something held in his hand.

      “What is it?” Annmar breathed.

      “His doodem,” Daeryn whispered in her ear, and only then did she realize he had his hand pressed to hers.

      She couldn’t tear her gaze from the preacher, who paused the chant for a moment and lowered the white figure, a doodem that had died because Annmar hadn’t been good enough at using her Knack to save the boy. Silence fell, the branches lowered and the candles seemed to dim as the preacher placed the doodem on Henry’s chest. He withdrew his hands to reveal a mushroom with a lovely domed cap. Below it, luminated threads danced over Henry.
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        * * *

      

      It tore up Daeryn inside to see the tears flowing down Annmar’s cheeks. He couldn’t take her in his arms to comfort her, but perhaps he could make sense of the unfamiliar for her.

      “He’s saying the next to last blessing, to urge the spirit to go with the body, to return to its origins and give itself up for others. Only then can the spirit drop the burdens of this life and refresh for a new life.”

      She nodded, and without looking from the dais, Annmar pulled a handkerchief from her bag and dabbed at her eyes. “The threads are settling onto him, so it must be working.”

      Oh?

      She peeked at him. “I just—is this usual for people to place things with the body?”

      “Yes.” Hell, yes. He hadn’t wanted to let go of Sylvan, and having to choose something to give… He’d lain awake all night trying to decide what part of their life she might need…what he could give that might change the Creator’s mind and send her back. Though such a thing wasn’t possible, he’d wanted it to be so, like a kit making a birthday wish.

      Daeryn swallowed. “And hard. Families, and close friends, are required to give something. The stones are to anchor the spirit. Other items are to help ease the journey.”

      Annmar gave a nod and squeezed his fingers. Warm and close, he felt the ties between them strengthen in that moment.

      The gift bearers surrounded the table and folded Henry’s wrappings over the stones and secured them. Then each took up an edge of the linen table covering and lifted it and Henry. The preacher began a new chant, the processional. On the second round, the gift bearers took it up and began a slow walk to the rear door in time to the beat of the chant. On the third round, the branch wavers joined in and followed behind. On the fourth, everyone took up the chant and rose.

      Row by row, people filed out to the burial yard. Daeryn kept a hand under Annmar’s elbow. She’d recovered and walked steady enough, but touching her helped him. He’d been the lead in Sylvan’s processional, right behind Rockbridge’s preacher. His mum and Sylvan’s parents, and then Rivley and the rest of their pack, had followed him, right to the edge of the hole where they’d stood, watching…

      Annmar stopped in the doorway and touched one of the blue stones. “Have you seen this kind of rock before?” she asked in his ear.

      “Not much,” he whispered back. “But every chapel is built of it, even ours down home at Rockbridge.”

      “Is anything else built of it?”

      “No.” He shrugged. “I don’t know why. I’m not even sure where it comes from.”

      She licked her lips. “I do. It dots those tunnels Old Terry took us to.”
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        * * *

      

      The chapel was constructed of the same blue and yellow striped rock Annmar had found the golden thread on. She’d brought it along with her squirrel doodem in her reticule and squeezed the rock now through the cloth.

      Led by the still-chanting preacher, they followed the crowd through the graveyard, threading among new and old headstones that weren’t in organized lines but were between the rocks sticking up from the ground. A mix of huge trees overhung the hollow, and the stream meandered through it. How had they found a place to fit Henry?

      A narrow, deep hole, more like a crevasse, was dug in the ground. Again, that rich scent of the earth tickled Annmar’s nostrils. Apparently, Blighted Basin, or at least the Creator religion, didn’t use coffins. As soon as everyone circled around, the preacher—continuing to chant—took Henry’s doodem from his chest and tucked it into the linen wrappings, which still coursed with numerous blue threads.

      Everyone bowed their heads, so Annmar did, too, but not so low she couldn’t watch what was happening. The rhythmic chant became wordless, more of a hum, and soon the blended voices filled the bowl-shaped depression. The beat of it echoed off the surrounding rock and Annmar joined in without really deciding to. A moment later, Daeryn’s chest hummed against the arm she had tucked through his.

      Half the people who’d been waving the branches approached and dropped them into the grave. Then those holding the cloth bearing Henry marched along either side, bent and lowered the body until it disappeared into the crevasse. A faint blue glow lit the dirt sides of the hole, enough that in the dimming light it outlined the remaining branches as they were let down.

      The humming continued. The preacher held his hands, palms down, over the grave. In a loud, unusually clear voice, he asked Henry’s spirit to free itself from their world, to renew and return to a new life. The blue light pulsed from deep in the earth, and Annmar forgot all about bowing her head through the last blessing.

