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Broken

LARK MAIREN BALLED her fists and pushed her body faster, stumbling over pebbles in the path and ridges left by tree roots. She plunged through ferns and tangles of bittersweet vine, racing toward the waymarker at the edge of her family’s property—the last place she’d seen her brother, Galin.

Melting frost glittered on the grass and soaked the toes of her leather boots as she panted clouds of mist in the chilly morning air, but the ache in her lungs and legs was nothing compared to the pain in her heart. He’ll be there. He has to be there.

Distant voices called back and forth while thundering hoofbeats drummed echoes from the ground. Search parties followed her in a wide sweep, since she was the only one who had watched the Wild Hunt ride past this stretch of the border. They hoped to find a hint, a clue that could explain why Galin hadn’t returned with the other Hunters at dawn.

Had he been thrown from his shadowbred horse? Was he lying injured somewhere?

By the time Lark reached the granite-and-moonstone waymarker indicating the boundary of the Fae realm, her parents were already riding to meet her. “Any sign of him?” she called, but Da shook his head.

She bent forward, bracing her hands on her thighs to catch her breath as disappointment and exertion left her gasping. Last night the wind had smelled of smoke and apples, cinnamon and salted caramel, and the deep green musk of Fae magic. This morning it carried the sour scent of worry and the salt-tang of sorrow.

As she wheezed, her parents argued quietly about how to proceed, their horses catching their nerves and fidgeting anxiously this close to the border.

“Lark, tell us again exactly what you saw,” Ma said. Ma—River Mairen, Horsemaven of the Borderlands and five-time Hunter—nudged Legacy, her gleaming black shadowbred mare, closer while Da hunched awkwardly in the saddle of a neighbor’s massive bay plow horse. He’d ridden the Wild Hunt once as a young man, Lark knew, but he was a tailor and a dressmaker now. The magic shadowbred horses—part mortal, part Fae—that his wife’s family had been breeding and training for generations made him nervous.

They made Lark nervous too, which was why she preferred to run to the waymarker on her own two feet. Even if that meant she was now too winded to speak.

“Lark?” Da asked.

She had hoped—had let herself believe—that no matter what trouble Galin might have found, he would somehow make his way back to this marker to wait for her.

But if he could have made it this far, he would have returned all the way home, wouldn’t he?

“Where are you, Galin? What happened?” she murmured.

“Lark, we need to hear every detail you remember,” Ma urged. “Perhaps there’s a clue we’ve missed.”

Lark had snuck out the night before to watch the stampede of human and Fae Hunters, never expecting to witness her brother’s last ride. Guilt and sorrow stuck in her throat like day-old oat bran mush.

“First there was a rush of wind,” she said, frowning at a single red toadstool near the base of the waymarker. “Then the pale glow of the White Stag bounding along the border, guiding the Hunters, and the rumble of hooves galloping after him.” The image was burned in Lark’s mind: a full moon casting silver-rimmed shadows, the surging tide of black shadowbred horses breathing sparkling mist from flared nostrils, racing hounds baying in full song, birds filling the night sky, Fae Hunters in cloaks woven of spiderwebs and starlight. . . .

And the lead rider, wearing a flame-bright crimson cloak, a golden vest, and a circlet of blazing autumn leaves upon his head. The Harvest King in all his glory, looking right at her.

Lark recalled shrinking back, afraid of getting in trouble. She should have been tucked safely in bed beneath a quilt embroidered with protective sigils and lucky symbols—Wild Hunt nights were full of magic and chaos, even for those who weren’t Hunters—but curiosity had tugged her outside.

Her sister, Sage, was riding the Hunt along with Galin that night, and Lark had wanted to see them both. So she slipped from her house and skimmed up the path, past the stable, around the orchard, through the woods, and here to the closest waymarker.

She never expected the Harvest King himself to notice her. Fear curled her toes against the cold ground, but he’d smiled kindly and raised a hand in greeting.

In that moment of distraction, a tangle of brambles and thorns burst from the ground beneath him. Lark now told her parents how vines as thick as her arms erupted like snakes, wriggling and twisting around the legs of the king’s magnificent shadowbred. Finger-long thorns ripped into the horse’s sleek black coat, raking trails of red-and-silver blood. The shadowbred shrieked and turned to smoke, throwing the Harvest King from his back.

“I screamed,” Lark admitted. “And then suddenly Galin was there, riding up on Whimsy. He leaned over, reached out, and gripped the king’s hand. Galin pulled the Harvest King up behind his saddle and they raced past the brambles.”

“Who else did you see? How did the other Fae react?” Da asked, worry puckering his brow.

“There was a beautiful Fae riding beside Galin, with shining sun-gold hair. She smiled at him when he rescued the king, but I lost sight of them as they rounded the curve of the hills. Sage followed a few minutes later, so I waved to her and ran back to the house. That’s all I know. Do you think Galin is still with the king? Maybe he’ll be celebrated as a hero and escorted back with honors! We should go see if—”

But it was clear from her parents’ expressions that they didn’t share her excitement.

“All the other Hunters returned as expected,” Da mused. “No major injuries . . . I can’t understand why Galin wasn’t with them.”

“He’s always been a courteous boy. Perhaps he stayed a bit longer to offer comfort after the loss of the king’s shadowbred, though I don’t see any thorns or brambles now,” Ma said, gaze sweeping the ground.

Lark sighed. “No . . . that’s the strange thing. As soon as Galin and the king rode out of sight, the vines withered to dust and blew away. Oh!” She suddenly remembered. “I saw something tumble from the king’s vest pocket when he fell. I don’t know what it was . . . something round and silver.” It had smashed in a scatter of tiny pieces while thistles clawed through grass and leaf loam, stretching toward the king. She paced a circle around the waymarker. Perhaps some pieces remained?

“Probably a mirror. The Fae are vain,” Ma said dismissively, snapping Lark’s attention back to the discussion at hand.

“I bet you’re right,” Da murmured. “Maybe he simply didn’t have time to return to the barn with the other Hunters before the Faevoring ceremony. He’s probably in the square at this very moment, and here we are in a panic for no reason.” He forced a chuckle and gathered his reins.

