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This one’s for me.



You are so young, all still lies ahead of you, and I should like to ask you, as best I can, to be patient toward all that is unresolved in your heart and to try to love the questions themselves like locked rooms, like books written in a foreign tongue. Do not strive to uncover answers: they cannot be given you because you have not been able to live them. And what matters is to live everything. Live the questions for now.

—RILKE, LETTERS TO A YOUNG POET,
(TRANSLATED BY CHARLIE LOUTH)










CHAPTER ONE
Always heed the warning of a wolpertinger.
Those words became something of a refrain in the weeks after the girl with the wild hair and strange accent entered my shoppe and spun everything arse over teakettle. It was the kind of advice a father should give his daughter, particularly one who operates a magical curiosity shoppe for a living. But that fateful September day, I’d been so excited by the mere prospect of an authentic magical artifact that I hadn’t listened to the wolpertinger’s words. And oh, I would pay for it dearly.
The wolpertinger—a chimera sporting the head of a rabbit crowned by deer antlers, with pheasant wings sprouting from its squirrel body—had been collecting dust near the front door of Edward Stokes’s Cabinet of Magical Curiosities for decades now, and never once had it so much as winked at me. I knew enough of my father’s dubious business dealings to gather that this particular creature was a moth-eaten assemblage of taxidermy animals, not the genuine article. It was merely an oddity, a true curiosity, and certainly not worthy of the title “magical.” Nothing in Da’s shoppe was.
So when it piped up in an alarmingly deep voice, “Beware the girl in the oxblood cloak,” I was so shocked it had spoken at all that the words didn’t sink in until later. In fact, I hardly noticed the girl in question. I was too busy sprinting from behind the counter toward the wolpertinger, knocking over an “enchanted” ostrich egg and a dish of counterfeit talismans in my haste.
I lifted the rabbit-size creature in both hands, turning it this way and that with far more delicacy than I’d shown it previously—I’d been known to use it as a hat rack, since it wasn’t doing anything else of use. Perhaps someone was playing a trick on me. It wouldn’t be the first time Trystan Shilling and his gang of weasels attempted to make a fool of me. But the wolpertinger was as lifeless as everything else in the shoppe, and the girl was clearing her throat expectantly behind me.
I plastered a smile on my face and turned toward her. A customer was a customer, after all, and she was my first—and likely last—of the day. “Anything I can help you with, miss?”
She gazed at me with wide brown eyes framed by a cloud of sable hair that made my straight blond tresses anemic by comparison. “I’m searching for a book,” the girl said in an unfamiliar accent.
“What kind of book?” I asked, setting the wolpertinger back in its place. For a moment I thought I saw it raise an eyebrow, but then the gaslights flickered, and I knew it was only wishful thinking. I didn’t have any magical items to sell. What I did have was a growing collection of bills to pay. Curse my derelict father and this blasted shoppe.
“Well, a magical book, I suppose,” the girl said. “You do trade in magical objects?” She glanced at the window, where the word MAGICAL was painted in white over the warped glass. I thought I detected a twinge of sarcasm but chalked it up to her accent.
Clearly, she hadn’t heard about Edward Stokes and his reputation as a charlatan. My smile widened. “’Course we do. I have a lovely collection of spell books right over here.”
I led the girl to a bookshelf crowded with old books and bric-a-brac that looked magical, if nothing else. My fingers skipped past a crystal inkpot that was purported to contain faerie ink, which, were it real, would translate your words into the language of your choosing. I pulled out a tome with a tattered lilac velveteen cover and held it aloft, hoping my customer didn’t notice the wisps of cobwebs trailing behind it like the tattered, unworn wedding veil of an old maid. “What kind of spells are you looking for? This one has incantations for love, but I also have hexes, cures, and curses, if you’re interested.”
The girl winced and gave a small shake of her head. “I’m not interested in performing magic. I’m looking for books that are magic.”
“Grimoires?” The back of my neck prickled with a feeling that was close to curiosity, bordering on suspicion. “What would you want with a grimoire?” Only witches could use grimoires, and this stranger, with her flat accent and startled-fawn eyes, didn’t look like any witch I’d ever seen. Not that I was any kind of expert.
“Never mind,” she said, deflated.
I could feel the possibility of a sale slipping through my fingers like the purple sand in my faux-enchanted hourglass, which theoretically bestowed the owner with more time. But I was feeling generous today. “Look, if it’s a grimoire you’re after, you should try your luck at Anatolia’s Antiquarian Bookshoppe on Cloverbell Lane. If anyone in Ardmuir has one, it’s Ana.”
“That’s where I came from,” the girl replied. “I’m her new assistant.”
I blinked in surprise. Ana didn’t hire just anyone—she was as discerning as my father was negligent—and Finlay hadn’t mentioned any newcomers. Working at the printer gave him all the best gossip, and he was the sort of friendly that attracted vagabonds and outlanders. “New in town, then?”
She nodded and toyed with the ribbons of her cloak. A childish gesture, though she seemed close to my age.
“In that case, welcome to Ardmuir. Where are you from?”
Her eyes darted to the window again, only she didn’t seem smug this time. She seemed frightened. “Carterra.”
I covered my startled cough with my fist. Carterra was across the Obsidian Sea, a country arguably more wild and rugged than Achnarach. No wonder I hadn’t recognized her accent. She was the first Carterran I’d ever met. “Long way from home, aren’t you?”
She nodded again, licking her lips. “Do you know where I might find a grimoire trader?”
“If Ana doesn’t know, I’d say no one in Ardmuir does.” At least not a legal trader. This outlander didn’t look like she wanted the kind of trouble that came from black market trading, the kind that had nearly cost my father his life more than once. “Do let me know if you come across one, though. I’d love to add a grimoire to my collection. Take this in the meantime.” I tossed her the book with the velveteen cover as a show of goodwill, but the way she fumbled it, dropping it on the hardwood floor as though it were a hot coal, made us both jump.
“Good grief,” I muttered, stooping to lift it. “I was only giving you a present.”
She shook her head. “No, thank you. I don’t accept gifts from strangers.”
A dry laugh bubbled out of me. “This is Ardmuir. There are no strangers here. At any rate, I’m Willow.” I held out the book again. It might not be magical, but it was pretty, and the spells inside were mildly amusing. This girl looked like she could use a smile.
With one last glance at the window, she took the spell book from me and stuffed it into a satchel slung across her body. “Thank you.” She was already moving to leave, like she was running from something. Why else move all the way here from Carterra?
In her haste, the tail of her cloak knocked over a broom I’d propped against a curio cabinet. “I’m so sorry,” she blurted, bending to pick up the broom and then catching herself abruptly.
“It’s fine.” My lips quirked in a grin at her awkwardness. “I’ll get it.”
She put out a hand to steady herself, her palm landing squarely on the wolpertinger’s back, her fingers sinking into its pheasant wings.
“Beware the girl in the oxblood cloak!” it thundered, and this time there was no denying it had spoken, or to whom it was referring. My gaze flicked to the deep red velvet cloak hanging over her shoulders, then up to her brown eyes. She looked surprised and guilty, like my father when I found him sneaking biscuits in the middle of the night.
We stared at each other in disbelief. Every hair on my neck stood at attention as a chill ran over me. “Crivvens,” I breathed.
With that, the outlander yanked open the door and vanished onto the busy street, leaving me open-mouthed in astonishment.
The wolpertinger looked at me with its beady eyes and blinked slowly, awfully self-satisfied for a stuffed bunny. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you,” it muttered, before closing its eyes for good.

At home that evening, I got the fire going as hot as I could and sat wrapped in a plaid blanket before it. Normally my father’s old tartan provided some comfort, but ever since the wolpertinger’s strange declaration, I’d been chilled down to my bones. The shoppe had stayed quiet after the girl left, but I could have sworn I saw the broom twitch a few times. Her odd behavior was a mystery in its own right, but it was the effect she’d had on my shoppe that had my head spinning with questions.
And, because I was a Stokes through and through, with possibilities.
Argyle, my storm cloud–gray kitten, jumped onto my lap from his place at my feet, nearly causing me to spill my tea on his head. “Careful now,” I murmured, settling him on my shoulder. I had infinitely more patience with animals than humans, and the feeling seemed to be mutual. I hadn’t always been this prickly, but ever since Da’s death—and the discovery of all the ways he’d ruined my life—I found I had little to give to anyone, even myself. But Argyle was a birthday present from Finlay, and though I’d protested that I had no use for a ball of fluff with sharp teeth and even sharper claws, I’d been instantly smitten. He curled up against my neck, warm and purring. The chill finally began to thaw.
I must have fallen asleep, because the next thing I knew someone was tapping at the window and I nearly spilled the now-cold tea for a second time. Argyle lazily climbed down off the chair while I steadied myself and approached the door. I never had visitors, and I couldn’t quite shake the wolpertinger’s warning.
Standing before me was a sodden boy with a twinkle in his blue eyes, dark hair plastered to his forehead.
“Finlay Barrow, what are you doing standing out in the rain at this hour?” My cottage was more than a mile from town, where he lived with his mother in an apartment above the print shoppe.
“I wouldn’t be standing in the rain if you’d let me in, Willow Stokes,” he said through chattering teeth.
I swore and held the door wider to let him pass. “Don’t go dripping on my nice clean floors now.”
“Fetch me a towel?”
I sighed and went to get him one, plus a spare shirt of my father’s, since Finlay seemed to have misplaced his coat and his shirt was soaked through. “Well?” I asked him as he peeled off the wet linen and left it in a puddle on the floor. “What was so important you had to come here and wake me from my lovely nap?”
“There’s a new lass in town,” he said, crouching before the fire and rubbing his hands together. He’d scrubbed his hair with the towel, and it was now standing up like a thistle’s crown.
This was hardly news worth coming across the moors for. “And?”
“And she’s Carterran.” He turned to look at me over his shoulder, and while I couldn’t see his mouth, his eyes were smiling. Finlay had been itching to travel across the ocean for as long as I’d known him, which was one year, eleven months, and eight days. It was easy to remember because he’d moved to town the same day Da died.
“Are you in love with her, then?” I asked, only slightly afraid of the answer. Finlay was my best friend, but that wasn’t saying much. I didn’t have any other friends.
Finlay had a glorious laugh that made his eyes go a bit squinty and showed his one crooked tooth. I could gauge my sense of humor by how many times in a week I elicited a smile big enough to reveal that wonky canine. But this hadn’t been particularly funny, and the stranger was beautiful. Finlay had a habit of falling in love with every pretty girl.
“Of course not,” he said after his laughter had trailed off. “You know my heart belongs to you, Willow.”
I blushed, inwardly cursing myself for the way his words warmed me. I should be well used to his teasing by now. “Go home, Finlay. Your mother will be wondering where you are.”
He rose and picked up Argyle, who was purring and rubbing against his legs, the wee traitor. “Anyway, that’s not what I came here to tell you,” he said, and I almost growled at him for being so deliberately obtuse.
“Go on then, tell me.”
“You asked me to keep my ears open for any magical artifacts for sale.”
“Aye. So…”
He grinned and placed Argyle on his shoulder, making his way to the kitchen so I’d be forced to follow him. I scowled and plucked his sodden shirt off the floor, wringing it out over the empty ash bucket.
“So,” he said when I joined him in the kitchen. He was pouring himself a cup of tea from the pot, even though it had undoubtedly gone cold by now. I liked that Finlay wasn’t picky and, even though I pretended to hate it, I liked that he made himself at home everywhere he went. “I heard from Jack that a man was in Ardmuir yesterday, talking about dragon teeth.”
I groaned and sat down at the little kitchen table only big enough for two. It had always been my father and me. Now, it was just me. “There are no dragon teeth left in Achnarach. Everyone knows that.”
“He’s not from Achnarach. He’s from the Sapphire Isles.”
I leaned forward on my elbows, curious despite myself. “Did you actually meet him?”
“No, but Jack did, and you know he’s not prone to lying.”
He was right on that front. Jack Turner, the owner of the print shoppe, was not a liar. But the Sapphire Islander might be.
“Is he still here?” I asked as Finlay drained his tea.
“The Islander? Yes, he’s here till Sunday. Staying at the Four Swans.” Finlay grinned, knowing he’d snared me. “Fancy meeting for breakfast tomorrow?”
I let out a long breath, suddenly exhausted. The promise of dragon teeth was certainly tempting, at least to the part of me that was my father’s daughter. But the rational part knew that this was another hoax, like all the others we’d inspected over the years.
True, some fakes were good enough that I managed to sell them in the shoppe to the unscrupulous or desperate. The teeth had come from large sharks, wild cats, exotic lizards, or creatures I’d never heard of, but they were decidedly not dragon teeth. A genuine dragon tooth, when ground up and added to liquid, made the consumer impervious to flame. It was an impractical enough magic that most people who bought them never used them. Or if they had, well, I’d never heard any complaints. (I realize that sounds rather grim, but a girl’s got to eat, and only a fool would think they could buy a genuine dragon tooth for two pounds.)
A convincing fake was still worth something to me, assuming I could get a good markup for it. But even if by some miracle it were genuine, and the seller could somehow prove it to me, I didn’t have the money to purchase one. I barely had the money to feed myself and Argyle.
Finlay was still waiting for a response. “Well?” he prodded.
Well. The truth was, I was always going to be my father’s daughter. Too curious for my own good, too thrilled by the prospect of a sale to say no. The Stokes weren’t gamblers. My father never came away from a trade empty-handed, never paid money for promises or guarantees. At the end of the day, he knew he could sell a fake as easily as the genuine article.
Anyway, what harm could it do to look?
“Fine,” I said finally, cradling the stoneware cup and placing it gently in the sink. It was Da’s favorite mug, and swindler though he was, I still missed him in my bones. “But you’re buying me breakfast.”
“I expected nothing less,” Finlay said with a wink. “Oh, by the way, the girl from Carterra is also staying at the Four Swans. Maybe tomorrow will prove lucky for both of us.”
I turned back to the sink, refusing to acknowledge the blush once again rising in my cheeks. I certainly wasn’t going to let him see it. I’d learned the hard way that the key to survival was never to let anyone know how much you needed them. “You? Lucky? I wouldn’t count on it.”
“And why not?” he asked, so close I could feel the heat from his body at my back.
“Because you’re an eejit, Finlay Barrow.”
A pause, and then a low chuckle. “Ah, but I’m your favorite eejit, Willow Stokes.”










CHAPTER TWO
I hadn’t been to the Four Swans since my father died. He’d taken me there every year for my birthday dinner, and now it tinged too many happy memories sad and gray as dirty dishwater. We’d never eat there together again. Da always ordered a steak cooked medium rare and rosemary potatoes, while I preferred the roast chicken with butter-drenched carrots and parsnips. At least it was breakfast time now, so the dining room was full of the warm, yeasty scent of baked bread instead of roast meat. I could pretend I was somewhere else for a while.
I caught sight of Finlay immediately. He was seated at a booth, the sable-haired girl across from him. She’d foregone the oxblood cloak this morning. Again, I thought of the wolpertinger—real or fake, there was something eldritch afoot—and how it had tried to warn me away from the girl. But if it thought a little competition for Finlay Barrow’s heart would dissuade me from the possibility of dragon teeth, it was wrong.
I made my way to join them, clocking the man from the Sapphire Isles as I passed. He was easy enough to spot with his long, forked beard and rings marching up and down both ears. There had to be twenty piercings between the two, and enough gold there to catch the attention of every thief in Ardmuir.
But even the greenest thief knew to steer clear of an Islander.
I slid in across from the girl, next to Finlay, smoothing my skirt as I settled. I was surprised Finlay had managed to ingratiate himself with the stranger so quickly, considering how flighty she’d been yesterday. Then I saw her expression and almost burst into laughter.
Her full lips were pressed together, her brown eyes darting between the two of us as if we were a two-headed sheep and she wasn’t sure which head to focus on.
“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Finlay,” I groaned. “Does she even know who you are?”
The girl shook her head as Finlay cleared his throat, apparently only now finding his words. “I was about to introduce myself,” he said, his voice breaking like he was a lad of thirteen, though he’d turned eighteen last month.
“Finlay, this is…” I trailed off when I realized I didn’t know her name. “At any rate, that’s Finlay, and I’m Willow. We met in the shoppe yesterday.”
“I remember you,” the girl said, clearly wishing she didn’t. “But I still don’t know why you’re sitting at my table.”
I shrugged. “Because Finlay fancies you.”
He stammered something unintelligible while I cocked my head and studied the girl. “What’s your name?”
I thought she might run, but she finally released her breath in a huff, sending a lock of her hair floating upward before it fluttered back over her forehead. “Brianna.”
“Brianna,” I repeated, glancing around for a waiter. “After the way you ran out of my shoppe yesterday, I wasn’t sure you’d ever talk to me again.”
“You already met?” Finlay asked, always three steps behind in a conversation. He was lucky he was so beautiful, because I sometimes wondered if there was anything but cotton fluff between his ears.
“Technically, we’re just meeting now. Tell us, Brianna. What brings you to Ardmuir? Surely you have bookshoppes in Carterra.”
“I have family from Achnarach. Figured I may as well start my search here in Ardmuir.”
“And you thought you’d find your family in a grimoire?” I asked. Poking the badger, my father would have called it, but I wasn’t interested in a friendship with this girl. I wanted to know how she’d made the wolpertinger speak. More importantly, I wanted to know if she could do it again.
She raised a finger to her mouth. “Please don’t say that so loud.”
Finlay nudged me in the thigh, hopelessly lost.
“Why not? I run a magical shoppe. Magic is no secret around here. You’re calling more attention to yourself by being so dodgy.”
Brianna narrowed her eyes, and I felt a grudging respect for her, which wasn’t the same as liking her but was a step in the right direction. “We both know you’re not selling anything magical in that shoppe of yours. Least of all grimoires.”
Grudging respect officially revoked.
“Touché,” Finlay said with a smile.
I shot him a withering look, causing him to shift in his seat as though I’d inflicted physical pain. I was about to fire back at Brianna with a similarly pithy rejoinder—she knew as well as I did that the wolpertinger had spoken when she touched it—when a man sat down with the Sapphire Islander. He was around my father’s age, with sandy brown hair and a neat mustache. Unlike the Sapphire Islander, who was dressed in a salt-stained coat and baggy trousers tucked into his leather boots, this man wore a neatly tailored three-piece suit. A trader, I assumed, but a well-dressed one.
“Shh,” I shushed, though no one had spoken.
I had a clear view of them both, but I couldn’t hear their words from here. I considered walking past to eavesdrop, but the waiter chose that moment to stop at our table.
“Miss Hargrave,” he said to Brianna with a polite nod. “Will it be the usual, then?”
Miss Hargrave. I filed her surname away for safekeeping, along with the knowledge that she’d been staying at the Four Swans long enough to have a “usual.” And that she had enough money to stay at Ardmuir’s poshest hotel.
“Your guests?” the waiter asked, eyeing Finlay and me as though we were weeds in a rose garden.
“We’ll have whatever she’s having,” I snapped. Finlay nudged me again under the table, but I continued to ignore him. We didn’t want this man thinking we couldn’t afford to be here, even if we actually couldn’t afford to be here.
“Very well,” the waiter said, slithering off to the table where the Sapphire Islander sat. I fingered a coin in my pocket, wondering how easily the waiter could be bought. Surely he was overhearing useful information about these strangers, and I didn’t see how else I was going to glean anything about dragon teeth at this ridiculous excuse for a breakfast.
From the corner of my eye, I saw the table near the bay window where Da and I always sat. If I kept my focus elsewhere, I could imagine him there now, a fuzzy, ephemeral shape with a familiar slope to his shoulders and a proud, jutting chin.
“Why are you here?” Brianna asked, and I dragged my attention back to her pretty face. “I don’t recall inviting either of you to breakfast.”
“That’s our business,” I barked, even though we’d made it her business by sitting with her. (I’d heard the term “kill them with kindness” batted around by those without guile or a whiff of sense, but I preferred “confuse them with cruelty.”) “Now then, Finlay works at the print shoppe here in Ardmuir. I reckon he might be able to help you find your grimoire.”
Before Finlay could counter my claim, I dug my nails into his thigh until I elicited a satisfying squeak. At least I had Brianna’s attention. Her eyes darted around the room before settling back on mine.
“All right, then. Where?”
I squeezed Finlay tighter to keep him quiet. “Not so fast. He’ll help you find the grimoire, but only if you come back to my shoppe.”
“Why?”
I released Finlay and crossed my arms on the tabletop, leaning forward. “Because something happened while you were there. I want to see if it will happen again.”
“You mean the winged ferret?”
“Wolpertinger. And yes. It’s never spoken before.”
She grunted. “I’m sure it had nothing to do with me.”
“Bollocks,” I hissed. “You ran out of there like you had hot coals in your britches.”
“I was frightened,” she shot back. “I’ve never encountered a talking jackalope before.”
“Wolpertinger. And neither have I. That’s why you need to come back to the shoppe.”
Finlay, whose eyes had been darting back and forth between us like bouncing balls, finally threw up his hands in surrender. “Can someone please tell me what’s going on?”
Brianna and I stared at each other across the table, waiting for the other to blink first.
After a long pause, she sighed. “Fine. But we shouldn’t talk here. My room will be safer.” Before I could answer, she rose from the table and began to walk out of the dining room.
“What about the dragon teeth?” Finlay said to me, as forlorn as a lost puppy.
I rolled my eyes and gathered my skirt. “We’ll get to that, Finlay. In the meantime, what about breakfast?”