      The bell in the chapel tower tolled. Everyone fell silent. Annmar counted the rings. Fourteen. One for each year of Henry’s short life. The last ring echoed around the wooded graveyard, and when it died, the people whispered, “Blessed be.”

      The blue light in the grave winked out.
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      The townsfolk picked up spades and tossed shovelful after shovelful of earth into the grave, one person after another. Daeryn waited off to the side while Mary Clare spoke with Annmar and the girls decided to go forward to take a turn.

      He couldn’t. Not yet.

      It looked like some of the others who’d known Henry well couldn’t participate either. Miriam stood with a red-eyed Master Brightwell, who had his arm around the shoulders of the grower boy who’d arrived with Henry from the orphanage. Mary Beth stood close to her parents, speaking with several other growers Henry’s age.

      Rivley walked over, and Daeryn steeled himself to speak.

      “It’ll be a hard night,” Rivley said. “This, followed by starting up that second Harvester in the middle fields. Many of the growers are still anxious about the machinery.”

      “I won’t be here,” Daeryn blurted. “Miz Gere asked me to go to Rockbridge and fetch back any of our Elders who are willing to help her and Yates seal the cavern the pests are using to access Blighted Basin. They’ve had the worst luck and hope those with Gateway experience can help.”

      Rivley nodded. “Famil already asked me to fill in early tomorrow until she’s back from fetching help at Westend.”

      “I’ll try to get help for the Farmlands fields, too, as will Jac from the Wildlands.” She wouldn’t leave until later. The wolf-controlled southern section of lowlands wasn’t far for as fast as Jac could run in her wolf form, and their kind were all nocturnal. She’d have no problem delivering the requests in the middle of the night. He’d be better received by Rockbridge’s mix of predators after dawn.

      At least he’d had a decent night’s sleep after he, Riv, Annmar and Mary Clare reached Wellspring yesterday afternoon. Two trips in three days, and to opposite ends of Blighted Basin’s crater-like valley.

      “I ought to eat and leave,” he said, but neither moved. His gaze landed on the owl ’cambire who’d been with Riv before they left Wellspring. “Say, where were you sitting?”

      “Molly asked me to sit with her. We were back a row.” Rivley kicked at a clump of grass. “Kind of decided I didn’t want to sit next to you, since that’s what…”

      …we did the last time. “I got through it. Another step to letting go.” With more to come soon. “You?”

      “I managed.” One side of Rivley’s mouth crooked up. “Glad you understand. You had Annmar, so I’m sure you didn’t miss me.”

      But Rivley didn’t have Mary Clare. Was he really interested in Molly? She was a nice enough young female, but just that, young.

      They continued standing together, both watching Annmar and Mary Clare take turns with a shovel. No, Riv wasn’t interested in Molly, though the stubborn cluck would never admit that his gaze tracked Mary Clare while the girls finished and stopped to talk with Mary Clare’s family. Many of the grievers were conversing in low voices while waiting for the grave to be filled. At last, the mounded dirt was tamped into place.

      “Daeryn?” said Jac. He’d been so distracted he hadn’t seen her walk up. “Could I have a word?”

      Rivley gave a nod and joined another group.

      “What’s wrong?” Daeryn asked.

      “Wrong? Aside from not being able to say no to a request to go before my controlling grandmother who will expect me to belly-crawl to her and lick her paw?”

      “Really?”

      “Really. Dame Fellclaw demands it of everyone.”

      Huh. Clearly being the alpha’s granddaughter came with no special privileges. “So how can I help?”

      “I asked Terrent to wait for us.” She motioned toward the fox ’cambire standing on the other side of the cemetery, arms crossed, looking like he was about to get told off. “I thought we should put him in charge for tonight when both of us are gone.”

      “Terrent?” The sixteen-year-old started forward, as if Daeryn had called him. He put up a finger, indicating Terrent should wait. “What about Maraquin?” he asked Jac. “I just assumed your beta would fill in for us. Or Zar. He’s older.”

      Jac shrugged. “Both could do it, but neither are keen to. Mar especially. She likes being told what to do. Can’t quite get the authority to order others around.” She scrunched up her nose. “That’s why I always have such a hard time with Terrent. The kit’s naturally bossy. He did splendidly instructing the staff in how to use the stunner, and then leading us through the caverns. Never once gave me reason to worry we’d get lost or, worse, not make it out.”

      “Terrent works for me. You ought to tell him those things. Build up his confidence a bit.”

      “Me?” She grimaced. “Making people feel good about themselves is your territory. I wouldn’t want anyone thinking I’m soft.”

      He rapped his knuckles on her muscular shoulder. “Don’t worry.” He gestured Terrent over.