Ma nodded but didn’t call off the search. “Sage and the rest of the Hunters should be there for the Faevoring now. Go see if Galin is with them.” She hesitated before adding, “Just in case he’s not, Legacy and I will ride farther along the border. There’s a tricky stretch between the waymarker at Hawkridge and the one at Crestview, and if he tried to ride that far with the king behind him . . . Well, I just want to make sure he wasn’t thrown and injured. If there was a problem we can’t afford to waste any daylight.”

Lark glanced reflexively at the sky, even though she knew it was early yet. They still had most of a day to search for Galin if he didn’t turn up at the Faevoring ceremony.

However, if they didn’t find him by moonrise the border would close. And Galin wouldn’t be able to make his way back.

“Galin could still return in the spring when the border opens for the Mayfair Hunt, couldn’t he? If he’s somehow been trapped in the Fae realm, surely the May Queen would let him return then?” Lark asked, fretting aloud.

Da bent from the saddle to lay a warm hand on top of her head. “There’s always hope—and right now I’m hoping he’s waiting for his Faevor with your sister and the other Hunters.”

But his lips were pinched in a grim line and Lark’s spirits sank like stones in a puddle. Galin had to be in the square, otherwise she knew the odds weren’t on his side. If he didn’t return by moonrise, he’d be stuck in the Fae realm until spring. That would be six moonturns of eating Fae food and drinking Fae water and breathing Fae magic.

By then he might be forever changed. And she had never heard of anyone returning after getting caught on the wrong side of the border.

A worse thought occurred to her, sharp and stinging as a nettle scratch. The brambles hadn’t suddenly appeared by accident. What if the Fae king was attacked on purpose? The Twilight Court might be even more dangerous than usual. No place for a mortal.

Still, if anyone had a chance it would be her brother. He’d been brave enough and strong enough to save the Harvest King, so he was brave enough and strong enough to come back too.

He had to be.

“If you find Galin or hear word of him, send a message through the scouts. I’ll check in as soon as I can.” Ma sighed and twitched the reins. “In the meantime, Lark, I need you to hurry home straightaway. Take care of the shadowbreds who’ve returned from the Hunt and wait for us there.”

Lark nodded, chewing her lip.

“And watch the road, do you hear me?” Da urged.

“I will,” Lark promised. Watch the road was code for Be wary of the Fae. “You too.”

“Luck of the winds!” Ma said, and then she spun Legacy toward the south and cantered away.

“I’m heading to the square, but if you need anything Sarai will be looking in,” Da said. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” And he rode off too.

After watching him go, Lark pressed a hand against the worry squirming through her belly and turned for home, until a strange croak coming from the fall-faded grass caught her attention.

Surely it wouldn’t be a wildkin—not the morning after a Wild Hunt.

Everyone knew the Fae couldn’t be trusted, but there were rules. Treaties. Traditions . . .

And the most important tradition was the twice-yearly ritual of the Wild Hunt, meant to preserve the balance of power and protect the Borderlands from rogue wildkin magic.

The safest time in the Borderlands was the morning after a Hunt, when any mischievous wildkin had been chased back to the Fae realm where they belonged and the simmering chaos of Fae magic had been temporarily quieted.

Only . . . something had gone wrong on this Hunt and Galin hadn’t returned. He was the first Hunter to disappear since the Accords had been signed generations ago, since Mairen Horsemavens had started raising shadowbreds and training riders.

Lark couldn’t decide if that was comforting—because then surely Galin would be all right?—or terrifying, because if he wasn’t in the square as they hoped, what would it mean? What else could have gone wrong?

The sound came again: a desperate gurgle and a scuffle.

Fear slithered through Lark and she clenched her teeth, tensing her muscles to run. If there was something Fae hiding in that grass she wanted nothing to do with it. But then she saw the tentative flap of a black wing and suddenly realized what she was hearing.

She carefully parted the long stems to find a raven, clearly injured and blinking up at her.

“Ohhh,” she breathed, kneeling beside the wounded bird. “You poor thing.”

Some of his ink-slick feathers were rumpled, and a small trickle of crimson blood drew a jagged line down his chest. He seemed to gasp for air through his open beak.

“Did you get hurt in the Wild Hunt?” she murmured. Ravens didn’t typically fly in the dark, preferring to roost until morning instead. But last night she’d seen a storm of ravens—as well as hawks, owls, bats, vultures, magpies, jays, and gulls—soaring above the galloping shadowbreds and their riders. Perhaps this bird had been wounded in all the commotion.

He blinked one bright eye and clicked his beak. Cautiously, Lark stroked a finger along his wings. One definitely appeared broken.

She hesitated, glancing at the pine and oak trees casting shadows over the waymarker. Although she didn’t sense a tingle of magic around this raven, he clearly had some connection to the Fae or he wouldn’t have been flying on a Wild Hunt night. And that might make him dangerous.

The raven let out a hoarse croak that sounded eerily like Help!

Lark couldn’t just leave him on the ground. These woods were home to red foxes, prowling cats, brown bears, and even an occasional hunting pack of wolves. A vulnerable raven might be eaten before she even made it home.

Besides, she had a knack for fixing broken things so maybe she could at least offer aid.

“I’m afraid I’ll have to jostle you a bit,” she told him, “but I’ll bring you somewhere safe and I’ll try to help you heal.” She might not know much about mending wings, but she could ask Netty Greenwillow, the local healer, for advice. At the very least, she could provide food and water away from predators.

Scooting closer, she reached her hands beneath his body to scoop him into a soft pouch made by raising the edge of her blue tunic. As she did, something nicked her finger and she let out a surprised yelp.

Startled, the raven thrashed his good wing and paddled his feet. Worried he would hurt himself worse, she quickly nudged him into her tunic and wrapped the fabric around him. Before she straightened, however, she spotted the sharp rim of a thin circle in the matted grass beneath the bird. A bead of her blood still gleamed on the tarnished surface, oozing slowly into the silver as she studied it.

What was it? It was too large to be a coin. . . .

Was this what she had seen tumble from the king’s pocket? It didn’t look like a mirror, as Ma had assumed, but in the dirt it was hard to tell.