I’d never been inside one of the guest rooms in the Four Swans, and I was impressed despite my best efforts to appear as if I spent all my time in fancy hotels. The damask wallpaper had a subtle swan print, gold on butter yellow, and the duvet on the four-poster bed was pristine. I’d never seen linens so white in my life. A faint smell of rose water permeated the air. Brianna had a little leather trunk on the luggage rack at the foot of the bed, along with what appeared to be a violin case, but aside from that—and the oxblood cloak, hanging on a gold swan-shaped hook behind the door—the room was neat as a pin.
She motioned for Finlay and me to sit on the two chairs by the window while she perched on the edge of the mattress, as though ready to take flight at a moment’s notice. What was she so afraid of? Her dress wasn’t extravagant, but it appeared well made, and her leather boots looked brand-new. I hadn’t had new shoes since Da died, and my cramped toes twinged with envy.
She must have noticed me studying her, because she crossed her ankles self-consciously and cleared her throat. “All right. I’m ready to discuss your offer. But first I need proof that Finlay can help me find the grimoire.”
He looked to me, as if I had thought this plan through beyond getting here and eating a large breakfast paid for by someone else. When it became clear I hadn’t, he turned to look at Brianna. “Ehm, well, my boss procures his paper and ink from a man in Colworth. I imagine he may have some idea where we can start.”
She crossed her arms, unimpressed.
“What do you want this grimoire for?” I asked. “If we know that, we can help you better.”
“That’s my business,” she said, echoing my words from earlier.
“Does it have something to do with the wolpertinger?”
She didn’t answer, but I could tell I’d touched a nerve when her lips pressed together.
“Listen. We both have things we want. You want to find this mysterious grimoire you won’t tell us about, and I need to sell articles in my shoppe. If you can repeat whatever you did with the wolpertinger, I think we can help each other out, but that’s up to you.” I rose and nodded for Finlay to join me. “You can find me at the shoppe. If you don’t come by, we’ll pretend none of this ever happened.”
Brianna was chewing on a fingernail. Given that her other nails were filed into neat little crescents, this wasn’t merely a bad habit. Whatever she needed this grimoire for, it couldn’t be anything good. But that wasn’t my problem. Rent, on the other hand, was.
As we got to the door, she cleared her throat. “I need to think on this. How long can you give me?”
Rent was due in less than a week. If I didn’t make a big sale by then, it was unlikely the landlord would give me another chance, considering I was already three months behind. He had never particularly liked my father, and while he wasn’t keen to throw me out—that would mean finding a new tenant, after all—business was business.
“I need to know by Wednesday,” I said, hoping the extra days would be enough to come up with a plan B, should this not go the way I hoped it would.
With that, we left Brianna behind. We were about to pass through the lobby when I heard the soft, sibilant accent of the Sapphire Islander, standing with the trader near the front door. I grabbed Finlay and pulled him behind a large potted plant.
“It’s settled, then?”
The trader nodded. “Two hundred pounds for the tooth. You’ll get the rest when you deliver the bones.”
The men clasped forearms in the way of Sapphire Islanders. The deal was done.
“Bones?” Finlay whispered, his breath tickling the hairs on my neck.
But I hardly noticed. My ears were ringing with the phrase two hundred pounds. With that much money, I could pay my rent for the entire year and still have enough for food. Hell, I might even splurge on a pair of fancy boots. If this trader was willing to pay that much for a single tooth, it had to be real. Swindlers wore fake jewels and brokered deals in back alleys. But the trader was well dressed, conducting business in a fine restaurant. Besides, he’d be a fool to cross the Islander. They were known for swift, eye-for-an-eye justice.
“Saturday at midnight. At the docks. Be there.”
Oh, I thought, my mind spinning with possibilities. I will be.










CHAPTER THREE
By Wednesday afternoon, I was contemplating feigning the pox to buy myself some more time on the rent. I’d come to the shoppe early every morning and stayed late every evening this week, all in the hope that Brianna would show up and provide a way out of my troubles. Meanwhile, I’d done everything I could think of to get the wolpertinger to speak again. I’d even gone so far as to hold a lit match under its whiskers, hoping the threat of a fiery death would make it open its furry little gob. But it was silent, and the bell over the door didn’t ring once in three days. I was well and truly doomed.
I was beginning to clean up for the evening when I heard a light rapping on the door. I rushed to unlock it, only to find Finlay staring back at me through the window.
I rolled my eyes and turned away, not even bothering to open the door for him. As I’d expected, he came in without waiting for an invitation.
“Lovely to see you as well, Willow,” he said, removing his cap and placing it on the wolpertinger’s horned head. “How’s business?”
I thought about smacking him with the broom I was holding but decided against it. I couldn’t risk breaking my one good broom over his thick skull. “What do you want, Finlay?”
“I come bearing news.”
I scoffed as I knelt to sweep the dust into a pan. “I’m not interested in your news.”
I started at the sound of his voice right next to my ear. “It concerns our friend Brianna Hargrave.”
“Stop sneaking up on me. She’s obviously not going to work with us,” I said, rising so fast I nearly knocked him over.
“Probably not, if she hasn’t shown up by now.”
I emptied the dustpan into the bin, set it onto the counter, and turned to face him. For a moment, all I could see were his brilliant blue eyes, and I found myself at a loss for words. Finlay was a braw lad. Obnoxiously so. One would think I’d be immune to it by now, and I was, for the most part. But every once in a while, I’d see him again as if for the first time.
The day we met, I’d gone to the print shoppe to pick up fliers for a sale Da was planning. He had a fool’s notion—one of many—that if we slashed our prices, we’d sell far more, whether or not our objects were magical. People couldn’t resist a deal, he said, and we needed cash fast. We were a month behind on rent at the time, and the landlord had far less sympathy for us when Da was still alive.
I told him it was a terrible idea, but he never listened. Not to me, not to anyone. He passed away a week before the sale was due to begin, a sudden heart attack that the coroner attributed to stress, though Da hadn’t been at all poorly. But we’d already paid for the fliers, and I needed the money more than ever. I’d even decided I’d have to sell the mourning ring he’d had made with a lock of my mother’s blond hair, something he’d never taken off for as long as I could remember. But the dratted thing was nowhere to be found. I added the coroner to my growing list of enemies and set out for the printer.
I’d expected to find Jack working at the print shoppe, as usual, but was greeted instead by a tall, blue-eyed boy in a gray cap.
“Who the hell are you?” I’d asked, because I was bitterly angry with Da for dying on me and I wanted to be home sobbing into my tea, not preparing for a sale.
“I’m Finlay Barrow,” he’d replied without missing a beat. “Who the hell are you?”
I would never admit that I already liked him then. Even before my father died, I wasn’t known for my social skills. People told Da it was because I’d grown up without a mother, that he should marry for my sake, if not his own. But he would laugh and tell them I was this way because of my mother. Nessa Macrae was strong-willed, stubborn, and “prickly as a hedgehog.” Da courted her for two years before she finally said yes.
“What is it?” Finlay asked now, touching his face self-consciously and alerting me to the fact that I’d been staring. “Did I get ink on my nose again?”
“Yes,” I lied, pretending to wipe a smudge away with my thumb and hoping he wouldn’t notice the tremor in my hand. “Get your news over with, would you? I need to get home to Argyle.”
“I ran into Bri this morning.”
I arched an eyebrow. “Ran into?” Bri?
“Fine. I went by the Four Swans to ask her one more time for help.”
“You sure that’s all you were after?”
It was his turn to blush, bringing out the faint dusting of freckles on his cheeks. “Yes, I’m sure. I spoke with Jack, and he told me something I thought might entice her.”
I didn’t like the way my stomach soured with jealousy. What did I care if Finlay liked Brianna? Still, I couldn’t help feeling he should have come to me with the news first. “Really.”
“He knows a grimoire conservator. Says he lives about a day’s travel from here by coach. Seems to me that if Bri has enough money to stay at the Four Swans, she’s probably got enough to rent a coach for two days.”
I walked past him to the ornately carved curio cabinet full of our tiniest magical items: seashells that whispered trade secrets from across the world; candles that, when burned, created the illusion of whatever they smelled like; a brass dish full of nails that always struck true. Or would, anyhow, if any were real. I turned the skeleton key—supposedly made from the wrist bone of a pixie—in the lock and pocketed it.
“What did she have to say?” I asked, still facing the cabinet. A tiny spark of hope lit in my chest as I looked at the objects. Da had always insisted they were real, even though no one could make them work. But if Brianna had some kind of ability to turn even one of these objects into the real thing, I could make enough money to buy myself time. Because no matter how much I resented my father, I couldn’t bring myself to let go of the one piece of him I had left: his shoppe.
I could see Finlay walking toward me in the mirrored back of the curio cabinet. He stopped several feet behind me. “She said she’d help us.”
I squeezed my hands into fists. “How?”
“We take her to the conservator first. Then she’ll make the wolpertinger speak again.”
I finally faced him. “What kind of a deal is that?” I asked, incredulous. “How are we to believe she’ll follow through? Give her the name of the conservator. We don’t owe her any more than that.”
Finlay placed a tentative hand on my shoulder. “I came to tell you myself because she was afraid to enter the shoppe again. She says she doesn’t have very good control of her magic. But it’s real, Willow.”
I shrugged his hand away. “How do you know?”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a silver thimble. “Because she gave me this.”
I snorted. “Even if it’s real silver, it’s hardly worth two days away from the shoppe.”
He shook his head, unable to keep a grin from twitching at his lips. “Give me your thumb, Willow.”
Reluctantly, I raised my fist and lifted my thumb. He placed the thimble so gently, his fingers brushing mine, that I startled. Fortunately, it was easy to pretend it had nothing to do with him and everything to do with the strange sensation that washed up my wrist, over my arm, and down my shoulder.
I glanced up at Finlay. Then the bastard did something so unexpected I didn’t have the wherewithal to smack him.
He raised the little knife he kept in his pocket and stabbed me in the stomach.
Was this what the wolpertinger was trying to warn me of? That the girl in the oxblood cloak would turn my only friend against me?
The blade bounced off my skin with so much force Finlay’s hand flew backward. I checked my abdomen for damage, realizing the blade hadn’t made contact with my flesh.
Meanwhile, he massaged his right shoulder with his left hand. “Damn it. I thought I was prepared, and it still hurts.”
By now, my wherewithal had returned with a vengeance. I cuffed him on the arm, none too lightly. “What do you think you’re doing, stabbing me like that? You could have killed me!”
“Not while you’re wearing that thimble. It provides an invisible shield over your whole body. Like a thimble, only—”
“I understand how a magic thimble works,” I barked, though I’d never heard of one, let alone worn it. “I’m going to take it off now, but not until you promise you won’t stab me again. Ever.”
Finlay returned his knife to his pocket and held up both hands. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
I muttered to myself that I was fairly certain that was a bald-faced lie, and Finlay Barrow a filthy liar, while I removed the thimble. “Why would she give us this?”
“As a demonstration of sorts. Proof that she’ll help us once we’ve taken her to the conservator.”
“You keep saying we. Why can’t she go alone?”
“She’s an outlander, Willow. You know how people can be toward strangers here.”
He wasn’t wrong, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of a verbal acknowledgment. “We can’t guarantee the conservator will have the grimoire she’s after, can we? What’s to stop me from taking this thimble to the trader we saw at the Four Swans and making a deal?”
Finlay shook his head with a bemused smile. “I have to give her credit, she already has you pegged.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“She told me to tell you that the thimble won’t work if it’s in anyone’s hands but ours. Try to sell to a trader, and he’ll think you’re cheating him.”
I squinted. “How can she do that?”
Finlay shrugged. “No idea. But I don’t think it’s worth the risk to prove her wrong.”
“Hmph.” I walked around Finlay and approached the wolpertinger. If the thing were real and not a taxidermic monstrosity, it would be worth far more than this magic thimble. According to the old tales, wolpertingers were wish granters, and benevolent ones at that. They wouldn’t try to trick you out of wishes like a genie or curse you like a monkey’s paw. But just because Brianna had the ability to confer her own magic onto something—as I suspected was the case with this thimble, if she could turn it on and off at will—didn’t mean she could do more than make a stuffed rabbit talk. And while that might be enough to con someone into a sale, it wasn’t the same as, for example, a real dragon tooth.
“We have to be back here by Friday evening,” I said.
“Why?”
“Because I have to pay rent by Sunday, and that hardly gives me enough time to take whatever Brianna can offer me and trade it for cold, hard silver. My landlord won’t accept anything less.” Which was all true. It simply wasn’t my main impetus for getting back before Saturday.
“I work tomorrow and Friday, Willow. You know that.”
My lip curled. “So I have to go alone with her, is what you’re saying?”
“I’m saying, let’s go Saturday morning. We’ll be back by Sunday evening, and your landlord can give you a few extra hours.”
“I’m already three months behind, Finlay. My extra hours are long used up.” I couldn’t tell him about my plans for that dragon tooth. He may be willing to help me find a missing grimoire. He might even encourage me to make a legal trade with the Islander. But he would never go along with what I had in mind.
“Jack already did me a favor by telling me about the grimoire conservator. I can’t ask for two days off work.” He didn’t say what I knew he was thinking. He couldn’t afford to take two days off. Unlike me, he was too proud to admit it. I’d lost my pride the moment I went to the landlord’s office and begged him not to evict me from Da’s shoppe. It was the second hardest thing I’d ever done, after burying Da the day before.
“She’s not going to like it,” I said finally. “Brianna, I mean. She’ll want you there.”
“Why do you say that?” he asked, rubbing the back of his neck.
“Not because she likes you, if that’s what you’re thinking,” I snapped.
“No, I’d never—”
“Anyway, even if she does like you for some confounded reason, she decidedly doesn’t like me.”
“I don’t think that’s true.”
It was such a half-hearted consolation I couldn’t help smiling. “Liar.”
Finlay smiled back, though not big enough to show his wonky tooth. “She could learn to like you,” he said. “You just need to make yourself slightly more … likeable.”
I shuddered dramatically. “The horror.”
When his smile widened and I caught the gleam of his crooked tooth, I felt a warmth in my chest and a fluttering in my belly that wasn’t unlike the prelude to vomit.
“Everything all right?” Finlay asked, scrubbing his hand through his hair. “You look a bit funny.”
I fought the urge to smooth his ruffled hair. “I think I might be coming down with something. I better get home. You’ll let Brianna know we leave tomorrow morning?”
He nodded. “I will. Get some rest. Can’t have you traveling if you’re ill.”
“I’ll be fine,” I assured him. “Now go on to your lass. She’ll be expecting you.” I opened the door for him, but he stayed where he was.
“Willow.”
“Yes?” That funny feeling was back in my belly. I waited for him to tell me I was being ridiculous, that Brianna was not his lass, that I was the only girl he’d ever love. Even if he was only teasing, I couldn’t deny I liked hearing it.
Instead, he shook his head and held out his hand.
With mock chagrin, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the thimble. “Oh, very well.”
“No one knows you better than I do,” he said, fetching his cap from the wolpertinger and placing it on his tousled hair. “You remember that now.”
I stared after him until he’d disappeared down the road. He wasn’t wrong, I thought as I fingered the real magic thimble in my pocket. But knowing me better than anyone else didn’t mean all that much, in the end.










CHAPTER FOUR
Brianna Hargrave did not appear particularly delighted to see me Thursday morning, even though I was doing her a favor by going on this miserable road trip.
She was sitting on the bench of what could only be described as a pony cart, given that it was an open cart, and it was harnessed to one rather portly pony. Jack Turner’s steed, if I recalled that rotund backside correctly.
“What’s this now?” I asked. “I thought we were going by coach.”
She removed the hood of her oxblood cloak, but her scowl remained firmly in place. “We would be, if you’d given me more than a few hours’ notice to procure one.”
“Pardon me for not rearranging my entire life to help you,” I snarled, climbing up next to her. “I’ve got my own matters to attend to, you know.”
“Ah. You’re referring to your sham of a shoppe.”
“Now listen here—”
She gathered the reins and sniffed, raising her pointed chin. “I promised myself I wouldn’t argue with you today, and I intend to keep my word. Let’s get through this, shall we?”
I’m not proud to admit I mouthed “shall we” like a wean. To her credit, she glowered but said nothing.
I was impressed she knew how to drive a cart. The pony, slow though he might be, responded to her commands willingly; I never saw her raise the whip once. I wondered if she was casting some curious magic on the creature, but I was too stubborn to ask. We stopped in the late morning at the side of the road, where I was relieved to see she’d brought enough food for both of us. I’d overslept and had to run to town without eating, with barely enough time to make sure Argyle had food and water to last him until tomorrow.
As she poured tea into two cups from a large thermos, I divvied up the scones. “Thanks,” I muttered. It was the first word between us in hours, and I was rather pleased with myself for breaking the stalemate.
“You’re welcome,” she replied, sounding equally enthused.
I sipped my tea and glanced around the glade. We were sitting on a tartan she’d brought for the occasion, predominantly green with black and blue checks and a prominent oxblood stripe that matched her cloak. “Is this your clan’s plaid?” I asked, running my hand over the soft wool. “I haven’t seen it before.”
“There aren’t many of us left,” she said rather cryptically. She was taking delicate nibbles of her scone, while I’d already crammed half of mine into my gob in one bite. No wonder Finlay fancied her. She was a proper lady, and I had the manners of a wayward goat.
“When did your family immigrate to Carterra?”
She dusted a few crumbs off her lap. “Are we really going to do this?”
“What? You prefer to spend two days in silence? Because I can manage—”
“I was a baby,” she interjected, as though she’d rather divulge her personal details than argue with me. “I don’t remember moving there. But I was born here, in Achnarach.”
Interesting. “And your parents?”
“Also born here. But like I said, there aren’t many of us left. My parents were the last in the family to move to Carterra.”
“Why did they all leave?”
She shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. All that matters is that they refused to come back.”
“They sent you here on your own?”
She shook her head, her curls bobbing. “No. It was my idea to come.”
I had to admit, she was brave to make such a lengthy journey all by herself. Frankly, I was surprised she wanted me with her at all. She obviously didn’t relish my company. “They must be worried about you.”
“They think I’m studying at university. They have no idea I came here.”
Brave, or foolish? I couldn’t imagine disappearing like that, and the only person who would even care to know I was leaving was Finlay. “That seems rather dangerous. What if you’d died in the crossing? How would they ever know what happened to you?”
Instead of answering, Brianna rose and began packing up the picnic basket. I stood and folded the tartan, wondering again at the oxblood stripe. There were colors found in almost every Achnarachian tartan: green, red, black, and blue. Yellow was less ubiquitous, though still common. But this dark, bloodred thread with an almost metallic shimmer was not one I’d seen before.
“Come on. We need to get back on the road if we’re going to make it to the inn by nightfall.”
I didn’t push for more information; she’d given me far more than I was expecting as it was.
As she climbed onto the cart, I wondered if she could tell I had the magic thimble in my pocket. I wasn’t entirely sure why I’d stolen it. I didn’t need protection from stabbing, at least not the kind I couldn’t provide on my own. Perhaps it was simply the knowledge that I was holding something truly magical for the first time in my life.
Magic, as I’d said to Brianna, wasn’t unusual in Achnarach, or at least not unheard of. But witchcraft—the domain of a select group of women—had gone out of fashion thanks to scientific advances, which were open to all. Eventually magical objects became scarce, and while they had once been traded by everyone, they were now the purview of wealthy eccentrics.
If even half the items in Da’s cabinet of curiosities were real, we’d be the wealthiest family in Ardmuir. During its heyday, people came to the shoppe more for the novelty than the magic. My father, despite his many faults, was charming and affable. He used to say he could sell horseshoes to a blacksmith. We even had repeat customers who bought things just for the chance to hear one of my father’s stories.
Once, before my father died, an older woman came into the shoppe. I was tending the counter alone that day, while Da was off on one of his acquisition trips. She’d introduced herself as Grimelda Bellwood and asked after my father.
“I knew your father when he was a boy,” she explained while I made her a cup of tea. “My own son was the same age as him, you see.”
Da hadn’t been born in Ardmuir, so I rarely heard stories of his childhood, and even then, they were all from his mouth and undoubtedly embellished.
“What was he like?” I asked. Once I sat with the woman, I could see she wasn’t as old as I’d first thought. If my grandmother was alive, she’d be around the same age.
“A rascal,” she said with a wink. “Always getting into mischief. My son, Alfie, was a rule follower through and through. I like to think they were good for each other.”
“Where’s your son now?” I asked. I was only thirteen at the time, and I didn’t yet recognize grief in another person when I saw it.
“He passed away last year,” she said, sipping her tea. “Not even fifty years old.”
“What happened?”
She shook her head. “No one knows. He was healthy one day, and the next he was gone. The doctors said it was a heart attack, but my Alfie was strong as an ox.”
Alfie’s mother left before Da returned that day, and I never saw her again.
Later, when Da had his heart attack, I remembered the old woman and Alfie. Like him, Da had been perfectly healthy, and then was suddenly dying right in front of me.
I climbed back into the cart and we resumed our journey in silence. The height of autumn was still a few weeks off, and the trees along the road were only beginning to don their golden cloaks. Soon, everything would be russet and bronze, and then winter would be upon us once again. Winters were long and wet in Ardmuir, close to the coast as we were. It made for verdant springs, but there would be many gray days before then.
The grimoire conservator lived in a small town called Neering. I’d never been; I’d never even heard of it. But Finlay said it was a village like any other, and we’d be perfectly safe traveling on our own. The sun wasn’t setting early yet, and this road was well maintained. Besides, we had nothing of value.
We reached Neering as the sun was sinking below the tree line. It was a quaint town, full of thatch-roofed cottages not unlike my own. The inn itself looked like many of the other homes, though it was large enough to host travelers. A young girl took the pony—that I learned was named Fergus—to the small stone barn in the yard after Brianna removed her trunk and violin case from the cart. I arched an eyebrow at that. I’d brought a spare outfit and little else, and Brianna somehow thought she’d have time to serenade someone.
Inside, everything was neat and tidy, though not nearly as lavish as the Four Swans. I’d come to think of Brianna as somewhat wealthy, and sure enough, she handed over the coins for our stay without even glancing at me. Good, because I had nothing to contribute to this venture beyond myself.
We ate in the inn’s small dining room. There was only one other guest, a nondescript man who kept to himself, and we went up to our room early.
I took the bed closest to the door to be polite, though there was a sturdy-looking lock on it. I snuggled down under the blanket, trying to get comfortable on the lumpy straw mattress, and wondered if the thing I should be fearing was here in this room with me. I would have appreciated if the wolpertinger could have been slightly more specific with its omen.
“Good night, Brianna,” I said, because it felt strange to go to sleep without acknowledging her.
“Good night. You can call me Bri, you know.”
I took some small comfort in knowing she hadn’t reserved that privilege for Finlay, though I’d never understood nicknames. Hi, I’m Willow but you can call me … Will? Ugh. “Good night, Bri.”
We were silent for a long while, long enough that I assumed she was asleep. I pulled the thimble out of the pocket of my nightgown, slipping it on for the first time since yesterday.
“It won’t work, you know,” Bri said.
I ripped the thimble off my finger and stuffed it back into my pocket. “I have no idea what you mean.”
“The thimble,” she said flatly. “My effect on magical objects lasts a day or two at most. Just long enough to be a huge inconvenience.”
If I were a fox, my ears would have been pricked all the way forward. As it was, I could barely control the hammering of my heart. “So you did make the wolpertinger speak?” I whispered.
“I did. Not on purpose, mind you. It sort of … happens.”
“To everything?” I asked, incredulous.
“Not everything, fortunately, though it can look that way from the outside. Some objects simply don’t have enough potential for magic in them. Things like forks, or clothing. Unless they were made to be magical, of course. Those are the ones that take me by surprise.”
“What about your violin?” I asked. “Is it magical? Is that why you brought it with you?”
“No,” she said with a small puff of laughter. “It gets sleepy if it’s not played every day. Not in a magical way. Just in the way violins do if they’re not played frequently. It’s my most prized possession. I haven’t gone a day without playing it since I was little.”
“Have you always had this ability?”
“The magic? Yes.”
I stared up at the ceiling, my mind racing with the possibilities for profit-making. “Then why do you need a grimoire? If you can make things magic simply by touching them, what could you possibly hope to find in a book?”
“I don’t want to talk about it,” she grumbled. “But you should know that my ‘ability’ isn’t a gift. I know it may sound good, but it’s not.”
“Hmph.” I wouldn’t argue with her, but all I could think about were piles of gold coins. Swimming in piles of gold coins. I’d be trading magical objects hand over fist with her ability. “So this grimoire…”
“I said I don’t want to talk about it.”
“I heard you. But I think I have the right to know if I’ve gotten myself involved in something dangerous or illegal.”
She sat up. “You’re one to talk. You con people into buying counterfeit items!”
“Con is giving us a little too much credit,” I muttered. “Most people know what they’re getting when they enter my father’s shoppe. The prices are far too modest to be legitimate.”
“Then why have a magic shoppe at all? Why not sell knickknacks and trinkets and call them what they are?”
I sighed and rolled on my side to face her. “It was my father’s shoppe. He was obsessed with magical objects. I think deep down he wanted the magic to be real so badly that he believed it was, even if everyone else could see he was a charlatan.” That was how I justified his behavior when I was feeling especially low. He wasn’t deliberately wicked. Just obstinately hopeful.
“Where’s your father now?” Bri asked, her voice gentle. She was lying down again, also curled toward me across the little room.
“He died. I inherited the shoppe.” I cleared my throat of the gravel forming there. “I suppose inheritance is too grand a word. More like burdened with the damn thing.”
“Why don’t you walk away, then?”
I shrugged, though she couldn’t see me in the dark. “Everyone else gave up on my father. I know he’s not around anymore to see it, but the thought of giving up on him, too … I’ll keep the shoppe going as long as I can.” I felt itchy and vulnerable. I’d never even told that to Finlay.
Bri was quiet for a long time. “But you understand even if I help you, the objects will lose their magic after they’re purchased. People will be angry if they don’t get what they pay for.”
“That’s not my problem, is it? Once the items are out of my shoppe, I can’t control what happens to them. Besides, most of our customers don’t live in Ardmuir. The locals know better than to trust a Stokes.”
“As long as you’re sure,” she said.
“I’ve never been more sure about anything,” I replied around a yawn. “Let’s get some sleep. We have a grimoire to find tomorrow.”