      A few minutes later, they had his agreement, found the rest of the team and explained Miz Gere’s request. Knowing help might appear as soon as tomorrow offset the worry that tonight they’d be short against Mr. Shearing’s resumed shipments. They finished, and the others turned toward Wellspring.

      Daeryn looked around for Annmar. She met his gaze, dipped her head to Mary Clare’s and left her friend with her family, as if they’d planned to meet.

      A crazy warmth filled his insides, and he couldn’t help grinning. It felt wonderful to finally be with her, to be expecting to sit together, to walk together, eat together. And maybe sometime soon, sleep together. Memories of snuggling next to her as a polecat made his skin tingle. Aw, hell, those thoughts did things to his human form that he wasn’t sure this proper city girl was ready for.

      Urges be damned, he wouldn’t scare her off.

      Annmar, however, wasn’t smiling when she took his offered arm. Her scent was in turmoil. He let her odors of fear and concern wash over him while they walked from the hollow up the steps to the street. They brought his head to where it should be, on business.

      She’s heard.

      Her scent had edged to doleful by the time she spoke. “Rumor is you’re going to Rockbridge. Is it far?”

      “Twenty miles.” The last of it high into the Black Mountains rimming the south of Blighted Basin. “I should be back in two days.”

      “Rivley could fly to the Black Mountains faster, couldn’t he?”

      She didn’t like this any better than he did. “Yes, but Riv isn’t the fellow to go, I am. The Elders are more likely to listen to a request from a prior team leader. Plus, I have a better way of talking to people. He has the Harvester mechanics to attend to.”

      “I understand, but…” Her voice dropped. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “I’ll miss you, too.”

      They walked through town, the grip of her hand at his elbow not changing until they reached Wellspring’s long drive. A few other growers walked nearby, but the sun had touched the edge of the western ridge of mountains, and Annmar must have deemed falling dusk private enough, because she slipped her hand to his and wove their fingers together.

      He’d tried to do this on the Gapton platform while they waited, but she’d drawn away. He needed to learn why. “I like holding hands with you.”

      “So do I,” she whispered.

      He dropped his voice as well. “I don’t understand the rules. Yesterday there were too many people that might take notice?”

      She wrinkled her nose. “I suppose. But you also took me by surprise. In Derby, a gentleman may hold a lady’s elbow for an awkward crossing, or she will tuck her hand to the man’s arm to stroll if they are acquainted, but never would one clasp hands. It may take some time before I am comfortable that this is accepted in public in Blighted Basin.”

      True, he’d instinctually known he couldn’t behave like that back in Derby. He sorted his next words. “’Cambires like to touch. At least, the mammals do. I hope you’ll pardon any mistakes I may make. I’ll try to be”—the words Miz Gere had used to caution him flashed to Daeryn’s mind—“considerate.”

      Annmar swallowed and licked her lips.

      His gaze tracked her tongue until it disappeared, then riveted on her glistening lower lip. He longed to reach out to smooth its silky surface—and he would have, except Annmar’s hand tightened in his.

      “I know you will.”

      They needed more privacy. He steered her through Wellspring’s stone pillars and cut across the lawn. Past the kitchen gardens, the farmhouse and farmyard. Between the bunkhouse and the next outbuilding was a secluded corridor with just trees and wooden crates stacked along the wall. He led her to the crates to sit, but Annmar swung to face him, standing a hair’s breadth away. From beneath the brim of her hat, she stared up, her wide eyes and parted lips as clear to his nocturnal eyes as if it’d been full daylight. Her scent lingered in sadness, damned near killing him.

      “Missing you will make me run faster,” he murmured.

      Before he could move, she pressed her lips to his. Her kiss started like the almost-chaste one on the train and the second they’d shared last night, but then her tongue traced his mouth.

      Daeryn kissed her back, capturing her tongue with his lips, tasting her, inhaling her woodsy scent and letting himself enjoy every last bit of it.

      Her hands slid up his chest and clung to his shoulders.

      He wasn’t so deep he didn’t recognize that she’d countered her own words.

      Yet…she’d started this, and he’d never been one to shy away. He stroked the back of his hand over her cheek, along her jaw and into the curve of her neck. New scents rose—pleasure mixed with arousal—hers, or his, or both. He should be wary, but when she pulled him closer, a small mew breaking in her throat, he wrapped an arm around her waist.

      Pressed together, she explored his mouth and he explored hers, deepening the kiss, losing himself in drawing deep breaths of her intoxicating scent. His body responded with all parts completely interested in this splendid good-bye kiss—

      Her hip brushed against him, and she gasped, her scent switching to panic so quickly he thought he’d bitten her by mistake. When her hips skittered from his, he understood.

      He pulled back, knocking into the crates. He stumbled…and carried a gasping, bewildered Annmar down with him to a hard landing on an unforgiving wooden box. She tumbled into his lap, her hand landing against a particularly sensitive spot.