The raven shifted and clicked his beak. Impulsively, Lark pinched the metal disk—careful not to cut her fingertips on the sliver-thin edge this time—and thrust it into her pocket before hefting the bird in her arms and climbing to her feet.

She hurried home, the back of her neck prickling as though she were being watched the whole way.

She tried to distract herself from worry by imagining what magical Faevors her sister and brother might be awarded for completing the Hunt. Surely Galin’s would be something special, since he’d helped the Harvest King? When he got home, she would help Da fix a special meal to celebrate.

The raven croaked and Lark told him, “Everything will work out. You’ll see.” But she was trying to convince herself.
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Springs and Screws

WHEN SHE RETURNED home, Lark tucked the injured raven in a small basket she lined with soft moss pulled from a patch by the back door. Then she offered him a handful of dried cherries, seeds, and a stale crust of bread gathered from the kitchen cupboards. As he pecked at the food, she studied the way he held his injured wing. She might have an idea. . . .

But first she needed to check the shadowbred mares. They’d been out all night, racing the wind as they followed the White Stag, and even though they had far more strength and stamina than ordinary horses, the Wild Hunt still challenged their endurance.

“I’ll be back shortly,” she told the bird. “Don’t cause any trouble or I’ll put you outside.” He settled into the basket nest and blinked at her as though promising he’d behave. She darted out, closing her door with a sharp click.

As she passed Galin’s room she had to swallow a knot of tears and worry. If only the raven could talk—maybe he could tell her what had happened to her brother.

No. Galin will tell us himself. He’s likely on his way right now with Da and Sage, in possession of a wondrous Faevor and a daring story, no doubt.

A fresh surge of hope lent wings to her feet. Lark rushed down the stairs and out to the stable yard. When she pulled open the barn doors and stepped inside, she was immediately enveloped in the warm scents of hay, horsehair, oats, apples, and leather—and the dark, wild, rose-tinged musk that was unique to the rare shadowbreds her mother raised.

It should have soothed her, but peering down the row of twelve stalls that held the treasured mares of the Mairen herd, she couldn’t help noticing three stood empty. Ma was riding Legacy, of course, and Sage had taken Batwing—too young for this Hunt—out to look for Galin before the Faevoring in order to give her own mare, Reverie, a chance to rest.

But Whimsy, Galin’s mare, was still missing.

The remaining shadowbreds greeted Lark with a ruckus, nickering, pawing, or banging their feed tubs in a greedy racket to distract her. “I hear you, I hear you.” She laughed, heading to the feed room. They certainly didn’t sound tired.

Nevertheless, after their hard rides the night before, she mixed extra morning rations for each horse. Inka: half scoop oats, toss of barley; Indigo: full scoop oats; Whisper: half scoop oats, handful of barley; Rumor: scoop of oats, scoop of barley; and so on, with rose petals for all of them. As Lark carried the buckets of feed to the stalls, Sarai Vanbeck—their neighbor and Ma’s best friend—appeared in the aisle, her long gray braids wrapped in a knot on top of her head.

“Ah, Lark, sweet little bird. I promised your parents I’d be here to help. I’ve put some food in your larder—though if you don’t like Irma Sweetmeadow’s vinegar salad, ignore the blue bowl with the white linen wrapping—and I’ll clean stalls so you can rest, hm?”

Sarai’s gentle practicality and kind hug brought tears to Lark’s eyes and she couldn’t respond. Sarai rubbed her back and nudged her toward the barn doors. “Go on, now. I’ve cared for horses my whole life, and though I’ve not got your ma’s touch with these magic ones, I’m plenty capable of tending them for now.”

Lark thanked her but hesitated at the end of the aisle, reluctant to leave the peace of the barn. She wasn’t sure she could return to the Galin-sized hollow in her house just yet.

The copper charms tied in the shadowbreds’ manes clinked gently as the mares ate, random notes that reminded Lark of plinking music box melodies. The charms prevented the Fae magic in the horses’ veins from overwhelming their mortal blood and turning them back into creatures of smoke, shadow, and starlight.

Suddenly a calico cat, fur splotched white, orange, and black, jumped from the rim of a nearby barrel. She greeted Lark with a rumbling purr, stropping her ankles. Lark bent down to rub the cat’s ears. “Good morning, Jinx.”

Jinx meowed and wandered off, so Lark finally turned her attention to the idea she’d had for the injured raven. She grabbed a length of baling twine from a hook on the wall and then fetched two fallen twigs from the poplar tree beside the spring in the main pasture. With something to focus on, she hurried back to the house determined to test her design.

Instead of staying in his moss-basket nest as she’d hoped, the raven had perched on the edge of her desk to tap sadly at the window glass. “I’m sorry you’re stuck inside,” she told him, “but you won’t heal if you don’t rest that wing! Look, though—I have a plan. I just need you to hold still, understand?”

He bobbed his head and let her approach with her twigs and string. When she reached for his broken wing, however, his temper flared and he snapped his beak in warning.

“I’m not trying to hurt you! But if you keep moving, the bones won’t heal properly. This is to hold them in place so they can mend. It’s nothing to be afraid of. See?” She held out the twigs so he could investigate, but he tried to snap one in his beak and she had to yank it away. “Quit that! Do you want my help or not? It’s not as if I don’t have other things to worry about, you know!”

The raven hung his head and meekly held out his injured wing so she could splint it with the poplar twigs, tying them in place with the twine. “There! That wasn’t so bad, was it? I’m going to see if I can find Mistress Greenwillow—she’s the healer—to ask about possible remedies for you. Her potions always taste terrible but at least they work.”

The raven squawked, violently flapping his good wing. “What is the matter with you?” she demanded.

He stared at her and then, without breaking her gaze, covered his head with his uninjured wing.

“Are you tired?” she guessed. “You can sleep there in the nest. I’ll close the curtains if you want it dark. . . .”

He clicked his beak and shuffled his feet in irritation.

Wrong guess. “You have a headache?”

This time he rolled his eyes and pecked the desk impatiently before repeating the gesture.

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what you’re trying to tell me, but Mistress Greenwillow’s apothecary shop is just this side of Tradewind Junction—that’s what we call our town, in case you didn’t know—and it only takes me half an hour to walk there and back. I’ll see if I can get you something for pain.” And bad temper, she added silently.