In the morning, I woke to Bri plucking the strings of her violin.
“Sorry,” she said when I sat up. “Did I wake you?”
“It’s fine. Better than being leapt on by a hungry kitten.” I yawned and stretched. “Speaking of, let’s eat. I’m starving.”
I’d quickly learned Bri’s “usual” for breakfast: fried eggs, toast, and bacon, with a large glass of milk. Compared to my usual of tea and toast, it was an almost overwhelming amount of food, but we likely wouldn’t eat again until we returned to Ardmuir, so I forced down as much as I could. Maybe my hair would start to bounce a little like Bri’s if I ate a proper breakfast more often.
The stable girl had Fergus harnessed and ready by the time we gathered our belongings and went outside. She pointed us in the direction of the conservator’s for an extra shilling.
“He’s on the outskirts of Neering,” she explained. “He’s a bit of an odd one.”
“Odd how?” I asked. “Eccentric odd or creepy odd?”
“Not creepy, no. Unless you count keeping a pet bat as creepy.” The girl shrugged, patting Fergus on the nose.
Bri climbed up into the cart while I stared at the girl.
“Begging your pardon, but I do find that creepy. Exceedingly so. Anything else we should know before we put our lives in this man’s hands?”
“Nah, he’s rather smallish, and you both look strong. I reckon you could take him, should it come to that.”
“Hurry up,” Bri said, gathering the reins.
I stared up at her in horror. “Should it come to that? What have you gotten us into?”
The stable girl had gone back inside, and Fergus was pawing at the ground, apparently ready to be on the way to his next meal. I clambered up beside Bri, my face conveying a look of “you’d better not get us killed over a damn book.”
“What?” Bri asked finally, when we’d already been traveling for several minutes. “You’ve never heard of a pet bat?”










CHAPTER FIVE
I wasn’t ashamed to stand behind Bri as she knocked on the door of the conservator’s shoppe. After all, she was the one who’d gotten us into this potentially life-threatening situation, and if the man proved to be creepy odd, I preferred not to be the first to encounter him or his pet bat.
The man who answered the door was indeed smallish, as the stable girl had said. A pair of round spectacles perched precariously at the tip of his hooked nose. “Can I help you?” he asked, peering at us as if we were the ones keeping winged rodents as pets.
“We’re here about a grimoire,” Bri said. “Are you Mr. Tell?”
“Indeed, indeed. I had word from Jack Turner that you girls would be coming. Please, do come in.”
Bri followed the man without hesitation, but I found myself looking upward, in case any errant bats decided to swoop down. Unfortunately, Mr. Tell did not seem to share my reservations. I watched in horror as he removed a furry, mouse-sized creature from his front breast pocket and placed it on a perch.
“Crivvens, it’s true,” I breathed over Bri’s shoulder, but she only had eyes for the rows upon rows of grimoires before us. The cottage reminded me of an apothecary, with bundles of dried herbs hanging from the ceiling, large jars full of what I assumed was ink, and several more perches, presumably for the bat. Please, for the sake of all that is holy, let there only be one bat.
“How did you come by so many grimoires?” Bri asked, leaning forward to read the spines on one of the shelves lining the room.
“It’s my life’s work,” Mr. Tell said, motioning us over to a table where a large grimoire was held between the clamps of a vise. “People bring them to me for repair, or I find them myself. Many don’t want them anymore.”
Bri and I shared a confused glance. “Why not?” she asked.
“Without a witch to use them, they become rather cantankerous. Even family grimoires turn up in estate sales now and then. They’re difficult to use without a female descendent.”
“Do you sell them?” I asked, curious despite myself. I kept one eye on the bat, which appeared to be sleeping peacefully. Still. One never knew with bats.
“I do, yes. Collectors come to me from all over the world. I’m very well known,” he added with an air of self-importance.
“I’m looking for a very specific grimoire,” Bri clarified. “Though I’m sure all yours are lovely.”
“Well, why don’t I make us some tea, and we can discuss what you’re searching for.” Before I could protest, the man disappeared into the kitchen and Bri continued scanning the books.
I rolled my eyes and glanced over the grimoires on the nearest shelf. They had intriguing names that meant nothing whatsoever to me, like The Book of Benevolent Lightning and Treasury of Living Artifacts.
“Would you know it if you saw it?” I asked Bri.
She shook her head, flaunting her curls, which she’d kept in a tidy little bonnet last night. My hair was still in its disheveled braid from yesterday, since I hadn’t seen the point of brushing it. No matter what I did, my hair was always stick-straight and as limp as steamed turnip greens.
“That’s part of the problem. No one in my family could describe it to me. They only know what it contains.”
“Then how do you plan on finding it?” I asked.
I was cut off by the return of Mr. Tell, who led us to a small round table with two chairs. It made me think of Da, which made an uncomfortable lump form in my throat. I pulled up a stool to sit and poured my tea without waiting for it to finish steeping. Anything to wash down the terrible inevitability of tears.
“Now,” Mr. Tell said as he poured tea for himself and Bri. “Tell me about this grimoire you’re searching for.”
Bri added a splash of milk and two teaspoons of sugar to her tea, stirring it before responding. “It’s Achnarachian, of course. Around three hundred years old.”
“Hmmm. I don’t see many that old, but I know of several. Go on.”
“Dark red binding, most likely.”
“Oxblood red?” I asked, arching a brow.
“I suppose,” Bri replied, shooting me a dark look. “That’s all I know about its physical appearance.”
“Could be any number of grimoires,” Mr. Tell said, pushing his spectacles up right when I thought they might plummet off his nose.
“It contains a specific spell,” Bri said, sounding more urgent. “One that breaks curses.”
Now I perked up, causing me to bump the table and slosh tea into all our saucers. Mr. Tell and Bri glared at me with remarkably similar expressions.
“What sort of curse?” Mr. Tell asked when I shrank back, duly chastened.
Bri hesitated, eyes darting to mine. I could only stare back. She released a sigh and continued. “One that inflicts the accursed with a magical touch.”
My eyes widened. She hadn’t told Mr. Tell she was the one with the curse, but it seemed risky to reveal any of this to a stranger. Considering I was already thinking of ways to exploit her power, I had to imagine there were others as selfish and greedy as I was. I watched Mr. Tell, but his reaction was as tepid as my tea. “Hmm. Well, I can’t say I’ve seen that particular grimoire.”
“That’s it?” I asked, unable to contain myself any longer. “Aren’t you curious about this curse? And, more important, why someone would consider it a curse and not a wonderful gift? How about instead of finding a grimoire that breaks curses, you find one that passes curses off to willing participants?”
“Hush, child,” Mr. Tell said, apparently to me. “You have no idea what you’re saying.”
Bri hadn’t moved since she spoke. I glanced beneath the table and saw her hands clasped in her lap, the knuckles starkly pale against her brown skin. “Are you sure?” she asked the conservator. Her eyes teared up in a way that made me feel ashamed, as if I were the one crying in public.
“I’m afraid so.”
“Can you search through your grimoires, just to be positive?” Bri asked, her voice breaking. It was almost unbearable to see her so upset.
“My dear girl, I know every grimoire in this shoppe like the back of my hand. If I had any such book, I would know it.” Mr. Tell, who moments before had seemed as calm as clam shells, was beginning to grow agitated. His knee was bobbing up and down below the table, and I noticed from the corner of my eye that the bat was beginning to stir on its perch.
“Maybe we should go,” I murmured to Bri, rising from the stool.
“If you don’t have it, surely you know who does.” Bri wasn’t moving. If anything, she seemed rather resolved to stay.
“No.” Mr. Tell rose, and the bat stretched its wings and flapped twice. “I think the child is right. You should go.”
I bristled. Calling me child once was bad enough. But twice? “Now wait a min—”
“Be quiet,” Bri said to me, holding up her hand, “and let me finish.”
My mouth fell open in indignation, but I snapped it closed when the bat left its perch and began to fly around the room in dizzy, erratic loops. Dizzy for me, anyhow, as I did my best to focus on its location, lest I lose sight of the blasted creature and find it tangled in my hair.
“I need to find this grimoire, Mr. Tell. I’m perfectly happy to pay you for your time if you’d please write down a list of people I can contact.”
“A list?” Mr. Tell said, sounding deeply offended. “Do you suppose grimoire conservators grow on trees, young lady?”
“If grimoires and conservators are as rare as you say, then you must know about this one!” Bri walked past the little man and started scanning the shelves, her fists clenched in her skirt, as if she didn’t trust herself not to use them.
By now, Mr. Tell was as distressed as his bat, yelling at Bri to leave at once. Sensing that her time was coming to an end, Bri began tearing grimoires from the shelves like a woman possessed, which resulted in Mr. Tell scrambling to catch them before their precious spines could hit the floor.
“Bri! What are you doing?” I shouted, but my voice was lost in the chaos. Deciding Bri was perfectly capable of handling this smallish, creepy-odd man by herself, I headed for the door. I’d agreed to help her find a grimoire, not ransack a conservator’s shoppe and possibly get myself arrested.
Unfortunately, it was at this moment that the bat decided to swoop directly in front of my face, eliciting a sound I’ve never made before or since. This served two purposes: one, it caused Bri and Mr. Tell to cease their shouting and look at me; and two, it seemed to make the bat pause long enough that it changed course and landed on its master’s head.
Now, you’d think a man who keeps a pet bat would not be alarmed by such behavior, but Mr. Tell let out a girlish squeal and began tearing at his gray hair, of which there was very little to begin with.
“Let’s go!” I hissed at Bri, turning to flee before she could protest. We ran out the door and toward Fergus and the cart, Mr. Tell’s yips and yelps fading in the distance. When we were a good clip away from the cottage, I turned to Bri and gave her my sternest glare, one that would undoubtedly have turned Finlay to stone.
“What?” she demanded without looking at me, her cheeks still glistening with tears.
“Are you going to explain what happened back there?”
“Wasn’t planning on it.” Bri’s chin was set at a stubborn angle.
I thought about ripping the reins from her hands and bringing this entire madcap road trip to a grinding halt, but I didn’t want to startle Fergus, and besides, the sooner we got home, the better. “Listen. I understand you want to put an end to this so-called curse of yours, but you can’t go around assaulting grimoires and befuddling little old men! We have laws here in Achnarach, believe it or not.”
“Mm-hmm.” She sounded like she didn’t believe we had laws, or at least not ones that had to be adhered to.
“For what it’s worth, I don’t think he was lying,” I said after a few beats of strained silence. “I don’t think he had the grimoire in his shoppe.”
“Neither do I,” Bri said with a sigh. “But I do think he knew more than he was letting on.”
“Why lie about it? If he could help you, why wouldn’t he want to?”
She shook her head. “I don’t know. Like you said, not everyone thinks what I can do is a curse. There are people who would love to profit off someone like me.”
There was a gravity in her voice that made me pause. Somehow, I knew she wasn’t referring to me. Touching a wolpertinger was a fairly small price to pay in exchange for a chaperone. “Is that why you didn’t tell him you were the one with the curse?” I asked.
“I never tell anyone, though I suspect he figured it out for himself.”
“You told me,” I said.
She snorted. “I didn’t exactly have a choice, did I? That damned guinea pig gave me away the moment I set foot in your shoppe.”
“If you hadn’t touched the wolpertinger—”
“I didn’t,” Bri insisted. “At least not the first time it spoke.”
I was frozen with my mouth open, trying to process her words. “You’re right,” I breathed. “It spoke on its own. Which means…”
“It’s a real wolpertinger?”
“Aha! You do know what it’s called.” I chewed my lip in thought. If the wolpertinger were really, truly the genuine article and not a badly compiled taxidermy job, did that mean there were other magical objects in my shoppe? Had Da been telling the truth all along? That seemed utterly impossible. Why bankrupt us if he had a genuine wolpertinger to sell?
Regardless … “It didn’t speak until you appeared, though,” I said.
“I told you. My magic only works on objects with magical potential. That creature was just waiting for an opportunity, which means it has to be real.”
“You touched at least a dozen grimoires in that shoppe, and I didn’t notice any of them doing anything particularly magical.”
Bri glanced at me from the corner of her eye. “That’s because grimoires are the one thing my magic doesn’t work on,” she said. “It’s why I took a job at a bookstore, as opposed to, say, a magical curiosity shoppe.”
“It’s also why you’re not having any luck finding the one you need?” I guessed.
“Exactly.”
A strange sensation was welling up in my throat. At first, I thought I might be about to cry, though I didn’t feel particularly sad. What I did feel was … generous? No, Willow, no, I implored myself. But my conscience had gone rogue.
“I’ll help you,” I blurted.
Bri seemed as surprised by my offer as I was. “You’ll what?”
It was too late to turn back now. And oddly, I didn’t want to. Maybe I was discovering some latent humanity in me after all. Or maybe I just wanted to know more about this Carterran girl and her bizarre curse. “I said I’ll help you. Find the grimoire.”
“Why? Your end of the bargain is fulfilled. I’ll come back to your shoppe and get the wolpertinger speaking long enough for you to sell it. I imagine you’ll get quite a bit of money.”
Neeps and tatties, she was right. Gold coins began to dance a lively jig in my mind’s eye. If a dragon tooth could fetch two hundred, what could I get for the wolpertinger? A thousand? More? My problems were solved. The wolpertinger only needed to work for one day for someone to make a wish, so long as they were quick about it. If the wish didn’t come true within a day, well, that could hardly be blamed on me. Wishes weren’t always instantaneous. But I would have to find a buyer quickly if I wanted to get my rent paid in time and ensure the wolpertinger was still working when I sold it. That wouldn’t be an easy feat. There weren’t many people in Ardmuir who could afford the price, and fewer still who would trust a Stokes.
If I found a buyer, and if it worked, I might be able to buy the shoppe outright. No more rent, no more debt. Anything I sold from there would be gravy.
I should have been breathing easy, but something was nagging at me.
“Do you still want to help me?” Bri asked, sparing me from spiraling in search of a conscience I was certain I’d lost nearly two years ago.
“I didn’t say I wanted to help you, only that I would.”
Bri clucked her tongue at Fergus, who had slowed his pace while we talked. “I told you, I don’t take gifts from strangers.”
“You really consider us strangers? We shared a room last night. We shared an encounter with a deranged bat!”
Bri laughed, and I felt a bloom of warmth in my chest. It wasn’t the way I felt when I made Finlay laugh, but it wasn’t entirely different, either.
“Perhaps not strangers,” Bri conceded. “But you already fulfilled your end of the bargain. You came with me to look for the grimoire. It isn’t your fault we didn’t find it.”
I nodded. She was right. I didn’t owe her anything. But for some strange reason, the thought of ending my adventure with Bri left me feeling a bit empty.
I shook away the unfamiliar feeling. Soon enough, I’d be able to fill all that emptiness with the cheerful jangle of gold coins.










CHAPTER SIX
By the time we arrived home Friday evening, it was late and we were exhausted, including Fergus, who’d been dragging his hooves for the past hour. Bri dropped me at my cottage with the promise that she’d come by the shoppe tomorrow morning to help with the wolpertinger.
There was a lot for me to think about and plan, but right then, all I wanted was to wash off the road dust and sit in front of the fire with Argyle. I fumbled in my satchel for my key and nearly screamed when the door swung open, revealing Finlay with a tea towel draped over one shoulder. Argyle was perched on the other, blinking at me owlishly with his massive yellow eyes.
“What are you doing here?” I demanded, still outside. The warm glow of candlelight beckoned. I sniffed the air, my mouth instantly filling with saliva at the scent of baked apples and butter crust. “Did you cook?”
“Welcome home,” Finlay replied, stepping aside so I could enter. I rubbed my eyes blearily, taking in the tidy state of the entire house, which I’d practically ransacked in my haste to leave yesterday.
“You cleaned, too?” I turned to stare at Finlay, who was smiling in an almost shy manner that did something strange to my innards. “What’s going on?” I asked, my momentary wonder replaced with suspicion. “Did you come to tell me bad news? Did the shoppe burn down? Was I robbed?”
Finlay threw his head back and laughed, which reassured me that this whole domestic performance wasn’t a prelude to bad news. It also revealed Finlay’s wonky tooth, which made my stomach do another strange swoop.
“Steady there,” Finlay said, taking my elbow and leading me to my armchair as though I were an old woman in someone else’s home. “How was the trip? Did you see anything interesting? I haven’t been out of Ardmuir in ages.”
I stared up at him from my chair, blinking against the grit in my eyes. I hadn’t even removed my boots yet, for Pete’s sake. “Finlay, what are you doing here?”
He finally had the decency to look sheepish as he ran his hand through his hair. “I finished work early, and figured you wouldn’t be home till late, and wee Argyle would be all alone in the dark.”
I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Wee Argyle is a cat, Finlay. He can see in the dark.”
“Well, I didn’t love the idea of you coming home to a cold, dark house, either.” To my horror, Finlay knelt before me and began to unlace my boots.
“Get your clatty hands off of me!” I burst from the chair, my cheeks burning. I could only imagine what my feet smelled like after sweating in my old boots all day, and besides, my legs were bare beneath my skirt. I did not need Finlay Barrow touching my bare legs.
Finlay bit his lip, stifling a grin. “A thousand apologies, m’lady. I didn’t realize you were so precious about your ankles.”
I growled in response. “Go home, Finlay. Your mother will be looking for you.”
When he saw that I wasn’t relenting, the grin faded. “She knows where I am, Willow. Can’t you let someone take care of you for a change?”
A sour feeling replaced the butterflies in my stomach. My own father had barely taken care of me when he was alive; by the time he’d died, I felt like I was doing most of the parenting. I kicked my unlaced boots into the corner, too tired to fight my petulance. “I’m fine on my own.”
Finlay’s forehead furrowed, but I couldn’t feel sorry for him. Not when I was feeling this sorry for myself.
Was it nice to come home to a warm, well-lit house after a long journey? I supposed to most people it would be. Most people would accept Finlay’s generosity and be comforted by it. They’d thank him rather than kick their boots at him.
But tomorrow, when I came home from work to my cold, empty house, I would think about tonight: the fire, the scent of baking pie, the knowledge that I wasn’t alone. No matter how much I hardened my heart, that little crack would be there, niggling at me, a reminder of what could be.
“Please go,” I said, turning away from him so he wouldn’t see the tears welling in my eyes. Curse the damn road dust. He’d think I was crying, and that was the last thing I needed. “It’s been a long day. I just want to take a bath and go to sleep.”
The silence that followed was almost more than I could bear. My shoulders crept up toward my ears as the tension in the room swelled. Finally, softly, I heard him say, “I already boiled the water for you. The pie is almost finished baking. Argyle had a bit of cod I brought with me. Hope that’s all right.”
I grunted my assent, knowing anything I said right now would come out throaty and strange.
“Goodnight, Willow.”
I stayed facing the fire until I heard the front door close, then swiped my cheeks furiously with my sleeve. Argyle mewed from the front hall, a plaintive cry for Finlay that made my chest ache with guilt.
“Traitor,” I hissed as I passed him on the way to my bedroom. Sure enough, Finlay had filled the copper tub with hot water, and the kettle was whistling impatiently in the kitchen. What was he planning to do? Sit here and wait for me to bathe? Spoon feed me fresh baked pie and make me milky tea with honey? It was the sort of thing a husband did for a wife, not something a boy did for a girl. Particularly a girl he only liked as a friend.
I turned off the kettle and removed the pie from the oven, cursing the way my mouth once again watered at the scent. I stripped out of my dusty skirt and blouse and flung them into the corner where my manky laundry usually piled up for several weeks before I got desperate enough and washed it. “For the love of Pete,” I muttered when I realized he’d done my laundry, too. It was probably hanging up out back. Including my knickers.
Once in the tub, I dunked my head under the water as if it would somehow cool my flaming cheeks. Finlay, for his part, probably thought nothing of washing a woman’s knickers. His mother had been ill for as long as I’d known him, and he did most of the domestic tasks at home, on top of working long hours in the print shoppe. They’d taken the apartment above it, small and shabby as it was, so that he could keep close to his mother while he worked. He was the epitome of a decent young man.
Meanwhile, I thought as I struggled to unravel my dusty braid, I was every mother of a son’s worst nightmare. Unkempt, uncouth, and worst of all, up to my eyeballs in debt. I had no maternal aspirations, and one look at the state of my house would confirm that I had no domestic potential, either. The hope chest at the foot of my bed was filled with my mother’s old pots and pans, which I’d never had need for, considering my cooking consisted of whatever I could make in my trusty cast iron skillet. Finlay must have found my mother’s old porcelain pie plate, I realized. Which meant he’d seen that where most girls kept hand-embroidered linens, fine gowns, and silken underthings, I kept rusty cookware.
I rubbed the bar of soap over my skin until it was pink, wishing I could wash away the filth I was sure covered every inch of my soul. Finlay would marry a girl like Bri: pretty, proper, no doubt with a vast fortune to her name. Aye, she was “cursed,” but then, so was I: cursed with a father who tarnished our family’s name and sold our silver to buy useless junk. Cursed with a sour temper, a foul mouth, and hair that was currently tangled into an impossible series of knots.
With a sigh, I rose from the bath, dried myself, and pulled on my father’s old robe. Burgundy silk with purple stripes, it was a garment for a wealthy man who sat in a library and smoked tobacco. Hardly appropriate for a skinny seventeen-year-old girl in a cottage. But I liked the feel of it on my bare skin, liked even more that for a few seconds, it made me feel like a wealthy man. There was a magic to that, really.
Argyle sat at my feet while I grabbed a fork and dug into the hot apple pie, burning my mouth as I ate but unable to resist the salted butter crust, the tart, cinnamon-laden apples. The knowledge that Finlay had made this pie just for me. And if I cried while I ate it, well. The benefit of living all alone was that there was no one around to see it.