      Hell. His groan came half from embarrassment.

      “Oh,” she squeaked. In her scrambling efforts to remove her hand from his crotch and right herself, she accidentally landed a sharp elbow in his gut and another on his thigh with what sounded like a muttered, “Damn.”

      By the time he lifted her by the shoulders, Annmar’s face looked scorched and she wouldn’t meet his gaze. This wasn’t the reaction she’d had kissing him on the train. True, they hadn’t gone on so long then, but if she’d been in Shearing’s bed, surely she knew what to expect…

      Oh.

      Annmar had little experience with men. Perhaps she didn’t know what to expect.

      Hell, she can’t assume I’ll act the same as that bastard?

      She was already pushing to stand up.

      He snatched back his hands and raised them. “Talk to me. Please? Tell me what I’ve done wrong?”

      Her gaze sprang to his, then his hands and back to his face. After a long moment, she swallowed and nodded. She settled onto a crate beside him and dug through her bag for her handkerchief, and she dabbed at her brow and eyes.

      “You’ve done nothing wrong. I was so forward!” She lowered her handkerchief. “I had no idea kissing would cause you to…to—” Her gaze darted to his trousers again, and her cheeks darkened all the more.

      Daeryn knew what he’d see if he looked down, so he studied the coloring clouds over the mountains instead. He had no wish to bring up Shearing or what had happened that night in the magnate’s bed, but those events might be causing her reluctance. “Normally, it wouldn’t,” he muttered. “But I do care for you, I’m rather worked up about the trip, and…” He turned back to find Annmar watching him. “May I ask if you didn’t feel somewhat the same?”

      “I did, but”—she looked down the line of apple trees between the buildings—“I wouldn’t want to do anything about it here, or perhaps even yet.” Her gaze dropped to her hands, which had twisted the handkerchief into a short, thick rope. “In Outside society, nothing properly starts until after a wedding.”

      “Nothing…even kissing?”

      She shook her head. “It’s so different here.”

      His forehead tightened as he tried to understand. Kissing had been included in their courting list on the train. Was he restricted to only those items? Damn. He pushed the heel of his shoe into the ground. Well, if that’s the way it had to be—

      “I want to kiss you,” she said. “And other things. Your scent is so…compelling.”

      He grinned. “Thank you.”

      She almost smiled, then shook her head again. “Oh, you…”

      “I find your scent quite compelling as well,” he said softly. “Therefore, neither of us is to blame.”

      “I like you, Daeryn, I really do, but this might be hard for me.” She gave a small shrug, still not looking at him.

      He caught her chin and gently turned her flushed face up to his. “If you ever tell me to stop, I will. It may be hard, but I can. We won’t do anything until you’re ready.”

      “Not anything?” She looked dismayed, if he wasn’t mistaken.

      “I mean we won’t mate.” He took a chance and slid his hand down her forearm to cover one hand. She turned it over and interlaced her fingers with his. He leaned toward her ear. “There is plenty else we can do. If you like. Basin-courting type things.”

      She moistened her lips, then nodded before turning to face him, their noses just inches apart. “I’d like that.”

      This time, Daeryn moved in to kiss her.
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        * * *

      

      The sky had darkened, and the brightest stars shone by the time they went in to dinner. Daeryn left Annmar in the back hall with a hug and a final, chaste kiss good-bye before closing the back door and crossing to the bunkhouse.

      He hung his good clothes in his wardrobe and changed to polecat. The exit through the dormer window let him survey the fields and find the one in which a Harvester wasn’t moving yet. He descended the apple branches and headed for it and Rivley, leaping the tattered plants on the eastern hillsides and crossing a pea nut field that wasn’t damaged before arriving in a destroyed bean field. The mechanics had started the huge machine, so Daeryn took care to change far from it before walking over to where three men stood watching—Master Brightwell, James and Rivley.

      They had directed the Harvester overtop what had been several rows of plants. The bush beans were no longer producing, but the heaps of vegetation still attracted the pests, so it made a good place to both test the repairs and to try to catch the vermin before they spread into the more southern fields. Dead pest bodies from the night before had been laid out along the route. The pincers jabbed to and fro, collecting them.

      Rivley broke away when Daeryn walked up. “You’re leaving late.”

      Daeryn couldn’t help grinning. “Little delay with my good-bye to Annmar.”

      His friend backhanded his chest. “You’re full of yourself. As usual. Wish I still had Mary Clare blabbing the details in my ear all night.” His tone was light, but the return grin didn’t carry to Riv’s eyes.

      “No, you wish you had Mary Clare in your bed for other reasons. I do, too.”

      That sobered Rivley.