But again the raven seemed to protest. “You don’t want me to find the healer?” Lark asked, and now he bobbed his head triumphantly and settled back in the basket. “But . . . why not?”

He covered his head with his wing and tucked himself as small as he could, nestling into the moss until he was barely visible above the rim of the woven basket. “Ohhh,” she breathed. “You want to hide, stay a secret.”

With a gleeful croak that sounded a lot like Right! he shot up from the nest and bobbed his head so enthusiastically she had to laugh. “Very well. I’ll do my best, but you’d better stay quiet or my parents will hear.” She frowned at the awkward splint she’d made. “That may not be supportive enough, especially if you insist on fluttering and hopping about. . . . Here. Hold still again.”

She took a scrap of old flannel fabric and bound it around the splint, creating a sling to hold the entire wing tucked in safe and close to the raven’s body. “There. Maybe that will do the trick.”

Instead of returning to the basket, though, he resumed pecking at her window glass. “Quit or it will crack!” she scolded, but he only pecked harder.

Grumbling—this bird was far more trouble than she’d anticipated—Lark flung open the window. The fall air was cool and crisp, but warm sunlight spilled into the room to melt any lingering chill. “There. Don’t break yourself worse trying to fly away before you’re healed, you hear me?”

He made a cackling sound in the back of his throat and pointed one clawed foot at her window ledge.

“What? The salt and bay leaves are there to keep away any Fae or wildkin.”

He pointed again, practically rolling his eyes.

For a bird, he was remarkably good at communicating, wasn’t he? But he didn’t smell like a wildkin and she didn’t sense a faint tingle of magic like she sometimes did around the shadowbreds. Of course, she’d always heard ravens were clever birds. . . . Frowning suspiciously at him, Lark leaned out her window to discover a tarnished piece of silver, round with tiny teeth like a cogged wheel, and a black feather.

She couldn’t see anyone, but judging by the raven’s behavior she’d guess another bird had left them for her to find. Why, though? What did they mean? Was the gear somehow linked to the disk she’d found by the waymarker? What was it for?

Lark puttered around the house while she waited for her family to return. She tightened a loose doorknob, adjusted a crooked cabinet hinge, swept the floor. . . . Surely the Faevoring ceremony was over by now? What could take so long?

Eventually she wandered out to the barn to brush Jinx and help Sarai clean water buckets, but her worries grew like weeds with every passing hour. A scout stopped by just after midday to report that Horsemaven River was riding past the northern waymarkers, still seeking signs of Galin. “Wasn’t he in the square?” Lark asked, lips trembling. But the scout pulled up the hood of his green-and-brown cloak, nodded once to Sarai, and rode away.

“Come, little bird, let’s eat some bread and cheese in the sunshine, shall we?” Sarai suggested kindly, but the pity in her eyes twisted Lark’s stomach in knots and she couldn’t swallow a bite.

Each moment brought them closer to moonrise. Where was Galin?

Sarai eventually went home—promising she’d be back if needed—and Lark was giving the aisle a last sweep when her sister finally appeared late in the afternoon. Lark’s first impulse was to ask about Galin, but one look at the way Sage sagged against the door, exhaustion painted in plum-colored circles beneath her eyes, and Lark already knew the answer.

He wasn’t in the square for the Faevoring ceremony. Their fears had been confirmed: he hadn’t come back from the Hunt.

“You look done in,” Lark said, trying to sound brave. “Go on up to the house. I’ll take care of Batwing.”

Sage didn’t seem to hear. She pulled up her sleeves to study the silver ivy-and-rose-embossed cuffs wrapped around her wrists, marking the completion of her first Wild Hunt. She had earned them last spring, along with a Faevor from the May Queen—a token of Fae magic granted for surviving the Hunt.

Sage’s first Faevor had been a leather bridle guaranteeing her horse’s safety. Lark wondered what the Harvest King had chosen to give, but she quietly filled Batwing’s water bucket and started to mix the mare’s evening feed of grain and rose petals. She’d already plucked the petals from one of Ma’s Faevors—an ever-blooming rosebush that produced flowers even in the depths of winter, granted by the May Queen when Ma was younger.

“I assumed they would cancel the Faevoring ceremony, with Galin still missing. But they held it anyway,” Sage said at last in a daze.

“We hoped Galin would meet you there with the Harvest King,” Lark whispered.

“That’s what Da said. But the king wasn’t even at the ceremony. Lady Mist and two Fae I’ve never seen before handed out the traditional cuffs and tokens. The emissary didn’t look happy about it. I tried to ask her about Galin, but she ignored me. Lark, it was as if he’d never even ridden.” Sage crumpled, burying her face in her hands as sobs shook her shoulders.

Tears welled in Lark’s eyes too. “What did Da do?”

Sage gulped air and wiped her eyes. “He called a meeting with the Elders.”

The three oldest citizens in town—currently Rowana Farstorm, Goward Brassman, and Amalia Heartstone—formed the local governing council. The Elders of Tradewind Junction settled disputes, solved problems, and smoothed the small frictions of daily life in a busy community. Surely their collective wisdom would yield answers.

“They’ll figure something out,” Lark said, wrapping her sister in a dusty hug. “We’ll find him. Somehow.”

“There’s no time! Moonrise is in less than two hours. I never should have left him. I have more experience. . . . If we’d been riding together . . .” She cried harder.

“It’s not your fault, Sage. When I saw him, he was only a couple paces ahead of you. He rescued the Harvest King. . . .” Lark’s voice trailed away. Why hadn’t the king been at the Faevoring ceremony either?

Sniffling, Sage drew a brass compass on a slender chain from her tunic pocket and dangled it in front of her, letting it spin. “The emissary gave me this Faevor, though I told her I didn’t deserve it after leaving my brother. She said as long as I carry it, I’ll never be lost. I wish there was a way to give it to Galin.”

“Ma and the scouts are still out searching, aren’t they? There’s still a chance we’ll hear good news. . . .”

But through the barn doors they could both see the sun sinking below the horizon.

While Sage took a quick bath before their parents returned, Lark checked on the raven. She found him proudly displaying a whole collection of black feathers and tiny silver oddments spread across the surface of her desk.