True to her word, Bri arrived at the shoppe in the late morning. She looked fresh as a daisy, her hair floating around her head like a halo, her russet dress perfectly tailored to her figure.
Meanwhile, I’d given up on my hair entirely, and it hung down my back in pillow-wrinkled waves. It had rained during the night, and of course I’d fallen asleep at the kitchen table in my father’s robe, my belly full of two-thirds of an apple pie, and all my clean laundry left outside. Half of it had fallen off the line and was now far filthier than it had been to begin with. I pulled an old dress out of the back of my closet, one that revealed to me how much I’d grown since my father’s death, though it didn’t seem possible. If anything, I felt like a shrunken version of myself, withering like an apple forgotten in a cellar.
Worse still, Bri arrived with Finlay. He, too, looked well slept and cheerful as ever.
“Good morning, Willow,” he said, not a trace of hurt in his voice. As if he’d already forgotten how terribly I treated him last night.
“Morning, Finlay,” I managed. “Hello, Bri.”
Our eyes all drifted to the wolpertinger, which sat in its usual place on an old wooden pedestal by the door. But it remained as inanimate as a sack of potatoes.
“Do you think it was a fluke?” Finlay asked no one in particular.
“Only one way to find out,” Bri said, raising her hand.
“No!” I blurted.
They turned to stare at me. “What do you mean, no?” Bri asked. “I thought that was the whole reason I came here.”
I managed a sheepish grimace that I hoped looked apologetic. “I’ve changed my mind.” I’d decided somewhere around a third of the way into the pie that I didn’t want to sell the wolpertinger. If it was real, and if it could grant wishes, then there was nothing stopping me from making one. But I knew as well as anyone that a wish had to be carefully crafted, even if the granter were benevolent. I needed more time to think about my wish before I went ahead and wasted it. Anyhow, I only needed four months’ worth of rent, and there were plenty of other objects in the shoppe I wanted to test first.
I told none of this to Bri and Finlay, however. I already knew what Finlay would say: that wishes were a foolish idea. Truth was, I didn’t fully disagree with him. But that was all the more reason not to sell the wolpertinger to whomever offered me the highest price. A wish in the wrong hands could have disastrous consequences, and not only for the wisher.
“Then I suppose we should go,” Bri said to Finlay when she realized I wasn’t going to explain further.
“No, don’t. I’d like you to do something else for me instead.” I ignored their questioning glances and walked to the shelf containing the enchanted ostrich egg, talismans, and various other objects. “Can you tell me which of these are real?” I asked Bri over my shoulder. “Which have true magical potential, if any, and which are fakes?”
She nodded and approached the shelf. Hesitantly, she began to run her hands over the objects at a distance, never touching. To my mild disappointment, she went past the ostrich egg—it was supposed to contain a golden bird with the voice of a thousand angels or some such nonsense—and hovered over the dish of faux talismans.
“There,” she said finally, pointing to one small silver charm in the shape of a cupped hand. There was nothing to distinguish it from all the other talismans, each one representing a different body part. There were tiny legs, minute fists, even breasts of various shapes and sizes that I sometimes dangled in front of Finlay just to see him squirm.
“What does it do?” I asked.
“I won’t know until I pick it up,” Bri answered. “Are you sure you want me to?”
Suddenly, the prospect of magical potential in everything around me seemed daunting, frightening. Da hadn’t told me what all of it was supposed to do, and by the time I was seven and realized nothing in the shoppe was magical, I didn’t bother asking. I always assumed the body part talismans were supposed to be curatives for specific aches, pains, and diseases. Ill humors, various and sundry rashes, etc. But what did a cupped hand mean? Perhaps it turned the wearer into a supplicant, cursed to spend the rest of his life begging with an open palm.
“Ehm,” I said finally. “I don’t know.”
“What about your broom?” Bri asked. “It seemed awfully twitchy when I passed it last time.”
“It’s only a broom,” I said, because surely it was. Da had only ever used it for sweeping.
“It’s most definitely not an ordinary broom,” Bri replied flatly, approaching it as though it were a skittish colt. “I think it’s a witch’s broom. For flying and whatnot.”
“And whatnot?” Finlay asked over my shoulder.
Bri shrugged. “Mostly flying. I think.”
As Finlay walked past me, his gaze flicked to the bodice of my dress. I knew it was snug given how difficult it was to take a full breath in the dratted thing, but the way his eyes goggled made me self-conscious enough to pull my loose hair over my shoulders like the world’s rattiest shawl. Our eyes met, and while one part of me prayed for the floor to open and swallow me whole, another small, petty part of me was tempted to toss my hair back behind my shoulders. Finlay’s mouth opened, as though he wanted to say something. The words catching flies? hovered on the tip of my tongue.
“Let’s take the broom outside,” I said instead, sparing us both. “If it does fly, we don’t want to risk it going airborne inside the shoppe.”
We trailed outside and across the street, where a narrow alley opened onto an abandoned lot. I held the broom in question before me. It truly seemed like an ordinary old broom. A trusty one that swept commendably, but still.
“Here goes nothing,” Bri said, taking the broom from me. As soon as her hand touched it, she gave a little gasp. Then it was my turn to gape when her skirt and hair began to drift slowly upward, as if she were underwater. The broom looked the same as it had only a moment ago, but something about it seemed different.
Without a second thought, Bri held the broom horizontal before her, hitched up her skirt, and climbed aboard.
“Brianna!” Finlay exclaimed. I grasped for her foot, but it was too late. She was already hovering ten feet off the ground.
“What—how—” Finlay sputtered, glancing at me for confirmation that what he was seeing was real.
I stared up at the broom, my disbelief instantly overshadowed by pure, unadulterated wonder.
“Can someone please tell me what in the seven hells is going on?” Finlay finally managed.
Magic, my father’s ghost whispered in my ear. Magic, magic, magic.










CHAPTER SEVEN
A shout from a nearby alley broke me out of my reverie. “You’ve proved your point!” I called to Bri, glancing around the vacant lot. “Get down before someone sees you!”
“You do want to sell magical objects, don’t you?” Bri asked me, floating obnoxiously over my head. “Because for someone who claims to need my help, you are sounding awfully ungrateful.”
“Come down. Please,” I added hastily. Bri was right. I did need her help. And I did need a customer. But I’d learned so much in the past hour that my head was spinning. I needed time to think, to process, to plan. Because even if only one in ten objects in the shoppe had magical potential, with Bri’s help, I could be rich within a fortnight.
Once we were back inside the shoppe, the broom now resting reverently on a green damask chaise longue, I began pacing back and forth. “Are you sure you can’t make the magical effects last a little longer?” I asked Bri. “Because then we could—”
Bri held up her hand. “I’m going to pause you right there,” she said. “I agreed to help you with a single magical object. I made the limitations of my powers very clear to you.”
“I know, but—”
“Mm-hmm. I know you think I’m the answer to all your financial woes, but trust me, I’m not. Besides, I have a job of my own. And a grimoire to find. My parents are expecting me home for Yule.”
For the first time, I noticed a few small cracks beginning to show in Bri’s perfect facade. There were dark circles under her eyes, and a few of her cuticles showed signs of anxious gnawing. “Where will you look next?” I asked, partly to seem a little less self-absorbed, and partly because I was genuinely curious. The conservator hadn’t exactly been forthcoming.
“I don’t know. For now, I have to do my job so I can pay my ever-growing hotel bill.”
I couldn’t help arching an eyebrow at Finlay, who’d been silent since we got back to the shoppe. I figured he, like me, thought that Bri had plenty of money to pay her bills. I certainly hadn’t thought she was relying on her job at the bookshoppe for income.
“That’s right, I’m not made of money, either,” Bri said, more defensively than I’d heard her before. “But I’m an outlander. I have to maintain a certain reputation if I’m going to make any inroads here.”
“Hanging around with me isn’t exactly going to help,” I murmured. Finlay’s standing in the community was good, at least, because of who he worked for. Jack Turner was known for his honesty, which was vital, considering he printed Ardmuir’s weekly newspaper.
Bri dismissed my muttering with a wave of her hand. “As long as I pay my bills, no one cares who I spend my time with.”
I wasn’t sure if that was true, but I appreciated it nonetheless. “Listen, I’ll take the broom, if that’s all you can give me. But I’m going to need to demonstrate that it works. Otherwise, how will I sell the damn thing?”
“I have to get back to the printer,” Finlay said.
“I have to get back to the bookshoppe,” Bri added.
Shite. “Well, then, I suppose I’ll have to sell it myself.”
“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Finlay asked, brow furrowed with concern.
“Have you got a better one?” I folded my arms across my chest and tapped my foot. “Didn’t think so. Well, then. Off with you both. Have an excellent day at work. Pray for me, if you think of it.”
Bri rolled her eyes and waved over her shoulder as she left, but Finlay hesitated in the doorway. “About last night…”
“The pie was delicious,” I said, my arms still crossed over my chest, as if I could protect the soft underbelly I liked to tell myself didn’t exist. “Thank you.”
“Willow.” I noticed that Finlay’s gaze was traveling south and glanced down to see what all the fuss was about. Oh. What little cleavage I had was being enhanced by my folded arms.
Now it was my turn to roll my eyes, though I kept my arms where they were out of spite. “Yes, Finlay.”
“It’s only, I know you can take care of yourself. But it’s what I do.” He shrugged. “I like helping people.”
I sighed. “I know you do.”
“So you’ll let me, every now and again? For my sake?”
The corner of my mouth twitched with a grin. He was giving me a gift, and one I was grateful for. “Oh, very well. I suppose you can start by making me another pie.” My eyes flicked up to his, and I was relieved to see he was grinning, too. “I finished yours for breakfast.”

I didn’t spend much time down by the docks, though my father had been quite familiar with the area. He’d done a lot of trading for the shoppe, and he often frequented the nearby pubs to discuss secret dealings, or so I imagined. He’d never brought me with him, something I might have complained about if I didn’t hate the smell of the harbor so much: salt water, seaweed, fish that had been sitting out too long in the sun. It seemed nothing had changed in the years since I’d been down here.
I felt foolish, aimlessly wandering while holding a broom that still felt very much alive. I had until sometime tomorrow for the magic to wear off, which meant I had to get this thing sold as soon as possible, preferably to someone pulling out of port in the next few hours.
I noticed a grizzled old man and a younger boy loading barrels onto a boat and approached them as nonchalantly as possible. I had never felt more self-conscious. Of all days, did I have to choose today to wear my too-small dress? I had deliberately avoided the clusters of sailors looking for work, all young men, all unlikely to focus on a broom if I came around “peddling my wares.”
“Good morning,” I said to the old man. “A nice day for sailing.” I cursed myself inwardly for the clumsy small talk. Small nautical talk, at that. Not an area of particular expertise.
“I suppose,” he said, not taking his eyes off his work. “Can I help you with something, miss?”
“Actually…” I licked my lips, glancing at the boy, who was watching me with curiosity. “I believe I’m the one who can help you.”
“How’s that?” The man finally stopped what he was doing and removed his knit cap, rubbing his liver-spotted bald head before pulling the hat back on.
I could feel myself acting dodgy, my eyes darting around, my leg jiggling. But I wasn’t the salesperson my father was. I hadn’t sold anything to a customer outside the shoppe before, and even inside the shoppe, I didn’t push sales on people. “Are you from around here?”
The man narrowed his eyes, putting one arm around the boy, who I presumed was his grandson. “North of here,” he said, deliberately vague.
“Do you come through Ardmuir often?”
“No. First time, and likely the last. Nothing but cheapskates and liars here, from what I can tell.” He eyed me up and down, assessing me. “Which are you?”
I laughed nervously. Both. “Neither. It’s only, well, you may not be familiar with it, but I run a curiosity shoppe. And today I have something very special.” I held the broom aloft. “It’s a magic broom.” I flashed my winningest smile. The boy winced.
“A magic broom, you say?”
I nodded.
“Aye, and I’ve got a magic pumpkin on my boat. Ivan here is really a prince in disguise.”
It dawned on me with humiliating slowness that he was mocking me. “I’m telling you the truth. Watch.” My hands and legs were shaking as I straddled the broom the way I’d seen Bri do. She had claimed it responded to body language, and I couldn’t imagine I was communicating anything but fear. Before I knew it, I’d risen three feet off the ground, leaving my legs dangling and my entire body feeling off-kilter.
The man’s eyes widened, and the boy gave a satisfying gasp. “Get down here, before you hurt yourself,” the man said, grabbing hold of my ankle. Under other circumstances I might have kicked him in the teeth, but as it stood, I was grateful for the anchor.
Somehow, I managed to get myself back down to earth and dismounted awkwardly. “Ta-da.” I waved my fingers in the air like a circus showman. “Not bad, eh?”
The man leaned in close, his yellowed teeth inches from my ear. “You a witch, girl?”
“What? I— No!” I moved the broom behind my back. “I told you. I sell curiosities. I’m most certainly not a witch.”
He leaned back, but he kept one narrowed eye on me. “Even if I had a use for a magic broom, I doubt I could afford such a thing. What are you asking for it?”
Drat. I hadn’t thought this far ahead. “Forty pounds. It’s an absolute bargain.” It was, for a flying broom. But it was also a lot of money for a fisherman. I didn’t even know if he had forty pounds on hand.
“Aye. Which makes me wonder why you’re selling it so cheap. Is it stolen?”
“Now see here—”
“Granddad.” The little boy tugged at his grandfather’s sweater. “Look.”
I glanced in the direction he was pointing, only to see that a modest crowd had gathered on the dock behind us. I scanned the people, trying to pick out locals from outlanders, but it was difficult. I hadn’t interacted with anyone besides Finlay and Bri in ages. My groceries were delivered by a farmer, an old friend of my father’s, and as a small, single woman, I didn’t require much. I rarely needed anything from the general store, and I obviously wasn’t the social type. None of the faces looked familiar, but that didn’t mean much.
“I’ll give you fifty pounds for it,” a man said, stepping forward. It was the trader I’d seen at the Four Swans, exactly the kind of person I’d hoped to avoid. If I sold a sham broom to him, he might come back and murder me. A sudden stab of guilt hit me for attempting to sell the broom to the kind old man and his grandson. It wasn’t that I wanted to cheat anyone. If the broom would work forever, I’d sell it for the same price. But I needed the money to pay my rent.
The old man stepped closer to me. “We weren’t through negotiating.”
“What use do you have for a flying broom?” a woman asked. “You’re a fisherman.”
The man’s eyes darted to mine. If I were him, I’d sell it for more than I bought it for. I doubted he’d have a hard time selling it for at least fifty pounds, depending on where he lived and how common magic items were in his neck of the woods.
“I offered it to him first,” I said to the crowd. I was tempted to make a sales pitch for the shoppe, but as it seemed no one knew who I was, I didn’t want to risk revealing myself now. Not until after this fisherman and his grandson were far away from Ardmuir.
“Sold,” the old man said, reaching for my hand to shake it. “Come aboard and I’ll get your money.”
Disappointed murmurs came from the crowd, but they dispersed peacefully enough. Relieved, I followed the man onto the boat and waited with his grandson while he collected my money.
I handed over the broom to little Ivan, happy to see that his hair floated the same way Bri’s had when he touched it. He smiled so big he revealed several missing teeth. “I can’t wait to try it out.”
“Probably best not to do it at sea,” I said, leaning in conspiratorially. “I’d pick somewhere with a soft landing if I were you. At least till you get the hang of it.”
He nodded, and once again I felt terrible for cheating these people out of their hard-earned money. A few shillings here or there didn’t bother me, but this was a large sum for fisherfolk.
Once, I’d asked Da why it was okay to sell fakes to honest people. “Who said they’re fakes?” he’d asked, earning a “you’re not fooling anyone” glare from me.
He’d taken me outside and down the street, past the fancy shoppes we never went in. “All these people are selling the same thing I am,” he said, gesturing to a frilly dress on display. “The shoppe owner will convince her customer that this dress can finally turn the eye of the boy she’s been pining after. But she can’t guarantee it, can she?” He walked on, pointing to a top hat in black silk. “The man who buys this will believe it makes him distinguished, proper. Powerful. But at the end of the day, it’s only a hat.”
I eyed him skeptically. “But people need clothing.”
“People need beauty, too. They need dreams and possibility. They need magic, Willow. They believe because I believe. I hope someday you will, too.”
Oh, Da, I thought, my chest aching at the memory. I’m starting to.
At least I wasn’t selling these people a fake. I only wished it could last a little longer. But today’s sale was about survival. From now on, I’d do everything I could to make an honest sale. Starting tomorrow.
With my coins in my satchel, I wished the man and boy well and headed straight for my landlord’s office. A little voice in my head whispered, You could turn this silver into more silver, you know, and it sounded eerily like my father.
Absolutely not. My father hadn’t been a gambler, but the way he worked was almost as risky. Never satisfied with what he had, always searching for the next object. He was a treasure hunter, really, and I wasn’t interested in hunting anything. All I wanted was to keep the shoppe open in Da’s honor and make enough money to keep one girl—and one growing kitten—alive.
(And perhaps buy a new wardrobe and a pony of my own and a steady supply of baked goods. Listen, I never said I was perfect.)
Mr. Granger’s office was in downtown Ardmuir, not far from the print shoppe. He owned multiple properties in the city, leasing them out to people like me who couldn’t afford to buy a place of their own. I’d once asked my father how anyone came to own more than one house, and he explained what an inheritance was. It sounded like the most wonderful thing in the world. To be given everything, without ever having to work for it?
“How do I get one of those?” I’d asked, breathless with wonder.
I hadn’t understood then that you could inherit debt, too.
I rang the bell and waited for several minutes before Mr. Granger himself opened the door. “Apologies for the delay. How can I help…” His smile evaporated when he realized it was me. “Ah. Miss Stokes. I wondered if I’d ever see your face again. If you’re here to ask for an extension, I’m afraid that’s simply impossible.”
“I’ve come to pay,” I said, wishing he’d open the door wider and let me in. Several people had passed while he admonished me, and my cheeks were burning with shame.
His eyes went so wide I could see the whites all around. “Wonders never cease. Please, do come in.”
I followed him inside, taking a seat in front of his enormous oak desk. I said a silent, mournful farewell to the most money I’d ever held and placed the sack of coins in front of me. “That should cover the three months I owe you, plus next month’s rent.”
His fingers twitched, and I had the horrible feeling he didn’t believe the coins were real. “How did you come by so much money all at once?”
I stiffened. “That’s none of your concern.”
“Actually, Miss Stokes, it is my concern. If you’ve stolen it—”
This was the second time in one day I’d been accused of theft. “Mr. Granger, I may struggle to pay the bills since my father died and left me in debt, but I can assure you, I have never stolen anything in my life.”
He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms over his broad chest. “You remind me of him, you know.”
It wasn’t the first time I’d been compared to my father. I wasn’t sure it was a compliment. “Thank you?”
Mr. Granger sighed. “Very well. Continue to pay your rent on time, and I will happily continue to rent you the shoppe. But remember, Miss Stokes. No more extensions. I have people asking about that space all the time.”
Bollocks. The shoppe was in one of the older, narrower buildings at the outskirts of Ardmuir, away from the nicer shopping area. You wouldn’t find it unless you were looking for it, or you were an outlander who happened to get lost.
I rose from the chair, gathering my now-empty satchel. I’d done it. I’d sold the broom, I’d paid my debt, and for a moment, the weight lifted from my shoulders, just a little. I left the office and strolled down the streets of Ardmuir, glancing in shoppe windows for the first time in years. Chocolates and ham hocks and little round cheeses wrapped in fig leaves beckoned me. A few more big sales, and I might finish a meal full for a change.
I caught my reflection and froze. My proud, stubborn chin jutted out above my neck, and I couldn’t help thinking that I was, indeed, my father’s daughter. A part of me wished the similarities ended at my chin.
Unfortunately, I knew very well they didn’t. I needed to get home, change, and feed Argyle, then somehow manage to stay awake long enough to make it back to the docks at midnight.
A man was selling dragon teeth, and I was going to find out where they came from.