      “I’m serious.” And if it’d help Rivley reconsider, he’d admit it. “I like her spunk. Handy when we were in a pinch back in Derby. Talk to her while I’m gone, why don’t you?”

      He looked at the ground. “Not happening.”

      Daeryn knocked his shoulder. “Annmar told me the night Henry died that Mary Clare knew we were bound into a gildan. I had no idea you’d told her. That explains why she’s always been short with me.”

      “Sorry about that.”

      “No, I’m sorry. She’s justified. She’s sweet on you, and my stalling on this gildan meant you couldn’t take a mate either. While we were headed into Derby, you said something about her not sticking. Have you considered that might be because you weren’t available? I mean, really available.”

      Rivley crossed his arms. “I’m still not available.”

      “Soon you will be.” And By the Path, when it happened he would tell Mary Clare himself if he had to. “Any messages for your parents?”

      That made Rivley flinch. “No.”

      Right. If his parents had been disappointed Riv hadn’t taken on a pack himself, they’d like it even less that he was working with machines instead of doing what came naturally to ’cambires—guarding. “They’ll ask.”

      Rivley stared after the Harvester for a minute, the machine he’d done most of the redesign on so they could use it to collect the vermin. “Just tell them I have a good job here. Let them assume it’s guarding, and if there are any questions, say the people I work with are splendid. I won’t leave Wellspring in this state.”

      As Daeryn had expected, something that said nothing. Well, better that he didn’t have to relay bad news. “I’ll keep it to that, I promise. Gotta go.” He put out a hand, but Rivley kept his hands in his trouser pockets and started walking.

      He fell into step. What was up?

      “So, Dae?” Riv asked with an air of calmness that rang false. “Can we get the marking completed?”

      His shoulders tightened. “Thought we decided that was a bad idea.”

      “You may have,” Riv retorted. “I didn’t.”

      “I’ll stand up to any barbs Jac throws out.”

      Rivley spun on him with a scowl and planted his feet, hands at his sides. “We’ve had this discussion. What we’ve learned through the first two lessons proves being pack is necessary to resolve our gildan. A pack represents the tightest type of community in the Basin. It’s what we need to do to work through the final lesson and be free of the blood bond.” One hand rose to press over his waistband.

      Beneath that spot on his belly sat the silver spiral that held the bloodstone. Like Daeryn’s, it’d turned a brighter shade of red since he and Riv had resolved two parts of the obligation: Leaders must let leaders lead. Honestly work together to restore yourselves and your pack. Keep your community as your foundation. Above all, stay true to the Path of the Creator.

      The third lesson to free the final piercing should be simple to resolve. Rivley thought community meant pack, but Wellspring could just as well be that community.

      “Let’s finish before there are delays,” Rivley said.

      His head popped up. “Delays? Are you referring to my courting Annmar?”

      “Not specifically, but yes, she distracted your departure. These pests will interrupt. So will my offer of a position up at Breakthrough Gap with Mr. Yates, or other places Master Brightwell’s business will take me. If he can keep me on. If Wellspring dissolves, we may each need to go separate ways to earn a living.”

      Daeryn turned to watch the sweeping arms of the Harvester, considering.

      An unhappy avian click slipped from Rivley. “Before either of us can move forward with any female, this binding must be resolved.”

      Really, that was the reason he chose to push? After he’d just refused to talk to Mary Clare? No wonder then that when the girl had gone to the livery to arrange the delivery in Chapel Hollow yesterday, she’d ridden up with Leander instead of waiting for the rest of them. Daeryn would not say it, but he couldn’t stop the question from rolling through his head: How can the stubborn cluck not see that he’s unhappy and trying to replace Mary Clare with this obsession for having a pack?

      Daeryn shook his head. “I don’t see the point. We’d complete a pack mark, just to let it go after this is done? Is that what the Elders intended when setting our gildan? Or are you using it as a trick to convince me?”

      “You’re making excuses.” Rivley crossed his arms. “We’ll only have a day or two’s reprieve with that delivery sabotage we did in Derby. Though this Harvester seems to be running fine, we can’t say it’s a hundred percent. Also, you know as well as I do that Shearing will exact revenge for Annmar’s binding of his manhood. I’m not going to wait and see what trips us up next. Complete this mark, or I mark you.” At Daeryn’s frown, he frowned back. “Your team will see it and ask why. What will you tell them?”

      Of all the… Daeryn squelched the rumbling of a growl but couldn’t stop the tightening of his muscles and flush of fur over his back. “You’re an ass?”

      “At least I’m an honest ass. I need this. When we were pack”—Rivley tapped his shoulder where Daeryn’s pack mark had almost healed—“the extra sense of the others meant I could work better with them. You know it, too. There are no misunderstandings. No confusion. We will focus on the gildan because we both will feel its importance.”