“Where did all these come from? What are they for?” Lark asked, astonished. The raven danced from foot to foot as she gathered up the feathers and slipped them into her desk drawer.

Then there were the silver bits and pieces. Another tiny gear, several springs, miniature screws . . . She kept a box on her desk filled with random parts that might prove useful for future repair projects, so she dragged it closer and prepared to sweep everything in. She could sort through the jumble later, maybe clean the dirt and tarnish off the gears. Right now she was too anxious about Galin to focus on anything else.

But before she could tip the pieces in, the raven flung himself at her hands and croaked so loudly she was afraid Sage would hear. “Hush now or you’ll get us both in trouble!” Lark scolded him.

Were all ravens this bothersome or just him? She sniffed the air, but she still didn’t smell any sign of magic surrounding him.

He pecked the box and glared.

“Fine, then.” She put her hands on her hips and glared back. “What should I do with all these bits? They’ll get lost if we leave them scattered about.”

The raven tilted his head to one side as if considering her words, and then indicated his moss basket.

“Are you sure? You won’t be very comfortable sleeping on them.”

He strutted to the basket and, pinching the moss in his beak, lifted it slightly.

“Oh, I see. You want me to hide them under the moss?”

He bobbed his head and fanned his tail, then hopped from foot to foot as if urging her to hurry.

“But why?”

Now! he seemed to croak.

She’d heard somewhere that ravens liked shiny things, but she hadn’t guessed they’d be so possessive.

Bemused, Lark carefully tucked the collection of silver pieces beneath the moss in his basket. She had just patted it back in place when he stiffened, flared his tail feathers again, and let out a soft squawk.

“Oh!” She’d forgotten the strange silver disk in her pocket. Withdrawing it, she rubbed her thumb across the scuffed and tarnished surface, avoiding the sharp edge. There appeared to be symbols engraved in a circle, but she couldn’t see them clearly beneath the grime. She tilted the disk, trying to get a better look.

Below, the front door creaked open and Ma’s voice called, “Girls?”

“Is there news of Galin?” Lark cried, thrusting the silver disk under the moss with the other pieces. She slammed her bedroom door closed and dashed downstairs, Sage a step behind her.
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Cold Toes

THEY FOUND THEIR parents bustling into the kitchen. Da’s arms were loaded with baskets of food from concerned neighbors while Ma carried a cloth bag filled with fresh bread and sweet rolls from the bakery, but there was no Galin. And one glimpse of their grim faces told Lark that there wasn’t good news about him either. She glanced at the sky through the window and swallowed a sob as the rising moon floated from a curtain of clouds.

It was stained red, as red as the blood of a broken heart.

Her brother was now trapped on the wrong side of the border.

Lark closed her eyes and shook her head, unwilling to believe it.

This was all a mistake. A malicious bit of mischief. A Fae trick.

It couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t.

In centuries past, Lark knew from history lessons, mortals were sometimes captured by the Fae and kept as thralls, servants of the Twilight Court. Though this was strictly forbidden once the Accords were signed, they had still faced grievous injury—even death—while riding Wild Hunts with the Fae. But nothing so serious had happened in recent memory, largely because there were now strict rules about who was allowed to participate in the Hunt and stringent requirements for their preparation.

It had seemed like enough, until now.

“What news?” Sage was asking, helping Da unload pie tins and baking dishes wrapped in waxed paper.

Ma sighed and leaned her hip against the edge of the table, folding her arms. Her eyes were pink and swollen, as though she’d been crying. But that couldn’t be true either, Lark thought. Horsemaven River Mairen never cried.

“No sign of him. One of the trackers found his shadowbred by the waymarker north of Heron Gap, though. Whimsy had lost most of her copper charms and was too wild to catch, but Legacy and I rode up there and managed to lure her back. I replaced as many charms as I could, but I’ll ask Davina Wardspin to come out and add a few once the luckwitches have finished harvesting boundary magic, just in case.”

The moon’s crimson color faded as it climbed through the stars, sending beams of cold white light slanting into the kitchen. A chill settled in the house and Lark shivered. While the others unpacked the food, she knelt by the hearth to light a fire.

“Maybe the luckwitches can use that magic to get Galin back,” Sage said hopefully.

Lark’s hand twitched as she struck the flint fire starter, and she nearly dropped a spark on Da’s woven wool rug. Was that even possible?

Twice a year, in the days leading up to the Wild Hunt, the border between the Fae realm and the mortal world grew thin and fragile, letting Fae magic seep through. After the Hunt chased rogue wildkin back across and stabilized the boundary, luckwitches around the Borderlands filled glass bottles with magic-laced earth and collected grass, moss, and leaves that had absorbed traces of Fae power, which they distilled into a shimmering substance used in crafting spellcharms and empowering amulets. The residual magic wasn’t concentrated enough for anything spectacular, but it could offer some protection from rogue wildkin and Fae mischief. Was it strong enough to bring Galin home?

Ma’s voice was gentle as she answered, “You know it doesn’t work that way, girls. The moon has risen. He is caught.”

Da coughed—or choked on a sob—and carried a stack of plates to the table.

“But I don’t understand what happened,” Sage cried. “He wasn’t that experienced with the shadowbreds, but he was a good rider. And he and Whimsy understood each other. When he kicked her ahead of Reverie and me, I never suspected something might go wrong.” Sage dissolved into tears again.

Lark stared at a wisp of blue smoke, watching it curl along a bit of dry tinder. Tears burned her eyes too as a shiver of sorrow chased along her arms. She held her hands out to the spreading warmth of the fire, leaning closer to the hearth.

It was true that Galin had never cared about riding the shadowbreds like Sage, so they were all surprised when he’d announced his intention to enter the Gauntlet, the qualifying race for the more dangerous Hunt.

But Galin raced well and finished in second place. Though no one could catch Sage and Reverie, he and Whimsy came close. Only now Lark wondered if they’d all been too distracted by his unexpected success at the Gauntlet to question why he’d suddenly wanted to participate in the first place.

She blurted, “Why did he even want to ride? He wasn’t interested before.”

“I wondered that too,” Sage admitted. “When I asked him, he just said he felt it was time to try.”