CHAPTER EIGHT
At a quarter to midnight, I left Argyle cozy in his basket, belly full of chicken and head full of innocent things, no doubt—like balls of yarn and the crook of my neck. I’d been tempted to stay. He’d fallen asleep on my shoulder, and it had taken all my willpower to remove him, wrap myself in my plaid, and head out into the chilly night. Nothing good came of shady business dealings at the witching hour. Even my father would have been hesitant to involve himself in something like this, dragon teeth or no.
My father hadn’t always made good decisions, as evidenced by the state his affairs were in when he passed. I’d finally gotten our accounts balanced, but it wouldn’t last long if I didn’t come up with more money, quickly. I thought again of Bri, how easily she could have turned things around for me. But perhaps wherever the dragon teeth came from, there was a clue that would lead me to her missing grimoire. Maybe there was a chance we could still prove useful to each other.
My path led me across the windswept moors, my skirts tangling in the gorse and heather. Fortunately the moon was full tonight, or I might have gotten hopelessly lost until daybreak. Though I’d walked the sheep trail here hundreds of times, it was narrow, and the moors could be tricky in the dark. There were also boggy patches indistinguishable from dry ground, and occasionally a body would be found in one, stained the russet color of peat and eerily preserved, so it was impossible to say if the person had died last week or hundreds of years ago. I thought of what would happen if I disappeared into one—whether anyone aside from Argyle would notice I was missing, or if I’d be categorized as another runaway girl, off to seek her fortune—and pulled my shawl tighter around my shoulders. At least my clothing had dried during the day, and I was wearing my darkest gray dress. One that fit me properly, albeit not flatteringly.
I imagined that if I’d grown up with a mother, she would have known how to dress me. Da had bought me whatever was cheapest but well made enough to last a good long while. To be fair, he followed the same parameters when it came to his own clothing; neither of us was fashionable. Once, the dressmaker at the general store had commented to my father that pastels would flatter my complexion far better than the drab wool he favored.
“Pastels are for girls who don’t get dirty,” Da said. I’d detected pride in his voice, rather than the shame I felt staining my cheeks. “Willow has no use for pastels.”
“Every girl should have something pretty,” the dressmaker sniffed, and I’d glanced at Da, hopeful that maybe this woman’s opinion would mean something to him. I’d asked for a pretty dress plenty of times, and that had certainly not been effective.
“Willow is pretty,” Da had replied, with a forcefulness that surprised me. He’d never once called me pretty. He’d never referred to my appearance at all. “She doesn’t need a silly dress to prove it.”
As I reached the end of the moors and the outskirts of town, I touched my cheek self-consciously. Was I pretty? It wasn’t something I gave much thought, at least not when I was alone. Fortunately for me, I was alone a lot. But if I had the money for it, I’d buy myself a heather-purple dress and a matching ribbon, even if it wasn’t useful.
I passed the print shoppe and couldn’t help glancing up at the window above, where Finlay and his mother were no doubt sound asleep. I’d only met his mother once, when he’d escorted her to the winter fair. She was so bundled up I’d only seen a bit of her face: the same twinkly blue eyes as Finlay, though her cheeks were hollow and her mouth pinched, so different from Finlay’s bright smile. She seemed far older than her forty years.
She hadn’t called me pretty, but her eyes had passed between Finlay and me knowingly, and she’d leaned into him and whispered something that made the cold-induced rosiness in his cheeks spread across his nose.
Later, I’d asked him what she’d said.
“She said she understood now,” he said, and I’d been too embarrassed to ask what that meant. But in the wee hours of the night, when I remembered that moment and felt the same woozy-warm feeling in my belly, I could almost convince myself I knew. Almost.

It was past midnight by the time I reached the docks, and I worried I’d missed the transaction. Everything was silent, save for the black water lapping gently at the boats, the creak of old wood, and the occasional bark of laughter from one of the nearby pubs. If I was caught, I could say I was on my way back from an evening of drinking with friends, an alibi that would only work if the person didn’t know me. Anyone local would know that Willow Stokes had no friends.
I was starting to lose hope when I caught a flash of something shiny in the dark. Near a boat at the end of one of the docks, I could make out two shadowy figures. That had to be the trader and the Sapphire Islander. As quietly as I could, I slipped toward the dock, holding my skirts next to my body so their swishing wouldn’t give me away.
When I was as close as I dared, I crouched behind a small fisherman’s boat and listened. The men were speaking, but I couldn’t make out their words. I would have to get closer if I hoped to glean anything useful.
Just then, a rowdy, drunken group left the closest pub. Their laughter was the cover I needed. My thighs burning, I crouch-ran along the dock until I was two boats from the men. Close enough, I hoped.
“… you said you had a scapula.”
That was the trader talking. He had to be referring to the dragon bones.
“Scapula, breast plate, what’s the difference.” I recognized the Sapphire Islander by his accent.
“One is considerably larger than the other, for starters.”
“Do you want the bones or not? I’m supposed to head back to the Isles in the morning, and I’d like to get some sleep before I leave.”
“I want them. But I’m not paying a thousand for the breast plate. I’ll give you five hundred, more than twice what I’m paying for the tooth.”
“A breast plate is far more useful than a tooth,” the Islander argued. “It will give you protection from almost anything, not just fire.”
“Yes, but it won’t make me fly, now will it?”
Holy shite. I hadn’t made the connection to the different parts of a dragon before now, but it made sense that each part would imbue the consumer with the ability of that particular aspect of a dragon’s power.
“I’ll throw in a handful of scales,” the Islander offered.
There was a long silence. “Where did you get the bones, anyhow? No one’s seen a dragon in at least a hundred years.”
I couldn’t help myself. I had to get closer. Crouched so low I was practically on my knees, I crab-scuttled to one boat away from the men, praying the waves would cover the sound of my skirts dragging on the wood.
I froze as the men ceased their conversation. I held my breath until I thought my lungs might explode.
“I can’t reveal my sources,” the Islander said. “You know that. But they’re genuine, and there’s more where these came from, if you’d like to visit the Isles yourself.”
The trader laughed, though it had a hollow, mocking ring to it. “I wouldn’t come to Sapphire if you were the one to pay me a thousand pounds.”
The Islander chuckled. “You mainlanders, so superstitious. It’s only dangerous if you’re wielding magic yourself. Then the Chancellor might want your bones to trade with.”
I shuddered, imagining the Islander smiling with all his teeth.
“Lucky for me I don’t have any magic,” the trader said. I heard the tinkling of coins and felt my mouth fill with saliva. I’d never been in the presence of so much money before. A small, irrational voice in my head urged me to make a run for it. With the element of surprise in my favor, I could grab the money and be gone before they realized what had hit them. Fortunately, I knew better than to listen to that voice. No amount of money was worth dying for. Maybe the one piece of wisdom that separated me from my father.
The Islander chuckled again. “You know, I heard about a girl selling a magic broom in this very port today. I don’t suppose you heard a similar rumor?”
I threw my hand over my mouth to smother an involuntary gasp. I hadn’t even considered that my little demonstration would be worth a second thought from these two. It was only a magic broom. What was that, to someone who apparently had an entire dragon at his disposal?
“I did,” the trader said. “What of it?”
“I wasn’t aware there were any young magic practitioners here in Ardmuir. That’s all.”
“She’s not a magic practitioner. Her father was a good-for-nothing cheat who fancied himself a trader. He dabbled in small-time trinkets. Trash, mostly. I kept tabs on him for a while, to make sure he wasn’t going to be competition. He might have had an eye for the valuable, but he never made enough money to really participate in the trade.”
“Then how did his daughter come by this magic broom?”
I imagined the trader shrugging. “Luck, maybe. Or a sham, like her father. You’ll notice she sold the thing to an outlander. I’ll give her some credit for not being glaikit enough to trade with a local.”
If he was so sure it was a scam, why had he offered me fifty pounds for it? Was he hoping to catch me in a lie? My heart hammered in my chest. What would these men do if they knew the very girl in question was crouched feet away from them?
“So you’re not worried about her?” the Islander asked.
“Worried? Honestly, Torion. I have far greater things to worry about than a skinny little orphan who can barely pay her bills.”
“Like The Oxblood Book?”
The blood drained from my face at the Islander’s words.
“What of it?” The tone in the trader’s voice was low and serious now.
“I had a meeting earlier with that weaselly grimoire conservator, Tell. He said he’d had two girls in his shoppe, asking after the book. As I recall, you had it in your possession at one point. I believe you paid a pretty penny for it, Wexley.”
A chill traveled up my spine and over my scalp. I knew there was something off with Tell and his gribbly little bat.
“I doubt it was the Stokes girl,” the trader—Mr. Wexley, apparently—said. “She’d have no reason to be messing with grimoires.”
“What about the other girl? An outlander, he said. Had a special interest in the book. Maybe even a family connection.”
I thought I might pass out. I could only be grateful Tell hadn’t revealed Bri’s curse. If there were really people who traded in magic-wielders’ bones, Bri could be in grave danger.
“I don’t know anything about the lives of teenage girls,” Mr. Wexley said. “And if I were you, I’d steer well clear. Stokes is an orphan, like I said. I doubt anyone would miss her. But a young outlander likely has people. I would hate law enforcement to get wind of our business.”
The Islander scoffed. “Ardmuir law enforcement is a joke. Everyone knows that.”
“Aye, it was. But there’s talk of a new constable known for cracking down on illegal trading. People say unsavory types are coming into Ardmuir more and more these days.”
“Types like you and me, I take it?”
“More like you. I’m not an outlander, remember? Plus, I can afford to pay off anyone who questions me.”
Another group of revelers burst out of the pub, causing me to yelp. It was muffled by my palm, but it was time for me to leave. Without a second glance, I scuttled back up the dock, toward the beckoning lights of the pub, and folded myself in among the crowd.
“Is that Willow Stokes?” a young man breathed, so close to my face I could smell the whisky on his breath.
Just what I needed. Bleedin’ Trystan Shilling.
“You’re even drunker than I thought, Trystan,” someone shouted. “Willow Stokes wouldn’t be caught dead within three feet of you.”
Truer words had never been spoken. With my heart still pounding and my head spinning, I peeled off from the crowd as they passed an alley and stood with my hands pressed to my knees, struggling to regain my breath.
I’d come out here tonight hoping to find a source of magical artifacts.
I’d gotten so much more than I bargained for.










CHAPTER NINE
Word about the magic broom had already spread, which was more than I’d even dared to hope. When I arrived to open Monday morning, a customer stood waiting in front of the shoppe, something I’d never witnessed in all my years working. She asked if I had any more “flying sweeping contraptions,” which immediately got the wheels in my head turning. There was power in a name, after all. I glanced at the window, where the words EDWARD STOKES’S CABINET OF MAGICAL CURIOSITIES stared back at me. Maybe I needed to start rethinking some things around here.
“No more, I’m afraid,” I told the woman as I unlocked the door. My eyes traveled to the wolpertinger. Had it moved since yesterday, or was my mind playing tricks on me?
“Have you got anything else, then?” the woman asked. I’d never seen her before, but she was dressed like a local, her plaid neatly folded and draped over her shoulders. She pointed to an old pram that held a creepy doll my father claimed could tell fortunes. “The perambulator. Does it fly, too?”
I had to turn away to hide my grin. One silly broom and suddenly people had faith in this place? I couldn’t undo what Bri had done for me and sell an item that didn’t work. I simply had to get my hands on more magical items. And since I couldn’t very well travel to the Sapphire Isles this minute, there was only one other option.
It was a dangerous one, particularly given everything I’d learned the other night. I’d spent hours tossing and turning, trying to come up with a plan that didn’t involve exploiting Bri. I knew I should tell her what I’d heard about The Oxblood Book. She had helped me, and I’d promised to help her in return. But if this Wexley fellow did have it in his possession, and Bri found it … She’d leave, was what she’d do. She’d be back on a ship to Carterra so fast it would be as though we’d never met at all.
It wasn’t that I didn’t want her to be happy. But rent would be due again in a month, and my only assets were a home I would never risk losing and all the items in this shoppe. If three of those items were magical, there had to be more. I couldn’t let Bri go until I knew for sure. In the meantime, I could do my own snooping into this trader and The Oxblood Book instead of getting her hopes up for nothing. I’d be doing her a favor, really.
“I hate to inconvenience you, but would you possibly consider returning tomorrow?” I asked the woman, batting my lashes in what I hoped was a fair imitation of a scrupulous and trustworthy saleswoman.
She shifted a bit on her feet. “I have important things to do, young lady.”
“’Course you do. But I’m expecting some new arrivals this afternoon, and I wouldn’t want to sell you something second-rate today when I can sell you something truly spectacular tomorrow.” I flashed a smile and forced myself not to blink. Finlay had once told me I blinked when I lied.
“Is there something wrong with your eyes?” the woman asked.
I blinked, deliberate and slow and definitely unscrupulous. “Not at all.”
She twisted her mouth, considering. “You promise you won’t sell that perambulator before I return?”
I placed my hand on my chest. “Cross my heart.”
“All right. I’ll come back tomorrow.”
“You’re a dear. See you then!”
When the woman was gone, I turned back to my shoppe, seeing it with fresh eyes. Not only the pram and the creepy doll, the talismans and tapestries, but the bone wind chimes that hung from the ceiling (genuine harpy, per my father) and the unicorn horn I was fairly certain came from a narwhal but nevertheless might truly be able to cure impotence (at least for one memorable night). There was a world of endless possibilities here. I simply needed a wee bit of help to bring my vision to life.
And lucky for me, I knew exactly where to find it.

It was raining by the time I reached Anatolia’s Antiquarian Bookshoppe, which was hardly surprising for an Ardmuir autumn, though it did have a slight dampening effect on my mood. In all my excitement, I’d neglected to bring my umbrella.
“No brolly?” Anatolia asked when I entered, cursing at the wet leaves clinging to my boots. “All drookit, aren’t— Oh, Willow. It’s you.” Her face fell noticeably at the realization. “What brings you in today?”
I practiced my newly minted smile on her, glancing around the shoppe. I hadn’t been here in ages, but I’d always liked it. It was cozy and warm, and the shelves were neatly lined with books of all shapes and sizes. Unlike my shoppe, there wasn’t a speck of dust visible, nor spiders spinning lazy cobwebs in the corners. Ana’s old collie, Duncan, lay curled up on a blanket, his feet twitching in his sleep. Ana was an exemplary small business owner.
“I was hoping to speak with your new shoppe girl, Brianna. Is she here?”
Materializing from the gloomy back of the shoppe as if I’d summoned her, Bri rolled her eyes the moment she caught sight of me. “What do you want, Willow?”
“Come now, Bri. Is that any way to greet your best friend?” I asked.
Anatolia, a middle-aged woman as straight and narrow as a book’s spine, blinked at me behind her bifocals. “Best friend?”
“She’s exaggerating,” Bri said. “We’re barely even acquaintances.”
That stung in an unexpected way. We were certainly more than acquaintances. “I only need a few minutes of your time,” I replied, planting my feet in a way that suggested she wouldn’t get rid of me.
“It’s time for your break, anyway,” Anatolia said to Bri. “Fifteen minutes, as usual.”
Bri sighed and nodded. “Let me grab my cloak.”
She shooed me back outside into the rain, escorting me under the striped awning over the bakery, where we could stand without getting soaked. Alas, it was far too late for me. I was wet down to my knickers.
“What do you want, Willow? I did what you asked. Our deal is finished.”
“Not yet, it isn’t. We still haven’t found your grimoire.”
She turned to stare into the bakery window. Buttery yellow shortbread, raisin-studded Dundee cake, and freshly baked scones sat in neat little rows behind the glass counter. The smell of yeasty bread and warm chocolate wafted out the door as a patron exited. Da had bought me tea biscuits here when I was young, but I hadn’t eaten one in years. “I’m letting you out of the deal, Willow. I think it’s better if I continue to search for the grimoire on my own.”
“Nonsense,” I said cheerfully, though inside I felt a rising well of panic. “We’ve only just started. I think I have a lead on another—”
“Enough, Willow. I really don’t have the time or energy to waste on another wild goose chase.”
“Or the money,” I added. I hadn’t planned to tip my hand quite so quickly, but I also hadn’t expected her to call off our bargain before I even told her why I’d come. “But if you come and live with me, you’ll be able to afford to search properly for your grimoire.”
Bri turned away from the baked goods. “Live. With you.”
“I live all alone, Bri. I have a spare bedroom that’s being entirely wasted and a kitten who would be thrilled to have another human around to scratch behind his ears.”
“You wouldn’t charge me rent? I don’t understand what you stand to gain by this.” I watched as Bri’s face settled into understanding, her brow smoothing, her lips narrowing into a thin line. “Oh. I see.”
My stomach twisted. Was I really so transparent? “Listen, I’ve already got more customers, thanks to you. The broom plan worked splendidly. But I can’t go on without more magical objects to sell. I really think if we’re smart about this, we could stand to make money. A lot of money. The kind of money that can help finance what could be a very expensive grimoire search. You said yourself you’re running out of money, and time.”
She started to release one of her signature heavy sighs. I was losing her.
“Think about it!” I hurried on. “You could pay off your hotel bill before things get dire. I know better than anyone what happens in this town if you don’t pay your debts. No one is going to help you once you’re out of money.”
“I pay my debts.”
“Of course you do!” I said, knowing my expression was likely reading somewhere between unbridled optimism and severe constipation. But I was desperate, and I would say almost anything to convince Bri to help me. “But you’re an…” I lowered my voice ominously, pretending that the people walking by were suspicious of Bri, when I knew full well it was me they were eyeing with pity. “You’re an outlander. If someone like me, a beloved daughter of the community, can be shunned, what chance do you stand?”
Bri started to reach a hand to her mouth to chew on a cuticle but stopped herself. “Listen, I’m not refusing to help to be spiteful. If there were no consequences to touching magical objects, I’d do it all the time. But there are consequences. Serious ones. Not only for me. You could get hurt, Willow. Or worse.”
She wasn’t wrong. Now that I knew magical witch bones had a price tag, I was taking a risk with both of our safety. On the other hand … “What do you think will happen to me if I don’t do this? I’m seventeen and utterly alone. I don’t have a family to fall back on. The shoppe is all I have. If you won’t help me, you’re guaranteeing my fate, and it won’t be a pretty one.” I thought of the women who worked near the docks, selling the only commodity they had in order to survive. Da would spin in his grave if he knew I even considered it an option, but he hadn’t left me with many others.
“Don’t put that on me,” Bri hissed. “I won’t be emotionally blackmailed like that.”
“Fine, you’re right. It’s not on you. But at least give it some serious consideration.”
This time, she did start to chew on a cuticle. “Let’s say I moved in with you. What’s the plan then?”
The knot in my stomach loosened ever so slightly. “We start slowly at the shoppe. A few items a week, until we’re sure it’s not going to cause any problems.”
“What about the time limit?”
I’d considered this on my walk over here. “We’ll be honest with our customers. Let them know that each item has a shelf life. A day of magic is still better than nothing, right?”
“Depends on the item, I suppose.”
“The hand talisman, for example. If you’ve got a hand issue, you only need it fixed once, presumably. We’ll tell people we’d have to charge them much more otherwise. Really, they’re getting a bargain.”
She thought for a minute, still worrying her cuticle with her teeth. “That could work. We’ll need to do an inventory first, to see what we already have in the shoppe.”
I couldn’t fend off my grin. She’d said we. She was coming around to the idea. “We make a good team,” I said, leaning in to bump her with my shoulder.
She sidestepped me at that exact moment, causing me to stumble. I righted myself and straightened my skirt, hoping no one had seen.
“I need to sleep on this. It’s going to take me some time to draft a contract…”
“A contract?” I stared at her. “You truly have that little faith in me? I’m not sure how you do things in Carterra, but in Achnarach, a handshake is binding.”
“It’s a written contract or nothing.” She folded her arms over her chest awkwardly, then unfolded them and placed them on her hips.
I smothered a smirk. “Very well. But you’ll need to present it to me first thing tomorrow morning. I suspect we’re going to have even more customers once the woman who came by this morning starts talking.”
Bri arched an eyebrow. “Why’s that?”
I bit my lip. “I may have told her I had a shipment of new items coming in.”
Bri’s gaze hardened. “You already assumed I’d help you?”
“I wouldn’t call it assuming. More like … wishful thinking?”
She rolled her eyes, something I suspected I’d be seeing a lot more of if she moved in with me. “Just so we’re clear, I know when I’m being manipulated.”
“It can’t really be called manipulation if you’re aware of it, can it?”
She made a noncommittal noise. “I need to get back to the bookshoppe.”
“About that…”
“For crying out loud, Willow. What now?”
I dropped my gaze again. “I think you’d have more free time to search for your grimoire if you quit your job with Ana and worked with me at the shoppe.”
“So now you want us to live and work together? Anything else? Would you like to become my legal guardian while you’re at it?”
I smiled one of my rare, genuine smiles. “Let’s see if you can survive the living and working before I put anything else on the table. You should probably come by the house in the morning with the contract, to make sure it will suit you.”
“I’m assuming it doesn’t come with a full breakfast like the Four Swans?”
I grimaced. “It doesn’t even come with a light breakfast, unless you plan to start cooking it.”
She glanced over my shoulder at the bakery again. “Are you telling me you haven’t eaten yet this morning?”
“I don’t need—”
Before I could finish, she opened the door to the bakery and called over her shoulder, “Come on then. It’s my treat.”
Normally, I wouldn’t have taken charity from someone I was trying to convince I was a respectable, reasonable human being. But my stomach growled audibly at the thought of a fresh-baked cinnamon roll. “Are you sure?”
Bri looked me up and down and sighed. “Not in the slightest.”