      Why couldn’t he be as sure as Rivley was? He ought to just go along, follow the promise he’d made to listen to others and let Riv weigh in on decisions.

      But Rivley had been so damned furious when Daeryn had marked him. Revulsion for doing it again had lodged in Daeryn’s gut, right alongside a years-old nagging guilt that his leadership had caused Sylvan’s death. Maybe he’d feel different after visiting Rockbridge.

      “Daeryn? I’m tired of arguing with you.”

      “Then don’t.” Daeryn spun on his heel and tossed a “Bye,” over his shoulder. He changed to polecat and bounded to the central road through Wellspring. He’d take it to the property boundary and angle south of Chapel Hollow, heading east until he reached Rough Knoll. The trade road circled around the central rise in the lowlands, then cut south through the Wildlands almost directly to Rockbridge.

      Hell. It grated to leave things like this, but his gut wouldn’t let him do anything else.

      Flapping wings whooshed overhead. Daeryn looked around just in time to see Rivley swooping down in sparrowhawk form.

      On him.

      No! Daeryn changed forms and fell to his back, blocking Riv with one arm. Needle-sharp talons scraped across his forearm. “Damn it all. What do you think you’re doing?” Daeryn wanted to bat at the bird, but training since youth halted him. Birds were fragile. If he hit Rivley like this, he’d likely die. The hawk dove at his head. Daeryn rolled to protect his face. Eight talons sank into Daeryn’s back, and a second later, Rivley’s beak closed on the meaty flesh at Daeryn’s left shoulder.

      “Shiiiiit. Get off me!” Daeryn tried to twist away, but it was done. The talons released. Wingtips hit Daeryn’s back as Rivley flapped upward.

      Daeryn grimaced into the ground. Streaks of pain radiated off his shoulder. Creator, it hurts far worse than I ever imagined. He didn’t utter a word, but a litany of curses rolled through his head. Finally, they slowed to a damn, damn, damn, to match the throbbing. He pushed to a sit—his shoulder screaming—and looked around.

      Rivley stood a hundred feet away—far enough to change and take off before Daeryn could reach him and pummel the ass.

      They stared at each other for a minute before Daeryn broke it off by raking his fingers through his hair. “Guess you made your point. But you can’t make me complete my mark. And it’ll be a fight to put a second on me.”
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        Wellspring Collective

      

      

      The tap at the door came at the same time as the call of, “Annmar?”

      Sleep muddled Annmar’s head as she struggled to straighten from under a blanket on a wing chair. In the dim light of early morning, Famil stood in the library doorway, wrapped in one of the ’cambire robes that always hung in the hallway for the changers.

      “Do you need help?” The question now fell automatically from Annmar’s lips.

      “No, that’s not why I’m here.” The leader of the day guards spoke in an unusual rush. “Sorry to wake you, but a crowd of townsfolk is headed up from Chapel Hollow. Leander ran back ahead of them to warn us. He recognized the carriage as belonging to Mr. Shining. He’s inside.”

      Lord forbid—

      Famil disappeared before Annmar could form a question and pounded up the stairs, shouting for Miriam. A short exchange ensued, and by the time Annmar had risen, Famil pounded down again. Her footsteps echoed down the hall, and the broken conversation coming from the dining room meant Mrs. Betsy now knew.

      Mr. Shearing. Using his other name, Mr. Shining, within Blighted Basin. Not only had he somehow bypassed the Gap Gateway barrier Mr. Yates promised would stop him, he had the gall to come to Wellspring.

      He couldn’t have found a way to also evade Mistress Gere’s barriers and enter Wellspring’s property, could he?

      Annmar had to hurry. She grabbed her boots from under her cot, shoved her stockinged feet inside and began lacing them. Better to stay in the bib-and-brace she’d slept in between healings and leave her hair in its braid.

      What horrible timing. Mistress Gere had left again last night. Jac wasn’t expected until today and Daeryn perhaps tomorrow morning. At least Famil and Wyatt—large eagle ’cambires—had returned. Annmar secured her second boot with a hasty knot, grabbed Mother’s shawl and tumbled into the hallway. She met Miriam descending the stairs. The frown on the healer’s face wasn’t what Annmar wanted to see.

      “Will he be able to wear down the barrier with Mistress Gere gone?” she asked.

      Miriam slipped an arm around her shoulders. “Absolutely not. However, from what you’ve told us, I worry that whomever Mr. Shearing has spoken to in the Basin will now do his bidding.”

      The back door flew open, nearly hitting them.

      A wolf stalked in—Maraquin—followed by Mary Clare. Storms of fury crossed the redhead’s face. She grabbed Annmar into a tight hug. “He won’t be able to make you leave.”