Da finished setting plates on the table and exchanged a soft, sad, shy sort of smile with Ma. “Perhaps he did it to impress a girl.”

“Who? I never saw him with anyone. Never even heard him mention anyone,” Sage said, pouring cups of cocoa for her and Lark and dark coffee for their parents.

“Why he did it doesn’t matter.” Ma pinched the bridge of her nose. “I should have made him wait until he’d ridden more.”

Da laid a hand on her shoulder. “There’s no blame for you to carry. He made his choice knowing the risks.”

But Lark wondered if he’d really understood the danger.

There was a moment of silence, punctuated by the crackling flames in the stone fireplace.

Ma finally patted Da’s hand and said in a breaking voice, “While we eat, you can tell us what the Elders said. We need to decide what we’ll do, these next six months.”

Six months. Lark couldn’t stand the thought of so much lost time. Half a year without her brother. That is, if they could even find him again when the border opened come spring.

They sat around the table, painfully aware of Galin’s empty place, and passed dishes of persimmon chutney, roasted potatoes, mashed turnips, and sliced ham generously provided by friends and neighbors. But Lark had no appetite. She picked at her food, concealing tiny bites in her napkin to bring to the raven hiding in her bedroom.

“The Elders weren’t helpful, I’m afraid.” Da frowned. “Apparently the emissary and the rest of the envoy left immediately after the Faevoring ceremony. I told the Elders what Lark saw at our waymarker, about the Harvest King’s fall and the brambles that caused it, but by then Lady Mist and the Fae had already departed and there was no chance to ask about it.”

“So what do we do in the meantime, then? Just wait?” Lark asked angrily.

“I’m afraid so,” Da told her, dragging his fork across his plate.

Ma added, “Sometimes the best thing we can do is to be patient, as difficult as that is.”

Patience seemed a poor solution to Lark. Somehow she had to find a way to help her brother. After all, he would do the same for her.

Later that evening, when Lark was preparing for bed, she tried asking the bird if he’d seen a boy with a dimple like hers and a small scar above his lip—Galin had split it open after trying to skate on a frozen pond before she was even born. “He’s about this tall,” Lark said, reaching her arms above her head a little, “and he always wears a blue felt cap with a gray band. He was riding near the king and a golden Fae. Do you know where they went after the king fell from his horse?”

However, after gorging himself on the supper she’d smuggled in her napkin, the raven hunched in his moss-lined basket nest and promptly fell asleep.

Lark sighed—what else had she expected from a troublesome bird?—and climbed into her own bed, but despite her exhaustion she couldn’t find rest. After tossing and turning until well past midnight, she finally gave up and padded down the hall to her sister’s room. She eased the door open and tiptoed in, but Sage was still awake too.

“Can’t sleep either, hm?” Sage whispered.

Lark climbed into bed beside her, pulling the quilt over both of them. “I’m afraid,” she admitted in the dark. “I can’t believe he’s gone.”

Sage’s breath hitched and Lark guessed that she had been crying. “Same, little bird,” she said. “I wish I hadn’t lost sight of him when we were riding. I should have known something wasn’t right.”

“What do you mean?” Lark asked.

The silence stretched so long she assumed her sister had dozed off, but Sage finally murmured, “We should have been more careful, Galin and I. Something felt . . . wrong, almost from the start. I mean, riding the border is such a rush, Lark. A river of time flows along it, swirling and splashing. You can watch the currents of possibility, the ripples of chance.”

“You can see the future?” Lark asked, surprised.

“And the past, and the present, all at once. It’s like looking through water and seeing the reflections of endless moments layered across your eyes. You can feel the tug of time from deep inside your bones. . . . It distracts some riders, dazes them and puts them in danger. And then add the tingle of Fae magic singing in your ears . . . It’s hard to stay focused. But the White Stag is a beacon in the dark. Behind him there’s a moment of calm, a smooth channel between time and magic, a heartbeat when everything is balanced in the midst of motion.”

She smoothed a crease in the blanket and said, “It’s hard to explain, but last spring, I felt the border steadying as we rode. Closing behind us, as if we were needles pulling thread to stitch a gap in the seam, you know?”

Lark smiled. “Sounds like one of Da’s sayings.”

Sage didn’t laugh. “But this fall . . . everything was different. Restless, somehow.”

“Then brambles appeared and the Harvest King fell from his horse,” Lark added in the quiet left by her sister’s fading voice.

Sage nodded against the pillow. “The Twilight Court holds power in balance, right? The May Queen rules the spring and the Harvest King rules the fall. But if something happens to the king . . .” Sage shook her head. “The border between our worlds is about equilibrium too—between time and magic, Fae and mortal. If something breaks that balance, if the Twilight Court is disrupted, what happens?”

“Our brother goes missing,” Lark answered in a cracked voice. “But how do we fix it?”

Sage propped herself up on her elbows and met Lark’s eyes in the dark. “I’m going to get him back during the Mayfair Hunt.”

“But how? What if you end up missing too?”

“Well, everyone in the Twilight Court is encouraged to ride the Wild Hunt, right? So when the May Queen calls everyone to horse, I’ll be looking for Galin. As soon as I see him, I’ll ride up to him and I won’t leave his side until we cross the border and return to the barn together.”

“What if he’s not with the Hunt?”

Sage hesitated, and then said, “In that case, I’ll just have to ride a little farther until I find him. After all, I did get another Faevor, didn’t I? A compass that means I’ll never get lost. Anyway, I have six moonturns to prepare. I won’t fail.” Sage slithered farther under the covers and added, “Worry won’t fix anything tonight. Get some sleep now.”

Lark chewed her lip, wishing there was some way she could help Galin so that Sage wouldn’t have to face the danger of the Wild Hunt again. Something she could do without waiting six whole moonturns. . . .

“Lark?”

“Hm?”

“Get your cold toes off me or I’m shoving you out of my bed.”
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Salt and Spiders

STILL DROWSY THE next morning and feeling Galin’s absence like a weight in her chest, Lark could only muddle through her chores.

She trudged to the end of the barn aisle and tugged open the wide doors leading to a large pasture designed specifically for shadowbreds. It was fenced with copper rails showing the green verdigris of age and surrounded by a thick hedge of hawthorns and witch hazel. Charms dangled from the gates, jingling softly in the breeze.