CHAPTER TEN
“The house looks fine, Willow.” Finlay was tossing a ball of wool back and forth with Argyle, who hadn’t departed from his side since Finlay arrived this evening. I’d left the bookshoppe and gone straight to the printer to plead with him to help me tidy up, in order to convince Bri she wanted to live with me. He’d even brought another pie to help sweeten the deal. I, in turn, had promised not to eat the entire thing before morning.
I placed my hands on my hips and surveyed what had always been Da’s room but would now belong to Bri. The space was neat and tidy enough, and I’d purchased some yellow mums to place in a pitcher next to the bed—my attempt to make it feel more welcoming. Most of Da’s remaining clothing had gone into a basket for Finlay, whom I hadn’t even given the chance to refuse. I’d simply pointed to the tear in the knee of his trousers and thrust the basket into his arms.
“I don’t know,” I said, still frowning. “Sure, it’s fine. But is that enough to convince Bri to live with me? She can barely tolerate me.”
Finlay picked up Argyle and carried him over to me. The kitten immediately hopped onto my shoulder and curled up, smelling of Finlay’s heather-and-gorse soap. I was already dreading the day when Argyle became too big for this. “You pass the kitten test with flying colors,” Finlay said, tousling my hair.
I ruffled his hair with exaggerated violence in return. “The kitten test?”
“Aye,” he said solemnly.
“And what, pray tell, is the kitten test?”
“Everyone knows that cats are the most discerning of creatures. Argyle wouldn’t love you if you weren’t, well, lovable.”
As soon as he said it, a blush washed over his cheeks, and I turned away to spare us both the embarrassment. “Argyle loves everyone,” I deflected. “Especially if they hide catnip in their pockets.”
“It was just that twice,” Finlay protested.
“You can’t say ‘just that twice’! It’s not even an expression.” I removed Argyle gently and set him on the floor, where he immediately went back to his ball of fluff. “So, tell me, what do you think of my plan to revive the shoppe and become a proper businesswoman?” I turned back to Finlay, hoping my doubt didn’t show in my eyes.
He cleared his throat and began folding the already-folded throw blanket at the foot of the bed. “I think it will be good for you to live with someone else again. I’ve never liked the thought of you out here all alone.”
I barked a laugh. “As if anyone would come all the way out here. Everyone knows there’s nothing of value in this house.”
Finlay’s expression was almost painfully sad.
“What?” I asked, my laugh fading.
“You’re in this house, Willow.”
As his words sank in, I flapped a hand in dismissal and walked to the kitchen. “Enough with the flattery. I already said you make the best pies in Ardmuir.”
“Willow.”
I turned at the flat tone in his voice. He was standing a cautious distance behind me, his expression still pained. “You’ll be careful, won’t you?”
“With the pie? No guarantees.”
“I’m serious, Willow. Once word gets out that you have real magical objects in the shoppe, there will be demand.”
“That’s the general idea, yes.”
He shook his head, and there was no bemused twist to his lips now. “I know you like to think you’re invincible, but if traders catch wind of your shoppe, they might start to wonder where all your inventory is coming from.”
I thought of the conversation I’d overheard between Torion and Wexley at the docks. If Finlay knew they were already aware of me, he would absolutely insist I give up this plan. He’d try, anyway. And maybe he was right. The shoppe didn’t have much in the way of security; it had never been necessary before.
I placed my hands on his shoulders and looked him square in the eyes. “I’ll put some extra precautions in place tomorrow. I promise.”
I hadn’t realized how tense he was until I felt his muscles relax beneath my palms. “Good.”
Reluctantly, I let my hands fall away. “Finlay Cameron Barrow. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were truly worried about me.”
“I’m always worried about you, Willow Eilidh Stokes. You’re as stubborn as a heilan coo, with only half the brains.”
My mouth dropped open in indignation. “I’ll have you know that coos are extremely resilient, not to mention adorable.”
“I never said you weren’t adorable,” Finlay said softly. “But you have to admit, you don’t always think before you act.”
We were still standing an arm’s length away from each other. Normally, this was the point where I would move away from him, waving him off with a quip. I flexed my empty hands, still warm with his body heat. I took half a step closer. “You have to admit, Bri coming to work for me solves a lot of problems. I can save the shoppe, Finlay. I can save my father’s reputation, not to mention my own. I can even help Bri. Aren’t you the one who’s always telling me to let people in?”
When he moved in closer, my heart began to race. I wasn’t sure anymore whether it was anticipation or fear. “I wasn’t talking about Bri,” he said.
“Oh? Who did you have in mind, then?” I glanced at him from under my lashes.
Normally when I teased him like this, Finlay blushed and stammered. But to my surprise, he held my gaze. My stomach swooped like a barn swallow, my mouth dry.
Time slowed down in a way I’d never experienced before. I dragged my gaze up to Finlay’s, taking in the dark sweep of his lashes, the faint constellation of freckles across his cheeks. We were standing on either side of a threshold, and there was a part of me that wanted so badly to step forward. To quiet all the voices in my head telling me not to let anyone into my heart, that everyone ended up alone, that life was easier without hope or expectation.
Finlay started to raise his hand, and now I knew it was anticipation, not fear, that made my heartbeat roar in my ears.
Suddenly, Argyle darted between us, startling me. I stepped back, an awkward laugh burbling out. “What got into him, I wonder?”
Finlay blinked, smiling just a moment too late.
The tension in the air between us evaporated, and I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed. “Shall we have tea, then?”
Finlay scrubbed his hands through his hair, toeing some invisible spot on the carpet. “Ah, you know? I really should get home to my mother.”
“Oh, is she all right?”
He nodded, avoiding my gaze, and stooped to pick up the basket of clothing. “Aye, she’s fine. But I have work to do, and … Thanks for these, by the way. Anything I can’t use I’ll pass on.”
Normally I delighted in Finlay’s discomfort, but this felt all wrong. I wasn’t ready for him to leave, not with this strangeness between us. “Are you sure you don’t want to stay for one cup?” I asked, gesturing to the mugs on the counter.
“Aye, I’m sure. Good luck with Bri tomorrow.” He finally met my eyes. “The room is lovely, Willow. She’d be a fool not to take it.”
When the front door closed behind him, I stared at it for a few minutes, trying to process what had happened. Argyle, emitting one pitiful mew, flopped forlornly on the entryway rug by my feet. He was always depressed for a few hours after Finlay left.
The truth was, so was I. The house was lonely with only me in it. Da had been many things—a liar, a swindler, a terrible businessman—but he’d also been warm and funny. Even when we weren’t in the same room, his presence alone was a comfort. Now, there was no one to turn to when Argyle did something adorable, no one to snuggle up with on the couch while a storm raged outside our cottage.
There was no storm now, but the thought of the two empty mugs in the kitchen made my stomach hollow. I started to reach for my coat, my fingers brushing against the rough wool of Da’s coat with the wooden toggles.
Da.
His loss had nearly ruined me. More than once, I’d walked to the cliffs above the water and contemplated leaping into the black waves of the Obsidian Sea. What was the point of living if there was no joy, only endless work and struggle?
But somehow, slowly, I’d climbed my way out of that place. The Willow I’d been before, the one who had shattered at Da’s loss, was gone now. I couldn’t afford to be that fragile again.
I pulled my hand away from my coat, surprised by my own momentary weakness. Loneliness wasn’t a good enough reason to let someone else in. Money? Survival? Yes. But I hadn’t invited Bri to live with me because I didn’t want to come home to a dark house every night. This was a business transaction and nothing more.
I had the sudden, destructive impulse to take Finlay’s pie and hurtle it out the window. But no, I needed it to lure in Bri, to fool her into thinking that this house was a place of warmth and friendship and freshly baked goods.
By the time she realized the truth—that I was cold and hard and brainless as a coo—it would already be too late.

After a long, sleepless night, I climbed out of bed and put the kettle on. The tea was still steeping when Bri knocked at the door. She looked windswept and a little baffled when I answered.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, afraid she’d gotten lost, or worse, had a run-in with a bog. But aside from the inevitable soggy hem and muddy boots, she seemed dry enough. She was also right on time.
“I’m surprised you live so far out here,” she said as I took her cloak and hung it on the coat rack. “It’s more isolated than I realized.”
I shrugged and let her into the kitchen. “It’s quiet,” I conceded, “but land is much cheaper out here, and I’m certainly not going to give up my one asset to live in town.”
“You own the house?” Bri asked, looking around as we settled in the sitting room.
I nodded. “Da’s father left it to him, and the deed passed to me. It’s lucky it was paid off, or I’d be living in the shoppe.”
“It’s cozy,” Bri said. “Oh!” She startled as Argyle leapt into her lap. “Who’s this?”
“That’s Argyle. Say hello to our new roommate,” I said to him. “Hopefully,” I added hastily, glancing at Bri. I had to walk the delicate tightrope between encouraging her and pressuring her, and nuance was not my forte.
“You don’t strike me as the kitten type,” she said, taking a sip of her tea.
I laughed. “I’m not. Or I wasn’t, anyway. Finlay gave him to me for his birthday.”
“You mean your birthday?”
I took a sip of my tea to avoid her gaze. “Nope, his. He has a habit of giving gifts to other people on his own birthday. Says he prefers it to receiving gifts.”
“That’s … really lovely,” she said, and I felt a stab of jealousy. Not because I thought she had feelings for Finlay, but because it was such a normal reaction to the sort of thing he did all the time. He was lovely, in every way. “Do you want to show me the bedroom?” she asked.
I stood, grateful for the change of subject. “It’s through here.”
I waited outside the open door while Bri walked around my father’s bedroom, admiring the furnishings. “Willow, this is a beautiful room. I’d love to live here.”
My breath left me in a rush. “I’m so happy to hear you—”
“But you should have a roommate who can afford to pay you. It wouldn’t be right for me to accept this.”
I shook my head, my frustration rising. “You don’t seem to understand, Bri. There’s no one else.”
“But—”
I met her eyes. “There’s no one else. Even if there was someone willing to make the trek out here every day, no one wants to live with me. I lied before, when I said I was a beloved daughter of the community. I’m not beloved. This is all I have to offer you in exchange for your help, at least for now.”
She sat down on the edge of the bed, rumpling the throw Finlay had folded so carefully. “This is a mistake,” she muttered, putting her head in her hands.
I held my breath.
“But unfortunately, I’m not in a position to say no.” She raised her head, brown eyes glistening from underneath her hair. “I gave my last pound to the hotel this morning. I told Ana that I’d found other employment.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. “This is the contract I wrote up. Read it carefully before you decide. I’ll wait outside.”
Before she could get past me, I took the contract from her, skimming it quickly as I hurried to Da’s desk. It all seemed rather standard. I grabbed a quill from the inkpot and scribbled my name before she could change her mind.
“Willow! You didn’t even read it!”
“I read enough. Unless there’s something in the fine print that says you’re allowed to cook kippers every day with the windows closed, I don’t need to know any more, Brianna.” I reached out my hand. “But I’d still prefer to shake on it.”
“That’s not necessary,” she replied, taking the contract from me and returning it to her pocket. “If it’s all right with you, I’ll unpack now.”
I glanced around, confused.
“My suitcase and violin are outside.”
“Of course. Feel free to do whatever you need.” I turned away to give her space.
“Willow.”
I glanced over my shoulder. “Yes?”
“For what it’s worth, it’s nothing personal. I wouldn’t live with anyone if I had a choice. I prefer to be alone.”
I gave a half-hearted smile, hoping she couldn’t hear the lie in my voice when I said, “So do I.”










CHAPTER ELEVEN
Bri’s move-in process took all of twenty minutes, and then we were on our way back to town so we could prepare the shoppe for customers.
“You haven’t told me much about your family,” I said as I led the way across the moor. The sun was beginning to crest the cliffs that tumbled down to the sea, and the sky was a hazy purple, nearly the same color as the heather. There was a crispness in the air but no rain, which was a blessing. I was still hoping to make a good impression on Bri, even if we’d already agreed to this deal.
“What do you want to know?” Bri asked, but I could hear the hesitation in her voice.
“About your parents, maybe? Do you have any siblings?”
“I’m an only child,” she said.
“Like Finlay and me,” I called over my shoulder.
“Maybe that’s why you squabble like siblings,” she said. “You’ve got no one else to argue with.”
Was that how she saw my relationship with Finlay? Like brother and sister? What a horrible thought.
“My father is an architect. My mother is a doctor. They’re busy,” she added, in case that wasn’t obvious.
I let out a low whistle. “They must be really smart.”
“You sound surprised.”
I paused to wait for her. “Not at all. I can see where you get your … discernment from. It’s a far cry from my upbringing. Or at least, I imagine it was.”
“I don’t know. I suppose, if it weren’t for the curse, our lives would have looked completely different. But I wasn’t allowed out much, for fear of what I might do.”
“They let you go to university, though.”
She shrugged. “Because I told them I was going to study medicine at a Carterran school. My father believes the only way to cure me is through conventional means, even though magic did this to me.”
Every time she spoke of her magic, there was a dark undercurrent to her words. Something had obviously happened to her that had left her traumatized. Was it morally reprehensible to make her an offer she couldn’t refuse in exchange for using her magic?
We had arrived at the shoppe. I stood in front of the window bearing my father’s name and felt the all-too-familiar, stomach-hollowing ache of loss. I had trauma, too, and it would certainly be terrible for me if I lost this place. Bri had a family, people who would be worried about her if they knew where she was; otherwise, she wouldn’t have had to lie to them. But who did I have?
No one, that’s who. No safety net to land on if the bottom fell out from under me. I fished the keys out of my pocket and opened the front door, breathing in the smell of dust, old wood, books, and underneath it all, the sharp, enticing scent of potential, waiting to be unlocked.
“So,” I said, turning to Bri, “where should we start?”
She took a steadying breath before releasing one of her trademark sighs. “I think the best approach is to sort out the objects without magical potential. That way we’ll have a better idea of what we’re working with.”
I glanced around the crowded shoppe. There wasn’t a lot of space to maneuver in. “I suppose we should separate the items we don’t want to sell, too.”
“Like the wafflehanger?”
“Okay, now you’re being daft on purpose.”
She nodded, eyes smiling. “Do you have any kind of storage space?”
“Ehm…” We did, a small attic that was intended to be our apartment if we ever got desperate. But my father, a hoarder to his core, had filled that space with items, too. “In theory. We may have to take some things to the house first.”
Now it was Bri’s turn to look apprehensive. “Your house may be uncluttered compared to all this,” she said, waving her arm for emphasis, “but I’d like to keep it that way. We can take it to the charity shoppe, if it truly has no magic.”
“But—”
“Look, you wanted my help, and I’m telling you, we need to clear out this space so people can browse. That is what you want, isn’t it?”
I growled in assent.
“Good. Roll up your sleeves, Willow. We’ve got a lot of work to do before nine.”

We worked nonstop for an hour, and the shoppe looked worse than ever by the time customers began to appear. We’d had to resort to hauling furniture outside so we had enough room to get started, and people were rummaging through it as though an empty chiffonier were going to spread wings and take flight.
“They’re like vultures,” I said, wiping sweat from my brow with the back of my hand. “We’ve hardly even made a dent in here.”
So far, the pile of potentially magical objects was small, but we’d only worked on the front quarter of the store. I was still holding out hope for some valuable items in the back. Bri pointed out what she thought had potential and I moved it. Aside from what Da had told me, neither of us knew what any of the objects could do, and we needed privacy to do more research. Bri had pushed me to close for the day, but the woman who’d come asking after the broom was already here, and I was having a hard enough time reconciling that I’d turned away a customer once, let alone twice.
“What do you want to do?” Bri asked. It was five after nine, and a man had started knocking on the window.
“I don’t know!” I’d spent so many years lamenting the dearth of customers, I’d never bothered to wonder what I’d do with a glut.
“There,” Bri said, pointing to a small brass lamp. “Sell that one today. It won’t cause too much trouble.” She scratched her scalp. “At least, I don’t think it will.”
“What is it?” I asked, problems momentarily forgotten as my imagination took over. “A genie that grants wishes?” I shook my head. “No, too cliché. Let me guess, it has oil that never runs out. For a day, anyway.”
“You’re thinking too small,” Bri said. “I read about one of these in a book. It’s a home for a light sprite.”
“What the hell is a light sprite?”
“I knew you were a liar, Willow Stokes!” a familiarly grating voice shouted through the keyhole. “I’m going to tell the entire town if you don’t show us something magic!”
I cursed under my breath at the sight of Trystan Shilling’s face leering through the window.
“Who is that?” Bri asked.
“My nemesis.”
“You have a neme—” She broke off, shaking her head. “Never mind. That actually makes perfect sense.”
I scowled. “Believe it or not, he’s been torturing me since childhood. Well before I became the model citizen you see before you.”
“How?”
I tapped my chin. “Let’s see. He said I was a bastard, that my mother was a hoor, that my father was a liar and a thief. Also that I was ugly and unloved. You know, all the usual insults hurled at motherless girls.”
Bri’s mouth dropped open. “That’s awful, Willow. Why is he here?”
“To gloat, I’m sure.”
She chewed her lip in thought. “All right, let him in.”
“What?”
“Let him in. Let’s prove to him—to all of them—that Willow Stokes is not a charlatan.”
I felt a bloom of warmth in my chest. I liked the way those words sounded coming from Bri. I would have liked to try them out myself, but Trystan was rattling the doorknob, and truth be told, I wasn’t sure it wouldn’t fall off under his abuse.
“Okay,” I said. “But what do we tell the rest of the customers?”
“That we’re doing inventory. The shoppe will be closed for the rest of the week.”
A small, warbling squeak escaped me.
“Listen, I know this isn’t easy for you. It’s not easy for me, either. But if we’re going to work together, we’re going to have to trust each other.”
I studied Brianna’s face: her full lips and large brown doe eyes, her halo of curls. It was a trustworthy face, I decided. And, much like her, I didn’t have a choice.
I unlocked the door, wincing as Trystan shoved past me into the shoppe. “Who’s this?” he demanded, jerking his thumb toward Bri.
“Brianna Hargrave,” she answered. “You’re going to have to get back in line.”
He started to stammer a protest, but the customer from yesterday piped in, “That’s right! I was here first!”
A murmur of agreement washed over the crowd of a dozen people. A million percent increase in customers, I thought, some part of me aware that the math didn’t add up. Regardless, my father would have been proud.
“So?” the woman asked, shouldering Trystan out of the way. “Is the perambulator still available?”
“I’m afraid we’re doing inventory,” I said, trying to sound conciliatory. “It turns out there are far more treasures in my father’s shoppe than I realized.” That, at least, was true.
“You said you had more items coming in.”
“We do!” Bri chimed in. “Our shipment is late. But by the time our inventory is finished, we’ll have plenty of items. In the meantime…” She bent to retrieve the lamp, only hesitating for a moment before placing her hands on it.
As soon as she made contact, a faint light began to glow from within.
“Holy shite,” I whispered, only to realize Trystan had said the exact same thing. My lips curled in a smug grin.
A tiny ball of light emerged from the lamp, floating into the space above Bri’s head.
“It’s brighter in the dark,” Bri explained. “It will follow you wherever you go, as long as you have the lamp with you.”
“Handy,” I said, staring up at the sprite.
“Mind you,” Bri continued as she handed the lamp to the woman, “it only works for a day. Light sprites burn out quickly.”
I had no idea if that was true, but I was watching the woman’s face. As I expected, her eyes hardened and darted to me. “Only one day?”
“I’m afraid so,” I said.
“What good is that?”
“I’ll take it if she doesn’t want it,” a man said from behind her. “I’ll pay twice what you’re asking.”
My stomach fell at the sight of the trader, Wexley. What in the devil was he doing here? He couldn’t have a genuine interest in something this small when he was trading in dragons, for Pete’s sake. I remembered how he’d said he kept tabs on Da to be sure he wasn’t competition. Was that what he was doing now?
“I haven’t even given the price yet,” I said. I turned back to the woman. “It’s yours, if you want it.”
“Or you can return next week,” Bri added. “It’s up to you.”
“How much?” the woman whispered, eyes once again fixed on the light sprite.
“Three pounds,” I said. A low price for a genuine magical article, but given that it would only work for one day, it seemed fair. “An introductory price,” I said with a smile.
“Sold.” The woman reached out, about to shake my hand, then withdrew it. “As long as you promise not to sell the perambulator before next week.”
I winced inwardly. It had no magical potential, according to Bri, and it was one of the first items we’d designated for the charity shoppe. “No promises,” I said. “But I’ll try.”
She handed me the money, proudly taking the lamp as she strode out of the shoppe, the light sprite floating dutifully above her head.
I stared down at the coins in my hands, grinning. My first honest sale. It was a milestone worth commemorating. My eyes met Bri’s again, and I thought I saw relief there. If all we had to do was sell a few small magical items every day, we could both make an honest living. The thought was so heartwarming that I could almost envision a future where I was proud of myself. Where maybe, finally, I’d be able to find a little more space in my heart for someone else.
“Shoppe’s closed,” Bri said, her voice carrying impressively. “We open again next Monday at nine. Have your coins ready!”
The trader stared at me, but I couldn’t read anything in his expression, and he left without another word. I shook off my uneasiness, rubbing the coins between my fingers. No, Mr. Wexley had nothing to fear from the likes of me. Not yet, anyhow.
Once the customers—including a very disgraced Trystan Shilling—had gone, I locked the door behind us and turned to Bri. “We did it!” I shouted, with so much enthusiasm I surprised even myself.
I opened my arms and stepped toward her, ready, for perhaps the first time in my entire life, to offer an embrace to a friend. But she stumbled backward so quickly she tripped over a wicker birdcage on the ground and crushed it.
Before I could ask if she was all right, a swarm of dark insects emerged from the remains of the cage, immediately spreading throughout the shoppe.
I screamed as several tangled in my hair. Another landed on my arm, sinking its massive stinger into bare skin. It burned like the dickens, and by the time I’d swept it away, another had landed on my shoulder.
“What are these things?” I shrieked.
“Quick!” Bri screamed. “The windows!” She thrust the door open, and I was relieved to see many of the insects had already escaped. But there were still dozens of them buzzing around the shoppe, several clinging to my clothing. My left arm felt like it was on fire, and I could barely lift it to brush off a hornet angling for my thigh.
It took another ten minutes before the majority of the insects were gone. I collapsed into a dusty armchair, my breathing ragged. “That was more excitement than I’d bargained for today,” I said with a relieved laugh.
After a disturbing silence, I looked up to see Bri trembling, her face pale beneath a sheen of tears.
“Are you all right?” I asked, bolting to my feet. “Did you get stung, too?” I reached for her cheek, where a large red lump was forming.
“Don’t touch me!”
The fury in her voice was more terrifying than the insects. “I’m sorry. Do you want me to fetch you a doctor?”
“What is wrong with you?” Bri shouted. “I just released a swarm of killer bees and you want to know if you should fetch me a doctor?”
“You didn’t release the bees,” I said. “The cage did. No one is dying. It’s just a couple of stings. One time when I was little, I found a beehive and decided I wanted some honey, and—”
“Enough!” She shook her head, swiping the tears from her cheeks. “I knew this was a mistake.”
“It isn’t,” I insisted, desperation creeping into my voice. “We already knew some of the items in here could be dangerous.” I reached for her again, and this time, she held out her hands as if warding off a demon.
“I don’t touch people, Willow.”
For a moment, I couldn’t process her words. What did that have to do with the bees? “What do you mean? Ever?”
“No. I don’t touch people, and I don’t let them touch me. That isn’t going to change. Not for you, not for anyone. If you can’t accept it, then we should call this off now, before someone else gets hurt.”
All of the joy I’d felt just a few minutes ago leaked out of me like air from a balloon. “I don’t understand.”
“You don’t need to. You only need to know that we will never touch each other. Not for an embrace, not for a handshake, not even if I’m drowning and you’re trying to fish me out of the water.”
“But—”
“Willow! Why can’t you leave well enough alone?” To my horror, she fled the shoppe, her face buried in her hands.
“Crivvens,” I breathed, watching her figure retreat around the corner. “I broke Bri.”