      Leave? She had no intention of leaving…but they all knew it was his desire. Had Mr. Shearing slipped loose of her thread? If not, she might be able to stop him with its control.

      Excited chatter from the dining room carried into the hall, and everyone turned to the two young redheaded girls peeking around the archway. Wellspring’s cook, Mrs. Betsy, appeared behind them, shaking her head so that her short white hair fluttered. “Back to the kitchen,” she ordered Mary Clare’s sisters.

      “Perhaps you should wait there with them,” Miriam murmured to Annmar as the girls scampered away. “I’m not sure why we all assume he’s come to speak with you.”

      “Because he has,” Annmar said flatly, pivoted and marched down the hall. She yanked open the heavy front door and stepped onto the stoop. Famil joined her, arms crossed over the robe, her yellow eyes narrowed under heavy brows. Feathers poked from her long braids and her feet were bare, but the sense of a warrior rang strong, adding to Maraquin’s huge wolf form crowded beside them.

      Annmar followed her gaze across the front yard, past the stone pillars and beyond the adjacent cemetery. Where the farm’s drive dropped over the hillside to the town of Chapel Hollow, something moved, then heads came into sight. First, a half-dozen boys, then a few young men walking abreast, followed by even more townsfolk—men and women, children tugging at their hands. A carriage appeared, stopping and starting as the horse managed to plod among the throngs surrounding it. More people walked in its wake. They murmured to each other, some pointing when they spotted the women gathered on the stoop.

      “Why, it looks as if half the town turned out,” Annmar said.

      “Well, of course they have, duck,” said Mrs. Betsy. “The last time any excitement happened here was nighttime and they missed an opportunity to gawk. Gossip’s always in full swing in the morning.”

      Then everyone would know Mr. Shearing thought Annmar had cheated him out of a night’s company—if that was what he’d come to announce. She bit her lip while considering the alternative. Could it be he was willing to stop shipping pests to Blighted Basin and give up his plan to claim the fertile farmland, in exchange for the return of his manhood?

      Annmar pulled Mother’s shawl closer and steeled her nerves. “Well, let’s get it over, then.” She started down the steps.

      The tall Famil paced at Annmar’s shoulder. “We shall encourage him to keep his distance. Maraquin?” At the lift of Famil’s chin, the wolf loped ahead to the stone pillars. “I shall watch from above.” She peeled off, skirting behind the trunk of an old rowan tree. The robe dropped, and a moment later broad wings spread. A golden eagle launched into the air, emitting a piercing shriek. Two other raptors, to the north and south, answered her cry before she circled and landed in the tree closest to the gate.

      Miriam caught up to Annmar. “Do not step beyond the gate and Constance’s barrier. Offer him no information and agree to nothing.”

      Annmar nodded her understanding, but kept her gaze ahead, even when fingers pressed briefly to her shoulder, Mary Clare offering a touch of assurance.

      Within steps, the three of them left the shelter of Famil’s tree, and Annmar shivered at the abrupt exposure. The rowans acted as the sentinels she’d thought them to be. Thirty feet of gravel drive led to the gate. On the other side, the carriage approached at an even pace now that the townsfolk had stepped off to the sides. They spread along the split-rail fence and jostled for the best view, then returned to the drive after the carriage stopped.

      “That’s a lot of people,” Mary Clare whispered. “Should I go for more help?”

      “Give him the opportunity to state his business first,” Miriam whispered back.

      Annmar rubbed a hand to her collarbone and brought up her Knack. The threads were sluggish. She probably hadn’t had enough food to keep up her energy from her night’s healing work, but they responded and would help her detect any trickery that Mr. Shearing might employ.

      The dome over Wellspring’s property appeared as a wavering curtain of blue, sheer enough to see through, but the weaving of the threads strong. Thicker reinforcement threads strung along the boundaries, quivering in little pulses and gathering to the gateway Mr. Shearing now approached while another man descended from the carriage.

      Mary Clare’s fingers pinched into Annmar’s arm. “Isn’t that—”

      “Constable Jenkins.” Miriam hesitated only a moment. “Go for help.”

      Mary Clare turned and ran off. Miriam continued to walk at Annmar’s side until they reached the spot where Maraquin sat on her haunches within arm’s reach of the blue veil. The wolf’s yellow-eyed gaze remained on Mr. Shearing, whose gaze stayed fixed on Annmar.

      He wore his yellow suit, paisley waistcoat, brown gloves and a matching top hat. “Good day, Miss Masterson,” he said quietly.

      “Good day?” she answered in the same low tone, her gaze narrowed on him. “You dare to bid me good day after setting those vermin upon us? You, sir, have nerve to present yourself here.”