As clear yellow sunlight poured through the doorway, turning the haze of dust to golden glitter, Lark opened stalls and let the shadowbred mares outside to graze. One by one they trotted past her, eager to taste the wind. Watching their exuberance, she could hardly believe they’d raced the Hunt only the night before.

She followed the last mare out and closed the gate, resting her forehead and elbows on the copper rails to watch the herd gallop through the grass.

It was possible to forget what the shadowbreds were when they placidly munched grain or dozed in their stalls. Sure, they ate roses along with their feed, but inside the barn or from a distance they looked like any other ordinary horses. Taller than most, perhaps, and a bit leaner. A more defined arch in their necks, maybe, and longer legs. Fancy and high-strung, true, but . . . nothing Fae or magical or wild.

Out here, though . . .

They raced around the pasture like a thundering river of ink and shadow, their copper charms clinking. A careful observer paying attention to the cadence of their hoofbeats would notice they didn’t always strike the ground—sometimes the shadowbreds merely skimmed the surface. A silver gleam swirled in the depths of their dark eyes, and their flared nostrils snorted sparkling mist. The texture of their manes and tails was different too. Rather than the strong, slightly coarse hair of an ordinary horse, theirs was spiderweb thin and silky—and in the wind, the ends melted into wisps of smoke.

But their most significant Fae tendencies couldn’t easily be described or quantified: keen intelligence and sensitivity, unusual strength and swiftness, unnaturally long life spans, dauntless courage and stamina.

Characteristics necessary to survive the Wild Hunt.

Journey, the mare Ma had promised to Lark, nickered and kicked up her heels before plunging into a patch of late clover. Owning a shadowbred was an honor reserved for only a privileged few, and Lark knew she should be more grateful. But while she could easily admit the shadowbreds were beautiful, she wasn’t certain they could be trusted.

After all, the magic in their blood meant they weren’t far off from wildkin, as far as Lark was concerned. Oh, she knew her lessons well enough and could recite the differences without hesitation—but that didn’t mean she was willing to let go of wariness around them.

Wildkin came from the darkness left by Fae enchantments, crawling from the debris of shattered illusions and strung-out spells. The immortal Fae were capricious and sometimes prone to malice—eternity apparently led to boredom, and in their efforts to find entertainment the Fae could be wickedly imaginative. Their tricks left traces in the natural world, creating animals unpredictably influenced by magic.

Some wildkin were harmless. Like hummingbirds that spun rainbows with their wings or sunfish with scales that sparked underwater.

Others, however . . .

Well, it was a fortunate thing that the White Stag had the power and authority to keep them mostly in check.

Shadowbreds differed from wildkin because they weren’t ordinary animals corrupted by magic. They were descended from and bred by horses that were magic. Like the firedrakes and phoenix birds, basilisks and gryphons, Fae starshadow horses were pure power and elemental energy. And when bred to carefully selected mortal horses, they produced foals that embodied the best of both ordinary horses and starshadow horses.

But that didn’t make shadowbred horses safe. Or easy.

Lark chewed a hangnail and kicked a clod of dirt. She was probably the only Mairen girl in history who didn’t like riding the shadowbreds. Oh, she loved them just fine when her own two legs were on the ground—she enjoyed feeding, watering, brushing, saddling, and leading them—but climbing on their backs? When she knew they were basically magic and darkness barely contained in thin mortal skin?

No thank you.

She spun on her heel and went back inside the barn. Grabbing a wheelbarrow and pitchfork, she headed to the opposite end of the aisle to start mucking stalls, because even magic horses made smelly messes. Her body fell into the familiar rhythm of shoveling out soiled straw and shavings and spreading fresh pine-scented bedding, but her mind fretted about missing brothers, broken treaties, injured birds, and strange silver pieces hidden under moss.

After chores were done, Sage tried coaxing her to ride, but Lark wasn’t in the mood. Besides, she already had a perfect excuse. “Sorry, Sage, but Ma asked me to take a look at the well pump.”

“Maybe another day, then,” her sister said.

“Maybe.” But they both knew that meant likely never, and Sage’s resigned sigh plucked a string of sorrow in Lark’s chest. How many times had Sage invited her and Galin to ride only for them to refuse? While Lark looked for broken things to fiddle with, her brother had always gone to Da’s tailor shop. She still didn’t understand why he had suddenly decided to ride this particular Hunt, but now she wondered . . . If he had spent more time practicing in the saddle with Sage, would he have made it home from the Hunt safely?

And then she wondered if Sage had ever felt lonely when they turned her down.

Guilt mixed with grief as Lark grabbed her tools. “I really do have to fix the pump, but . . . thanks for the offer.”

Sage smiled back and Lark headed for the well. The pump handle had been sticking for several moonturns and it was getting more difficult to draw water. When she confirmed that the problem was rust, as expected, she scrubbed it away with vinegar, salt, and baking soda. Once everything gleamed, she replaced a washer and tightened some nuts and bolts.

There. Good as new.

She wiped everything down and washed her hands, feeling something like happiness for the first time since the terrible Hunt. It was satisfying to see water once again flowing swift and strong from the well.

She might not be a proper Mairen girl, good at riding shadowbreds, but she was good at repairing things. Just because a tool isn’t right for one job doesn’t mean it’s broken or useless, she reminded herself.

Speaking of things that needed mending . . .

With Ma and Sage out on a ride and Da working in his tailor shop, Lark had time to check on the injured raven and examine those odd silver parts that had been left on her windowsill. They needed fixing, clearly, but how could you repair something when you didn’t even know what it was supposed to be?

The silence of the house tossed disconcerting echoes at her as she climbed the stairs. Galin’s room was at the far end of the hall and she couldn’t resist peeking in, just in case . . . but he wasn’t lying sprawled on his faded quilt. He wasn’t sitting at his ink-stained desk or rinsing his hands at his chipped china washbasin. He wasn’t rummaging for his favorite shirt in the old wardrobe built by their grandfather and carved with acorns and squirrels.

It was like losing him all over again, though she shouldn’t have let her hopes rise. She slouched to her bedroom and closed the door, trying not to cry.