CHAPTER TWELVE
I found her not far from the shoppe, sitting on the edge of a crumbling fountain. It only emitted a mossy trickle now, and the stone girl who’d once spilled water from a pitcher was missing one arm and half her face.
“I’m so sorry, Bri,” I said, approaching slowly. “I didn’t mean to push you so much.”
“Well, you did,” she barked, face obscured by her hair. “If we’re going to continue to work together, you’re going to have to respect my boundaries.”
“You’re absolutely right,” I said, perching next to her. “But I’ve never met anyone like you.”
She raised her head to look at me. “Carterran?”
“No,” I said with a small laugh. “Although that, too. I meant I’ve never met anyone even more closed off than I am.” The walls I’d put up after my father died seemed rather flimsy compared to what Bri was describing. “I suppose I didn’t fully comprehend what your curse entailed before.”
She sniffed. “That’s because I didn’t want you to. Yet somehow you managed to wheedle the truth out of me.”
Some part of myself that I’d thought long since dead wanted to put my arm around her, but I kept my hands planted firmly on my knees. I wasn’t exactly the cuddly type, and yet I couldn’t imagine how hard it must be to avoid all physical contact. Not even a friendly handshake or a clap on the back.
“For what it’s worth,” I said, “that’s not what I was trying to do.”
“I know. You were just trying to save your father’s shoppe.”
I shrugged. “It’s all I have left.”
She wiped her cheeks with her sleeve and straightened a little. “That’s not true, you know. You have a home, and Argyle. You have Fin.”
A wry snort escaped me. “That’s debatable.”
“It’s not. Fin would do anything for you. You’re extremely lucky to have someone like that.”
Normally I would have blushed at someone saying something so personal, but now it elicited an odd pang of fear. Something had shifted between Finlay and me yesterday, something that could threaten the one good, simple thing in my life. “Do you?” I asked, desperate for a change in subject. “Have someone like that?”
She looked down at her feet again. “I did, once.”
There was a finality to her words that silenced me, but inside, I was imaging all sorts of horrible possibilities. I knew her magic worked on objects, but what if it worked on people, too? Had she fallen in love and touched someone, pulling out some terrible latent magic? Even if she hadn’t, the very fact that she could might be enough to stop her. She’d never be able to be close to anyone, I realized, and the urge to hug her was so strong I stood up to stop myself.
“I won’t try to touch you again. I promise. But please don’t think the bees were your fault.” I studied her cheek, relieved to see the swelling was already receding. My arm was still sore, but it wasn’t getting worse. “In fact, we’re lucky we discovered them when we did. Imagine if we’d tried to sell that to a customer!”
She managed a small smile. “I guess that would have been worse.”
I considered telling her what I’d overheard at the docks. She was suffering far more than I’d realized when she first appeared in my shoppe like a gift from the heavens, and even if the trader didn’t have The Oxblood Book, she had a right to know we had a lead on it. “Bri—”
She pushed to her feet. “We should get back to the shoppe.”
Tell her, you eejit. Tell her before it’s too late. “What about searching for your grimoire?” I asked instead, because I’d gotten rather good at ignoring my conscience. “There must be someone who can help us. A collector, maybe.”
She shook her head. “No, you were right. We need this venture to pay off. My parents…” Bri looked up at the sky, as if she were trying to stanch the flow of her tears through gravity alone. “I spent all the money they gave me already. It was supposed to last till Yule.”
“We’ll write to them,” I said, unlocking the shoppe door. “You’ll tell them that you’re safe. That school is going well and you have a lead on how to break your curse.”
“But I don’t,” she protested.
“Not yet. But by the time your letter gets to them, we will.” All I needed were a few more weeks. I’d tell her about The Oxblood Book by the end of the month, if we hadn’t found another solution by then. She’d be home in plenty of time to spend Yule with her parents.
She looked at me, the despondency in her eyes replaced with a glimmer of hope. I knew that look all too well. Hope was a beacon, but it was also a trap. You could let it guide you, only to find yourself standing on the edge of a cliff.
“How?” she asked.
I swallowed the guilt forming a leaden lump in my throat. “Instead of hunting for your grimoire, we’re going to make it come to us.”

As we walked to the print shoppe, I cobbled together the pieces of my ridiculous scheme. I hoped it would be enough to satisfy Bri’s need to search for her grimoire while still giving me time to get the shoppe in order. We needed to do a full inventory, which was going to require more hands, especially considering Bri couldn’t touch many of the items in the shoppe.
“Do my eyes deceive me, or is that Willow Stokes?”
I had to bite my lip to keep from groaning. This was the problem with going into downtown Ardmuir: a much higher risk of running into people who knew me.
“Good afternoon, Mrs. Shilling,” I drawled. Trystan’s mother was the pinnacle of Ardmuir society, and she was twice as odious as Trystan, which was to say equally awful, because two times infinity is still infinity. (See, I did learn a thing or two in school.)
“Let me look at you,” Mrs. Shilling said, taking my hands before I could run screaming for the highlands. She’d never spoken to me once before, and now she was acting as though we were old friends. “You’ve matured since I last saw you.”
“It’s been nearly two years,” I replied, trying not to sound sarcastic.
“Has it?” She blinked. She was an attractive middle-aged woman, her light brown hair swept up in a tasteful bun, her waist almost waspishly thin. Behind her, a servant struggled under a mountain of parcels.
“Yes. My father’s funeral,” I reminded her.
“Oh, dear. I’d almost forgotten. How have you been getting on?” She glanced at Bri before I could respond. “Who is this lovely young woman?”
“Brianna Hargrave,” I said. “She’s working with me at the shoppe.”
“That’s right,” she cooed. “The shoppe. Trystan mentioned something about it to me this morning.”
Ah. That explained why she was suddenly being so nice to me. She was angling for magical objects now that Trystan knew I had them.
“It’s closed this week,” Bri explained. “For inventory.”
“Of course, of course.” She leaned toward me conspiratorially. “You know, Trystan’s birthday is coming up next week.”
I couldn’t even feign enthusiasm. “I had no idea.”
“He has been begging me for a magical object for months now. I don’t suppose you have anything special you could set aside for him?”
I wanted to tell her no, I wouldn’t sell anything to Trystan for all the tea in Achnarach, but the Shillings had money. A lot of it. “I’ll look into it,” I said.
Beaming, she squeezed my hands again. “I’m so happy to hear you say that. I’m sure we’ll be seeing more of each other very soon.”
As she walked on, I couldn’t help thinking how curious it was that people treated you very differently when you had something they wanted. All this time, I’d hoped that one day I could clear my father’s name—and that I could continue to eat, of course. But now, I realized that there was more than money or my family’s good name at stake.
There was power, influence, acceptance.
“Was that Trystan’s mother?” Bri whispered.
“Indeed.”
“She was being so nice to you, though.”
I sighed. “Only because she wants magical objects. It’s possible she’s unaware that Trystan has been my nemesis since third grade, but I doubt it.”
Bri arched an eyebrow. “Isn’t eight a little young for a nemesis?”
“Hi. I’m Willow. Have we met?”
She smirked. “Fair enough. But nemesis is a strong word, even for you. What happened between you?”
It hardly took any effort to conjure the memory of little Willow in her school uniform, braids as neat and tidy as Da could make them—which was to say lopsided and frizzy and a constant source of ridicule—her white knee socks stained pale pink because she’d washed them in the same water as Da’s favorite red sweater.
“The summer before third grade, Trystan’s father came by the shoppe to speak with my father. Mr. Shilling runs the bank, and since my father had a rather sizable loan, he wanted to see how business was going.”
Bri winced. “Not well, I’m guessing?”
I gave her a wry look. “No. Anyway, he must have mentioned it to his family, because from the first day of third grade, Trystan made a point of telling everyone how low class I was. He would walk behind me, waving his hand in front of his nose as though I hadn’t bathed in weeks. He told everyone I had fleas so no one would sit next to me. He made a point of splashing mud or paint on me, knowing I often wore the same dress several days in a row and wouldn’t be able to wash it before the next day.
“A few months into the school year, he placed a jar of money on my desk with the words alms for the poor written across it. Unbeknownst to me, he’d taken up a collection to buy me a new pair of shoes, because mine were coming apart at the sole. It was humiliating enough that I had scroungy shoes, but that was the final straw for me. All the slow, methodical torment built to a breaking point, and I snapped. I started throttling him and wouldn’t stop until the teacher pulled me off. I was suspended for a week.”
“And Trystan?”
“Oh, he was fine. I was half his size and not a particularly adept fighter. The following week, he was commended for his charitable heart. Got an award, in fact. We’ve despised each other ever since.”
Bri looked like she was about to find Trystan and kill him herself. My shriveled black heart swelled at the sight. “He sounds like a real piece of shit.”
I snorted and threw my hand over my mouth. “Brianna Hargrave. Is that the first time you’ve ever sworn?”
She exhaled. “Pfft. Hardly. I’ve been on my best behavior since living at the Four Swans. But I suppose since I don’t live there anymore…”
We grinned in unison.
“He is a real piece of shite,” I agreed. “But his father is a pillar of high society, and his mother a beloved member of the community, so nothing bad ever happens to Trystan.”
“Maybe not,” she said with a wink. “Until now.”
I leaned in. “Why? What did you have in mind?”
“I’m not one hundred percent certain yet. But trust me, come Monday, Trystan Shilling will be eating a hefty dose of humble pie.”
I looked up at the sky, a beatific smile on my lips as I envisioned Trystan eating from a plate piled high with excrement. “You know something,” I said, reaching for the door to the print shoppe, “the wolpertinger was wrong about you. You may be the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
“What brings you two into my shoppe this afternoon?” Jack Turner, the owner of the print shoppe, asked as we stepped inside. To my relief, Finlay wasn’t around. I knew if he was, he’d feel obligated to invite us upstairs to his apartment.
“I was wondering if we could take out an advertisement,” I said to Jack. Bri eyed me questioningly.
“Of course. Here’s a list of our prices. I just need to fetch something from the back. Take your time.”
“An advertisement?” Bri asked when Jack was out of earshot.
“I figure the fastest way to find out if anyone has seen your grimoire is to put it in the paper.” I’d devised this plan on the fly, which meant it was even less thought out than the rest of my life. If Wexley was as dangerous as I suspected he might be, an ad that could lead him right to us was not a good idea. He’d implied to the Sapphire Islander that he dabbled in illegal trading and paid off the authorities, and he already knew Bri and I had been searching for the book.
At the same time, this might provide us with a means of learning more about the trader without interacting with him. He was still our best lead, even if I wasn’t ready to tell Bri about him. I took a piece of paper and a quill from Jack’s desk and scribbled out the copy.
Wanted: trader in the rare and magical. Discrete buyer looking to purchase for a private collection. Willing to pay handsomely.
“Do you really think people will answer this?” Bri asked over my shoulder.
“It’s worth a try. If your grimoire is here, it’s likely in the hands of a trader or collector.”
I added another line to the advertisement.
Serious inquiries only. Leave information with Jack Turner at the Ardmuir Print Shoppe.
Jack returned with a stack of fresh paper in his arms, setting it next to the large wooden press that took up most of the shoppe. “All set?” he asked, skimming what I’d written.
I nodded. “Aye. I hope it’s all right I listed you as the reference.”
He glanced up at me. “Finlay told me about your recent sales. A reporter even inquired about doing a story on you. I told him to bring it up with you directly.”
A story? On my shoppe? That was the kind of free advertising a business owner could only dream of. “Thank you,” I breathed, passing over the money for the ad.
“Your da would be proud of you,” Jack said, eliciting a bloom of warmth in my chest that immediately collapsed under his next words. “You should go up and say hello to Finlay. His ma wasn’t feeling well so I let him off early, but he’d be cross if he found out you were here and I didn’t tell him.”
“Oh, we wouldn’t want to disturb Mrs. Barrow,” I protested, but Bri was already thanking Jack and heading for the stairwell.
“She won’t mind,” she said over her shoulder. “I’ve met his mother before. I think she likes the company.”
I followed, but my insides screamed in protest. It wasn’t right to surprise someone like this, particularly when they were ill. “You … spend time with Fin?” I asked.
“A little. He invited me to supper once, and I like to drop in on his mother when I’m nearby.”
Something cold and clammy and entirely unpleasant washed over me. I didn’t have time to process what it meant before Bri was knocking on the door and entering without waiting for a response.
I’d only been to Finlay’s apartment once, back when he first met me and invited me upstairs. I’d been too caught off guard to say no. The apartment was as neat and tidy as my shoppe was chaotic. Somehow, despite her illness, Finlay’s mother kept everything spick and span. A plaid tablecloth in autumnal browns and oranges was laid over the table, a pitcher of dahlias, cosmos, and amaranth set on the adjacent windowsill. I stared at my feet as Bri greeted Finlay, sure everyone could see the discomfort radiating from my body, though Bri seemingly had no such reservations. At least the apartment didn’t smell of illness.
“I’m making tea if you’d like some,” Finlay said, removing a kettle from the stove as it was beginning to whistle. “It’s lovely to see you both.”
At this, I glanced up to find Finlay looking at me. I searched his blue eyes for some sign of resentment or bitterness, but they were as clear and kind as ever. I knew in that moment I didn’t deserve him. I never would.
“Nice to see you, too,” I said. “Thank you for having us.”
Bri had gone to check on Finlay’s mother, who was resting in the adjoining bedroom. Finlay slept on the sofa, which was far too short for his tall frame.
“I’ll be honest, I didn’t think you’d ever step foot in this place again,” he said, arranging three teacups on a tray.
I wouldn’t have, not by choice, but I didn’t need to tell him that. “I hate to disturb you.”
“I’ve told you a hundred times, Willow. It’s not a disturbance. Ma likes the company.”
He had told me probably closer to a thousand times, and I’d never believed him. As gregarious and open as Da was in his shoppe, he hadn’t liked people coming to our home. I suspected that was because he didn’t want anyone to know our lives were perfectly ordinary. After all, a man who sold magical objects should certainly have some in his own home.
I supposed I thought everyone felt that way, that to step into someone’s house was to see something too personal, rather than the public persona we all wore. If I were sick in bed, I’d never want anyone to see me that ailing and vulnerable. Once someone saw your weakness, you were easy prey. If you couldn’t fight back, the only option left was to hide.
But there wasn’t an ounce of shame in Finlay’s eyes, only his constant sweet, open generosity. If we were alone, I might have told him then that I was sorry about the way we’d left things yesterday, but Bri had returned from her visit with Mrs. Barrow. By the time I found my voice, they were sitting at the little square table together, nattering easily like old friends.
I sat down next to Bri, adding milk and sugar to my tea while Bri told Finlay all about our successful morning and our plans for the grand reopening. The milk bloomed like a night flower in the inky tea, and I stared at it as if it could transport me somewhere else. Somewhere I didn’t feel twitchy and self-conscious.
“Do you think you can help us this weekend?” Bri asked Finlay. “I know you’re busy, but we’d pay you for your time. Wouldn’t we, Willow?”
I startled, bumping my knee against the table leg and sloshing everyone’s tea. “Aye, of course we’ll pay you.” I reached into my pocket where I’d kept the three pounds from our first sale and placed the coins on the table. “We can pay you now, in fact.”
Finlay curled his fist around the coins and pushed them back toward me. “I’m happy to help. You don’t need to pay me. That’s what friends are for.”
How? I wanted to shout. How can you pretend I’m a good friend, when I can’t even visit your sick mum?
Instead, I took the coins from him, our fingers brushing. Heat raced up my chest and into my face. Get ahold of yourself, Willow. “Thank you.”
“I can come before the print shoppe opens, if that will help,” Finlay said, more to Bri than to me.
“What about Claire? Doesn’t she need help in the mornings?”
“Jack will look after her,” Finlay said, lifting his cup to his lips. It was a wonder his teeth were so white, considering how much black tea he drank. “It’s been a slow news week, fortunately.”
Bri smiled, all easy charm. “All right, then. Tomorrow morning, dawn. We could really use your help moving the larger furniture, and then we can work on the back of the shoppe, where it’s even more cluttered.”
“You really think you have enough magical artifacts to make something of this?” he asked me. “How did your father know what he was buying, if nothing works until Bri touches it?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted, finally dragging my eyes up to his. “I don’t even know how to price the objects we do have. Da always let people make an offer and haggled from there. He said he liked the back-and-forth, that it kept things interesting.”
Bri sighed and swallowed the dregs of her tea. “Things are definitely about to get interesting.”
“It’s funny,” Finlay said, swirling his cup. “Just last week you were afraid you’d have to close the shoppe, Willow. I’d say your luck has finally turned.”
I nodded, but there was little conviction in it. Because if everything was really going my way, why did I feel so rotten?










CHAPTER THIRTEEN
In the morning, Bri and I made the journey to the shoppe together. We’d never gone to the shoppe this early when Da was alive, and I couldn’t say I was enjoying it. Argyle refused to get out of bed when I pushed back the covers, burrowing until he heard the rattle of his food dish.
“People weren’t meant to wake up this long before the sun,” I grumbled.
“I don’t like it any more than you do.” Bri’s face was still puffy with sleep, her voice an octave lower than normal. “But if we get everything done, we can go back to our regular hours next week.”
I could only pray she was right. Last night I’d tossed and turned, my mind going like a spinner’s wheel as I tried to work out exactly what was bothering me yesterday. At some point well after midnight, I heard the faint, vibrating hum of a bow against a string. Bri had said she practiced the violin every day, and it showed. She only played for twenty minutes or so, probably afraid to wake me, but the low, mournful notes of a song I’d never heard before helped clarify my thoughts somehow.
For the last two years, everything I’d done had been to keep the shoppe open. I spent any free time I had trying to balance books that were constantly tilted in the bank’s favor. Then Bri had appeared, and it seemed all my problems were solved. Just so long as hers weren’t.
It had only been a couple of weeks since we’d met, but already I’d changed. I had real, justifiable hope now, and maybe even a friend. I was starting to see the appeal of having someone I could count on, someone I could laugh or commiserate with, someone who forced me to admit when I was being a total arsehole—without feelings complicating everything. Even Finlay had never offered to take down Trystan Shilling for me.
And here I was, using her.
There had to be a way to save the shoppe and Bri. I needed more magical objects so that we didn’t simply sell off all our inventory and find ourselves with an empty shoppe and no further source of revenue. Da had never taken me on his acquisition trips, saying someone needed to stay behind and manage the shoppe. But I’d known all along that trading in magical items was dangerous, that whoever he was meeting with and wherever his trips took him, it wasn’t a place for a little girl.
I hadn’t forgotten about the Sapphire Islander and his dragon bones. If I had enough money, there was no reason he wouldn’t sell to me as readily as he sold to the trader. Something like that could set me up for life, giving me the space to decide if running my shoppe was even something I wanted.
Finlay was waiting for us outside the shoppe, his long frame leaning against the door, breath coming out in billowy clouds. My heart went a little squidgy at the sight of him, and I ground my teeth against this newfound softness. Who are you? I wondered to myself as I unlocked the front door, trying my hardest not to inhale his warm scent and failing miserably.
“What about this fellow?” Finlay asked as we removed our coats, hanging them on the hooks next to the door.
He was pointing to the wolpertinger, which hadn’t moved from its pedestal since the day I turned it around like a melon at the market.
“What about it?”
“Are you still determined not to sell it?” Finlay asked. “Because I imagine it must be worth quite a lot of money.”
I joined Bri and Finlay, all of us staring down at the creature in various states of consideration: Finlay’s head tilted, hands clasped behind his back; Bri resting her chin in her hand; my arms crossed over my chest.
“It hasn’t spoken since Bri touched it,” I said. I turned to her. “If you touch it again, would that reignite its magic?”
“I don’t know. With the way it screamed at me, I’d rather not find out.”
“At the very least, we should probably put it away. People will ask questions.” I thought again of the trader. He may not have any genuine interest in a flying broom or a light sprite with a limited run, but anyone with even the slightest knowledge of magic knew how rare a real wolpertinger was.
I reached for it hesitantly, my fingers brushing the soft fur and feathers. It was heavier than it looked, as though it weren’t stuffed with cotton but was in fact a real living creature. “I’ll lock this up in the storage closet once we’ve cleaned it out. For now, it can stay back here.” I tucked the wolpertinger onto a shelf on the side of the counter, next to the locked cash box that used to hold nothing but a few shillings.
“I’ll haul out some of the larger furniture,” Finlay said, rolling up his sleeves to reveal his muscular forearms. Sometimes I forgot he wasn’t the scrawny boy I’d first met two years ago. He’d filled out since then, his job at the print shoppe requiring surprising amounts of strength.
Bri nodded. “I’ll go through the cabinets at the back, see if there’s anything hiding that we haven’t noticed yet.”
“I guess I’ll take the middle,” I mumbled, realizing for the first time that I was the least essential person here. I couldn’t recognize magical objects like Bri, and I wasn’t strong enough to move furniture by myself. I started placing random articles into boxes and taking them outside for Bri to sift through later. So far, the only genuine items whose use I could verify were not particularly practical, and might be difficult to sell with their shortened shelf life: a carpet that straightened the furniture placed on top of it; a vase that kept flowers alive for months; a self-cleaning pot; a mink stole that whispered poetry into your ear.
Every object I picked up elicited a memory of Da bringing it to the store, of the stories he told me about them. When I swept a large piece of cloth from a lumpy object, I found a rocking horse whose existence I’d completely forgotten.
“It’s from Blemont,” Da had explained. I was only eleven at the time, too old for rocking horses but young enough to wish I wasn’t. “The former owner said it was once a real horse. His favorite horse, in fact. When it died, he had a witch turn it into a rocking horse so he’d never be gone.”
I knew witches who crafted magical objects were called artificers, but that magic had never seemed sinister until now. The horse was wooden, thank heavens, because the idea of an entire stuffed pony nailed onto rocking boards was horrifying. The horse itself was painted black, but it wore intricately carved and colorful tack, along with a flower garland around its neck and ribbons woven into its mane.
“If he loved it so much, why did he sell it to you?” I asked Da, my hands tracing the curve of its back.
He’d shrugged. “He needed the money.”
I knew we were poor even then, and a little voice in my head had whispered that we needed the money, not another useless item. “What does it do?”
“It provides children with hours of delight!” he said, lifting me and setting me on its back. I almost believed the magic would be real this time. That the horse would carry me across the floor of the shoppe and out the door, right over the moors like a real horse. It hadn’t, of course, but I’d rocked with as much enthusiasm as I could muster, so that Da could experience the magic I knew I never would.
“Are you all right?”
I turned to find Finlay standing a few feet behind me. A self-deprecating laugh escaped me as I wiped tears from my eyes with the back of my hand. “Fine. A little dusty.”
“Do you want me to carry this one outside?” he asked, gesturing to the horse.
“That would be great. Here, let me help.” I knew he could do it by himself, but I wasn’t ready to be alone yet. I gripped the horse’s tail while he took the head, backing through the maze of items with quick glances over his shoulder. Bri was somewhere in the back, sifting through drawers that squeaked horrendously with every move, and I took the opportunity to study the way Finlay’s muscles moved beneath his shirt.
Once we were outside, we set the horse down and I looked up at the sky, grateful to see it was clear today. Otherwise, all the wooden furniture would be in danger.
Finlay pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped his brow. A few dark strands of hair clung to his forehead, and I found myself wanting to push them away. Instead, I dried my damp hands on my trouser legs, aware of Finlay’s gaze on me.
I closed my eyes, steeling myself. “Finlay?”
“Yes, Willow.”
I squeezed one eye open. “I wanted to apologize.”
His mouth quirked at the corners. “For what, Willow?”
I opened the other eye. “For treating you badly?”
He shook his head, but he didn’t look angry, only confused. “When did you treat me badly?”
A hundred times, I wanted to say. A million. In tiny ways, in big ways, every day since the day you met me. But I wasn’t remotely brave enough to admit those things. “When you tried to make the house nice for me, and I didn’t thank you. And the other day, when Argyle ran between us.”
His brow furrowed. “You’re sorry your kitten ran between us?”
“Well, yes. I mean, no. I just…”
He watched me flounder with a faint smile.
“What I mean to say is, I should have come to your house before, when you invited me. I thought your mother wouldn’t want me there, but Bri said she likes the company, and you tried to tell me, but I didn’t believe you. I’m sorry about—”
He placed his hands on my shoulders and lowered his head to look me in the eyes.
I blinked.
“Willow, it’s all right. I know you care about me.”
A tiny, pathetic spark of hope lit in my chest. “You do?”
“Of course. We’re friends, aren’t we?”
The spark immediately fizzled and died. “Right. Friends.” I wanted to place my hands on top of his, to step closer to him so he’d be forced to embrace me.
Instead, he lowered his hands down my arms, his grip firm. Warm. Friendly.
“Come on, we have a lot of work to do.” He ruffled my hair, and suddenly I knew exactly how I’d made him feel so many times before. Like a child. Like a playmate. Like a person he cared about in an entirely platonic way.
Between you, me, and the rocking horse?
I didn’t care for it at all.