      He froze for an instant, then his hands traced a familiar path to his lapels. His eyes narrowed in return, the hard glint aimed at her. “I have no idea what you’re referring to. Every farmer in the Farmlands shire is fighting vermin, and my desire is only to help each and every one of them to succeed. You have hampered my efforts.”

      The bell on the back porch began ringing—not the ring for meals, but the warning peal.

      Mr. Shearing was lying. But Miriam had said to give him no information, so Annmar corralled her tongue.

      The constable strode up, a tall, muscular black man in a high-collared uniform of starched, navy blue fabric, with a double row of brass buttons and a wide belt at his waist. A trimmed beard covered his jaw line. He tipped his stiff-brimmed cap to Miriam and then turned to Annmar.

      “Good day. I gather you are Ann Marie Masterson of Wellspring Collective?” When she nodded, he pulled a paper from his breast pocket and held it up in a gloved hand. “I am sorry to inconvenience you and the rest of the staff when most farms are operating on a night schedule…” He trailed off, frowning, it seemed, at his own words. His gaze traveled over the townsfolk as if he was surprised to see them, then focused in the direction of the kitchen.

      Annmar turned. A red fox and a lynx ran toward them, directly through Mrs. Betsy’s herb garden, followed by a silvery mountain cat and a slightly smaller, sandy-colored forest cat. At the tree edge, the lead ’cambires—Terrent and Zar—slowed to a walk, and with nods to the cats, the four moved into a semicircle behind Annmar while Rivley and James sprinted in their human forms across the yard. They also slowed to a walk, but Mary Clare came up behind them and ran until she reached the seated ’cambires. Growers continued appearing from around the side of the farmhouse.

      Was this necessary? She didn’t know Blighted Basin’s ways well enough to tell. If Mr. Shearing planned to hash over embarrassing details, then they now had twice as many witnesses.

      Mr. Shearing frowned at the gathering and bent his head to the constable.

      Dare she hope they would leave?

      “Get on with it, my good man,” said Mr. Shearing.

      She groaned to herself. My good man meant the magnate had the constable in his pocket, as he’d had the one in Derby.

      Annmar exchanged looks with Miriam, who looked ill. Yes, they needed every ’cambire.

      “Of course.” Constable Jenkins extracted a pair of spectacles, unfolded the paper and cleared his throat. “Mr. Shining registered a complaint in my office this morning and bid me to deliver his accusation so he may begin his day’s work.”

      Accusation?

      The constable’s gaze fell to the paper, and he read in a loud, clear voice, “On this day, Tuesday, the twenty-second of September in the year eighteen hundred and sixty-eight, George Shining, formerly of Bramble Corner—”

      Good Lord in heaven above—he was from the same town as Mother?

      “—also known as George S. Shearing, esquire, of Derby, England, does hereby officially accuse Ann Marie Masterson of Wellspring Collective, formerly of Derby, England, of witchcraft.”

      Cries of surprise issued from the townsfolk, and cries of protest rose from the Wellspring people gathering around her.

      Annmar wanted to throw the accusation back in his face, but Miriam’s advice echoed through her head and she bit the inside of her bottom lip. It took every one of her nerves to hold her gaze on the constable, her face emotionless, and not look at Mr. Shearing. With the coppery taste of blood swimming in her mouth, she waited.

      With a stern glance around, Constable Jenkins cleared his throat again, and quite quickly the surrounding noise ceased. Everyone pressed forward to hear.

      “The specific incident is as follows: On Friday, the eighteenth of September, Ann Marie Masterson, a human Knack-bearer, used her Knack to place George Shearing in a fugue. She forced him to make an unplanned trip to Derby, where she extracted one thousand pounds of his company’s funds. Upon coming to his senses, Mr. Shearing investigated the missing money and has secured witnesses among his staff and the railway workers, all Outside Englishmen, but reliable for investigation within Basin law.”

      Annmar bit down harder on her lip. Mr. Shearing had said nothing about the night at The Grand, or the loss of his manhood, which he’d rightly accused her of binding with her Knack at the Derby rail station. Was this a ploy to encourage her to remove the thread?

      Constable Jenkins refolded the paper and removed his spectacles. “As an accused Basin witch, you have three days to gather any witnesses that might provide evidence on your behalf. My office will provide messengers to collect their statements while you wait in the town jail.”

      Jail? Oh, good Lord—

      “At noon on—”

      “She will remain in the custody of Wellspring,” said Miriam from behind Annmar. “Constance Gere will see to it she appears before the Keeper of the Peace as required.”

      The constable’s mouth curved downward as his jaw tightened. His steely gaze shifted to Miriam, then roved around the front yard of the farmhouse before returning to Annmar.

      She didn’t flinch, she didn’t so much as shift her stance, and she met
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