The air smelled unmistakably of bird so she raised her window a bit to let in the late-fall sunshine. The raven watched her, perched on the edge of her desk in uncharacteristic silent stillness as she lifted the moss and gathered up all the random little gears and springs and screws. A new project could never fill the emptiness left by a missing brother, but maybe it was just the distraction she needed to clear her head.

She arranged the pieces in a neat line across her desk and then picked up the silver disk. After rummaging for a scrap of wool cloth, Lark began polishing it. When she wiped away the dirt, she discovered there were symbols engraved around the edge of the circle. It reminded her of a watch face, only they weren’t numbers. Instead, they seemed to be small images.

She tilted the disk near the window to get a clearer view. Yes, now she could see that there were thirteen symbols in total, corresponding to each of the year’s full moons: a pine cone, an acorn, an egg. A tree, a hare, a frog. A rose, a dragonfly, a fish. An apple, an ear of corn, a fox, and a bat.

She rubbed the disk with the wool scrap again and noticed another series of images marking a smaller, inner circle: a mountain or boulder, a feather, a flame, and a river or wave. They must represent the four elements: earth, air, fire, and water. Staggered between these were four symbols for the seasons: a snowflake, a raindrop, a blazing sun, a cloud.

But what was this disk for? It didn’t look like any clock or watch face she’d ever seen. And how did it fit with the collection of assorted parts?

The raven made a low sound as a flicker of motion drew Lark’s eye back to the window.

While she was focused on the strange pieces, a wolf spider big enough to fill a teacup had climbed through the gap in the sash and was now easing itself, one furry leg at a time, onto the sill. It was patterned black and brown, dark and furry.

Lark frowned, a ripple of unease sloshing through her stomach. She wasn’t afraid of spiders—she didn’t like them, but she figured as long as they ignored her she could tolerate a truce.

Only this one wasn’t ignoring her. It studied her actions with uncanny interest, waving a leg as though counting the wheels and screws across her desk.

The raven clucked deep in the back of his throat, his feathers fluffed in alarm and eyes wide. He lunged at the window, snapping his beak, but he couldn’t reach the spider in the narrow gap beneath the glass.

Was he trying to eat the spider?

Ignoring the raven, the wolf spider stretched another leg over the sill—and froze in what Lark could only call dismay. It shook itself, backed away, scuttled sideways, and tried again. And again it froze. It tried a third time, testing the surface of the sill, becoming increasingly agitated.

“What in the worlds . . . ?” Lark murmured, rising to her feet. And then her breath hissed between her teeth. Distracted by worry, she had been slow to notice the green musk scenting the air and the strange tingle shivering across her skin.

Fae magic.

The raven squawked and pecked the glass, scratching at the sill with his talons. Did he recognize the scent of magic too?

Lark’s windowsill was still dusted with a fine sprinkle of salt and three bay leaves—protection against malicious Fae. An ordinary spider might not like the combination of salt and herbs, but it wouldn’t be so determined to cross the line—or so frustrated by failure.

This wasn’t an ordinary spider. It must be a wildkin.

But the Hunt was supposed to have chased all the wildkin back into the Fae realm. What was a wildkin spider doing here now?

Lark shuddered, cold sweat beading on her brow as she bit off a scream. Galin probably would have plucked it up and calmly tossed it in an empty jam jar just like he did to the thousand-legger Da found in his sewing basket last summer, but Lark couldn’t make herself move. Logic told her to catch it or smash it so she could show it to the Elders, but creeping terror kept her rooted to the floor.

Just then the wildkin spider tried to jump over the line of salt and ended up in a tortured spasm on the sill, rolling on its back with its legs curled. And then it twitched, righted itself, and sprang out of the window.

Lark and the raven exchanged a startled, shaken look. She slammed her window shut and closed the curtains for good measure, then tucked all the odd silver bits back under the moss in the bird’s basket.

She needed more salt.
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Ravens and Rook

AFTER REINFORCING THE salt barrier beneath her own window, Lark ran through her house, sprinkling fresh salt and adding more bay leaves around every window and door. Then she dashed outside to tell Ma about the wildkin spider. The barn was quiet, though—Jinx softly snored on a stack of saddle blankets and a pigeon cooed from the rafters while the shadowbreds grazed in their pasture. Ma and Sage must still be out riding, but Lark had no way of guessing how long they’d be gone.

She could wait for their return, of course, but a wildkin spider had just tried to jump through her window. She needed to tell someone. Da’s shop—Threadneedle’s Fabrics—was an easy walk into Tradewind Junction, and maybe she could stop at Mistress Greenwillow’s apothecary shop too. She would try to keep the raven a secret as she’d promised, but she was afraid her simple splint and sling might not be enough to mend his wing. Hopefully the healer would have a bird-safe remedy that could help.

The sun ducked behind a dark cloud as a gust of wind shook showers of crimson and gold leaves from the trees. Winter lurked in the sharp bite of the chill breeze and the sensation of watching eyes prickled the skin between her shoulder blades.

Where had that spider gone?

Remembering the way it had studied the scatter of strange silver pieces in her room sent fresh shivers across Lark’s skin. She didn’t know what all the bits were for or why they had been delivered to her, but she wasn’t about to keep them.

What if more spiders or other wildkin came?

The last thing her family needed was additional trouble with the Fae.

Lark never should have picked up that disk. She would take everything back to the Fae border and pretend she hadn’t noticed a thing—and then she would ask Da why a wildkin could cross the border after the Wild Hunt.

She hurried back to her room. As she swung a cloak around her shoulders and tucked the collection of silver pieces into a deep pocket, the injured raven grumbled. He clicked his beak, then flung himself awkwardly onto her shoulder. His broken wing, immobilized in the improvised splint and sling, buffeted Lark’s cheek as his toes tightened in a painful grip. He flapped his good wing in an effort to regain his balance, the tips of his flight feathers brushing her eyes.

“What are you doing?” she cried, putting up a hand to keep him still.

He croaked in her ear, a sound like Go!

“Go? But you can’t go with me! I thought you wanted to remain a secret! If I carry you into town everyone will be talking about it before sundown!”

He lightly nipped her ear and repeated the sound.

Maybe he just wants to get outside for a few minutes, Lark thought. Staying cooped up in
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