CHAPTER FOURTEEN
By Friday, the shoppe looked like a different place. We’d hired a man to take away the large items that weren’t magical, along with a lot of the general clutter that had accumulated over the past twenty years: cleaning supplies that were so covered in dust they needed new supplies just to clean them; old clothing of Da’s that he’d left lying around or forgotten entirely; boxes of display stands and picture frames that we didn’t have items for. While Bri had sorted the smaller pieces, Finlay and I cleaned the shoppe from top to bottom, buffing surfaces till they shined, washing all the windows so that light flooded the shoppe in a way I hadn’t known was possible.
Some of our easy familiarity had returned, but I ruminated on my apology, which had been awkward and clumsy, even for me. A part of me wished I could take it back, deliver something more polished and elegant. Something worthy of Finlay Barrow.
But whatever had existed between us back at my house—before Argyle interrupted and I lost my nerve—was gone. At least from Finlay’s side. I hadn’t seen him blush once in the past week, except when I’d accidentally walked in on him changing in the storage closet. I’d made a sound somewhere between a gasp and a cough, only catching a glimpse of his horrified face before I ran out of the shoppe. I escorted myself to the nearby fountain, where I splashed ice cold water on my cheeks.
I’d seen Finlay without a shirt before, so why was I so flustered? When had I become the fawning, foolish schoolgirl swooning at the sight of a bare chest?
I knew the answer, of course. It was just before we’d almost kissed, in that liminal space of possibility and promise. In that moment, I saw him as something more than a best friend, and while I knew that kind of thinking could only lead to trouble, it was becoming harder and harder not to entertain the notion. Especially when he wasn’t wearing a shirt.
“Well done, lassies,” he said as we lined up outside the shoppe to appreciate our hard work. “Come Monday, this place is going to be crawling with customers. You’ll be rich, Willow. Like you always dreamed.”
Being rich had never been my dream, not really. Maybe I obsessed about money, but that was because I didn’t have it. I only wanted what everyone wanted: safety and security.
I forced a smile and reached into my pocket. “Here,” I said, holding out a brass key to Bri. I’d had the locks changed so that I could have three new keys made. I’d also installed a trip-wire security system that would set off a string of bells if someone managed to get through. I wouldn’t be around to hear the ringing if it happened at night, but I hoped a neighbor would. I’d even contemplated a guard dog, but I worried it wouldn’t get along well with Argyle.
“What’s this for?” Bri asked, taking the key. I’d strung it with a burgundy ribbon.
“You’re my partner,” I said. “If I’m ever ill or lose my key, which I think we all know is not outside the realm of possibility, you’ll have one, too.”
I turned to Finlay and pulled a key with an emerald ribbon from my pocket. “I know you didn’t ask to be part of this,” I said, “but I want you to have one, too.”
When he didn’t put out his hand, I felt my entire face heat.
“Are you sure?” he asked.
“For Pete’s sake, Finlay. If you don’t want it, you can just say so.”
“No, I do. Want it. The key, that is.” Finlay finally took it from me, saving us both from further humiliation. “You know what this means?” he asked me and Bri.
We both shook our heads no.
“It means we don’t have to work this weekend. We should take a trip, if you’re up for it.”
“A trip?” Bri asked. “Where?”
“Jack did a little more digging for us. He knows someone who might have the answer you’re searching for.” When Finlay turned his full, wonky-tooth smile on Bri, I felt that same cold, icky feeling I’d felt when I found out she spent time at his house. These things that had once belonged only to me were being given to someone else, and though I knew it was no one’s fault, in that moment, a small, ugly part of me despised them both.

Fortunately, despising people came so much more naturally to me than liking them. By the time Finlay arrived at the house in the morning with Jack Turner’s cart and pony, which he had generously agreed to loan us for free, I’d resolved not to let my feelings for either one of them divert me from my plan. As soon as we’d made a few good sales, I would save the money and travel to the Sapphire Isles myself, cutting out the middleman. My money would be as good as anyone else’s, and as Da used to say, you had to spend money to make it.
“Where is this friend of Jack Turner’s? He’s not another grimoire conservator, I hope,” I said as I climbed onto the bench with Finlay. Bri had offered to sit in the back, since she didn’t want to inadvertently touch one of us.
“No, and he is a she. I’m taking us to a witch.”
“Excuse me?” Bri said, popping up between us. “A witch?”
“Is that a problem?” he asked. “You’re a witch, after all.”
“Mm-mm.” Bri shook her head. “I am not a witch. I’m cursed.”
Fergus let out a long neigh. “Even Fergus disagrees,” I said.
“Witches are born with magic,” Bri clarified. “I wasn’t born this way.”
“When were you cursed, exactly?” I asked.
She sank back down into the cart, crossing her arms on her knees and burrowing her head. “I don’t want to talk about that.”
I’d thought I was stubborn and intractable. I turned around to face her. “Then how are we supposed to help you? We can’t break a curse if we don’t even know where it came from.”
“All we need to do is find the grimoire,” she mumbled. “Why do you have to complicate everything?”
She had a point there, but I wasn’t about to admit it. “Whoever cursed you must have that grimoire, though, right?”
“Not necessarily,” Finlay said.
I turned back toward him.
“What?” he asked when he saw the surprise on my face. “I did a little research. For Bri,” he added, rather unnecessarily. “Anything could have happened to that grimoire since the curse was placed.” He softened his voice when he turned to Bri. “Though it would be good to know where and when it happened, at least roughly.”
Bri’s sighs were becoming as familiar as Finlay’s blushes, though I found them far less endearing. “I was a baby. And it happened here, in Achnarach.”
Finlay’s silence told me he was as shocked by this as I was. Who in their right mind would curse a baby?
“That’s why your parents left?” I asked.
“Yes. But in doing so, they also ensured I wouldn’t be able to lift the curse as long as I lived in Carterra. Not because they wanted me to suffer, but because they didn’t want something even worse to befall me.”
Now it was my turn to sigh. “Look, I know you don’t want to share everything with us, but I think it’s time you tell us the entire story, Bri. Otherwise, we’re doing all this for nothing.”
“I will. Tonight, at the inn. For now, can we please talk about something else?”
“What’s the point in waiting?” I started, but Finlay spoke over me.
“Whatever you want, Bri.”
I was glad he was here, that it wasn’t just Bri and me again, but I also felt self-conscious. Like maybe they would talk about me when I wasn’t around. At least when I was alone, I didn’t have to worry about what other people thought of me.
To pass the time, Finlay told us more about the witch we were visiting. But his voice was soft and soothing and I’d hardly slept last night, so it wasn’t long before I felt my head sagging to the side, eventually coming to rest on Finlay’s shoulder. By the time I woke up, it was nearing dark, and I’d left a lovely splotch of drool on his shirt.
“Sorry,” I said, wiping my face as I blinked and sat up. “I didn’t realize I was so sleepy.”
“That’s okay. You can’t insult me when you’re sleeping.” He said it with a smile, but I was still groggy and confused, and he must have seen the hurt on my face, because he punched me lightly on the arm. “I’m just kidding, Willow.”
“Aye, I know.”
Fortunately, we were arriving in Abundance. It was a lovely seaside community north along the coastline, a place where people came in the summer for swimming and sailing. During the winter, it was inhabited by the smaller population of year-round residents who owned homes nearby. The resorts were already closed for the season.
“Jack told Marcail we’d come after dinner. I thought we could eat at a restaurant and then go to her house?”
I must have missed the part where Finlay explained that we’d be staying with the witch herself. The only restaurants open were pubs and alehouses, which suited me fine. We took a corner booth at a pub called the Plump Poodle and ordered fish and chips, sipping our cider as we studied the other patrons. The namesake poodle was wandering idly among the tables, searching for scraps and snuffling the occasional ankle of interest.
“So Jack Turner is friends with a witch?” I asked.
“They went to school together,” Finlay said. “She’s a hedge witch, mostly healing and potions. But she teaches at the university here, and it has an extensive collection of grimoires. She’ll give us access in the morning.”
I chewed on a hot, salty chip, wondering if there was any way to approach this delicately. Finlay was polite and kind and preferred to wait for Bri to open up, and it seemed he expected the same from me. But as far as I could see, all this tiptoeing around Bri’s feelings was a waste of time.
“When are you going to tell us about the curse?” I asked, reaching for another chip.
“Willow,” Finlay whispered.
“What? I tried to broach it more tactfully, but the fact of the matter is that we can’t find anything here if we don’t know what we’re looking for.”
“Still—”
“She’s right,” Bri said. “I’ve been avoiding it, Fin, but Willow is right.”
“Ha!” I smiled at Finlay, but he only gave a mildly disapproving shake of his head.
Bri dabbed the corners of her mouth primly with her napkin and leaned closer to us across the booth. “My parents lived farther north, near the border with Galtry. By all accounts, their lives were peaceful.” Bri paused, taking a long sip of her cider before continuing. “I told you my father is an architect.”
I nodded. “And your mother is a physician.”
“Yes, but this wasn’t anything to do with her profession. Father was competing for a contract to design a large hotel, something grander and more beautiful than anything he’d ever built before. His design won. But a rival architect accused my father of cheating, of stealing his plans and his commission.”
I had heard of petty curses before, but this seemed beyond the pale. “The rival cursed you? A baby?”
“We don’t know if it was truly directed at me. My mother was still pregnant when the man cursed her in the street. For months, there was no sign of it. It wasn’t until I was about six months old and beginning to crawl that my parents realized.”
I held my breath, unable to imagine what Bri had touched that sent her parents running for another continent.
“I had a lantern in my room. A child’s night-light, really. It played music and turned in a circle, projecting images on the wall: a dragon, a castle on fire, a witch extinguishing the flames with her magic. When I touched it, the entire house went up in flames, and if there was a witch around, she didn’t bother to save us. We lost almost everything in that fire.”
I glanced at Finlay, who looked as confused as I was. “Why would anyone put something like that in a baby’s room?”
“It was a gift from a colleague of my father’s,” Bri explained. “We had no idea it was magical until I touched it. The colleague didn’t, either, for what it’s worth. He’d purchased it secondhand. My parents took me to a witch, who uncovered what exactly was wrong with me. That’s when my parents decided to move to Carterra. Not just to get away from the architect, but to get away from all magic.”
I had heard that Carterrans shied away from magic, but it wasn’t exactly like magic was hiding around every corner in Achnarach. “So instead of searching for a way to break the curse, they chose to leave everything they knew behind?” I asked.
She leaned back. “The other architect got the commission for the hotel. It seemed clear my father would have to rebuild his career wherever he went. He still never achieved the level of prestige in Carterra that he dreamed of. It’s been hard for them as immigrants.”
“And you were forced to spend your entire childhood in isolation,” Finlay said gently. “I’m so sorry, Bri. That’s awful.”
She glanced away from us, but not before I saw the glimmer of tears in her eyes. “Well. Now you know why I came here on my own. If they knew I’d come back to the source of all our troubles…” She released a shaky sigh. “They’ve spent the past seventeen years terrified for me, and that was when I was under their roof.”
She didn’t say the words, but I could feel them simmering beneath the surface. Terrified of me. I’d been betrayed by my father in many ways, but there was nothing that would cause him to turn his back on me. Nothing but death, anyhow. Here I was, keeping information from Bri that could have already released her from the curse. I’d been to the printer several times to check on our ad, but no one had responded so far, and it would only run for a few more days. My stomach soured, but I chalked it up to indigestion.
Finlay smiled reassuringly. “Don’t worry, Bri. I bet your grimoire is at the library waiting for us.”
It was such an utterly Finlay thing to say. He was an eternal optimist. But even my cynical heart didn’t want to voice what I knew we were all thinking. Finding Bri’s cure was going to be like finding a needle in a haystack, only we didn’t even know what city that haystack was in.
“What about the architect who cursed you?” I asked. “Maybe we can pay him for the antidote.”
“Believe me, I considered it. I went to Galtry when I first arrived here in Achnarach. But Lord Montrose disappeared years ago, when the hotel he built collapsed a few weeks after it was finished. My father had designed a beautiful glass dome for the lobby of the hotel. He was a brilliant architect, and this dome was to be constructed in a very careful and specific way. Montrose decided to steal the dome, only he didn’t know what he was doing. Fortunately no one was killed, but there were some severe injuries. He was disgraced and left the country shortly after.”
I was down to my last few burnt chips, and I sifted through them thoughtfully. “All right, so we may have to do more digging into his whereabouts after we get back to Ardmuir. What I want to know is why he cursed your mother with magic. It seems like a strange choice, and a very specific one.”
“It was specific,” Bri replied. “My parents are Foundationalists.”
I felt as though the wind had been knocked out of me. Suddenly every interaction I’d had with Bri was bathed in a new light. Setting foot in my shoppe must have been anathema to everything she’d been raised to believe. Foundationalists didn’t just eschew magic. They abhorred it. Montrose must have known this and gone straight for the jugular. Which meant …
“Was there something between Montrose and your mother?” I asked, earning a horrified look from Finlay.
“There was, before she met my father. They courted in university for a time, and Montrose was desperately in love with her.”
“I take it your mother didn’t reciprocate his feelings,” I said.
“She’d obviously moved on to my father, considering she was pregnant with me.”
I wrinkled my nose in disgust. “He thought cursing her forever was going to help? Men can be so…” I glanced at Finlay and stopped myself. “Montrose sounds like a monster.”
Finlay ran his hands through his hair, disheveling it even further. “Bri, this is…”
“I know.” She sat across from us in the booth, suddenly looking very small. If I’d been on the same side of the table as her, I might have embraced her, curse be damned. “It’s a lot.”
“What about your parents?” I asked. “How did they cope with having a magical daughter?”
Finlay nudged me under the table, and I shot him a sideways glance. But his gaze was focused on Bri.
“It’s complicated,” Bri said. “We should go.” She reached into her pocket for her coin purse. “I’ll pay for dinner, since this trip is for my benefit.” She pulled out one of the coins I’d given her, our profit from our first honest sale.
As we left the pub and headed to where Fergus was hitched with the cart, I offered to sit in the back on the way to Marcail’s house, replaying the conversation in my head. Did I always offend people without meaning to? Had Finlay pointed this out before, and I’d been too obtuse to notice? Or was I obsessing over everything he said now, because I suddenly cared in a way I hadn’t before?
I slumped down farther in the cart, wondering when I’d missed the lesson everyone else seemed to have mastered by now: how to be normal.










CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Marcail lived on the edge of Abundance in a tiny stone cottage surrounded by a wildly overgrown garden. Chrysanthemums and cosmos in a rainbow of colors lined the walkway up to the front door. The windows glowed warm with firelight and a friendly stream of smoke wafted from the chimney.
I was too busy pouting to appreciate any of it.
The door opened before Finlay had a chance to knock. Marcail, a woman with auburn hair and a plethora of freckles on her pale skin, waited on the threshold, wiping her hands on a homespun apron. “You must be Finlay,” she said. “And Brianna and Willow. Welcome.” She stepped aside to let us in, and all I could think was that it was odd. Why should she be so friendly to three young people she didn’t know?
“Jack’s told me so much about you,” she said to Finlay as we sat down next to each other on a wooden bench lining one wall. Behind us, bouquets of dried flowers and herbs hung from the plaster walls, and every available surface seemed to contain some other natural ingredient: berries smashed in a stone mortar, small vials of colored liquids, bundles of sticks and straw.
Something flapped past me into the cottage. “Bat!” I shouted, covering my head with my arms.
When I looked up, Bri was laughing behind her hand, and Finlay was staring at me as though I’d gone completely doolally. Of course, he hadn’t spent time with Mr. Tell’s awful bat.
“It’s just my familiar, Peerie,” Marcail said serenely, a small goldfinch now perched on her shoulder. “Would you all like some tea? I have chamomile brewing.”
I abhorred herbal tea—the way it almost tasted like something, without even the decency of waking you up in the morning—but I didn’t want to be rude. We each took our cups and thanked her. “How do you know Jack Turner?” Bri asked. “Did you take classes together?”
Marcail smiled over the rim of her cup. “We were lovers.”
Finlay sprayed tea from his mouth so loudly that Bri gasped, and I immediately burst out laughing. Marcail, however, maintained her composure and handed Finlay a napkin, which he wiped across his shirt, blustering apologies and blaming his behavior on his too-hot tea.
“It was a long time ago,” Marcail continued. “But we’ve stayed friends over the years. He told me you’re looking for a grimoire?”
I waited for Bri to respond, as Finlay was still recovering and I was still pretending to be polite. “Yes. One that contains curses, and hopefully their antidotes.”
Marcail studied Bri for a moment. “It’s going to be challenging. Whoever cursed you did quite a job of it.”
“You can see the curse?” Bri asked.
“Oh yes. It’s deep within you. Almost as deeply rooted as genuine magic.” She glanced at me, pursing her lips, and then turned her attention back to Bri. “Are you sure you want to rid yourself of it? I can tell it’s caused you great pain, but it is also a source of power and connection.”
“I’m sure,” Bri said without hesitation. “Do you think you can help me?”
Marcail set her tea down and rose. “May I come closer?” she asked Bri.
Bri stood and set her own cup of tea down on the bench. “Yes.”
“May I touch you?” Marcail asked gently.
Now Bri hesitated. She stepped back, her hands trembling.
“It’s all right,” Marcail said. “I already have magic, remember?”
Bri looked over her shoulder at Finlay and me.
“Are you all right?” I mouthed to her.
She nodded, though she looked frightened.
“Finlay, would you and Willow mind getting some water for me?” Marcail asked. “The burn runs through the field, just down the trail behind the house. You’ll find the pails on the back porch.”
I hesitated before following Finlay to the door, only going when Bri gave me a small nod.
My understanding of witches and magic was rather limited, but I’d heard there were many varieties. As far as I knew, hedge witches had close connections with nature and animals and were typically healers. While I doubted Jack Turner would send us to someone we couldn’t trust, the fact of the matter was that we knew next to nothing about this woman.
But it wasn’t my place to tell Bri what to do, and I knew her well enough by now to feel confident she’d speak up if Marcail crossed a boundary.
Outside, night had fallen, and the stars were clear and bright against the sky. A sliver of crescent moon was barely enough to illuminate our way down the trail without tripping.
We walked in silence, the empty pails banging against my legs, but I could feel Finlay’s presence behind me in the dark. I hated how self-conscious I felt in his presence now. I wanted to be my old, daft self without worrying what he thought.
When we reached the water, I bent down to fill the first pail.
“Willow.”
My name on his lips only deepened my worry. Was this where he reprimanded me for being rude to Bri? I set the first pail down on the pebbly shore and reached for the next.
His hand on my shoulder stilled me. I glanced up at him, hoping I could read his thoughts in his expression, but it was too dark. All I could see was the glimmer of the burn reflected in his eyes, his black silhouette against the sky.
“What?” I asked when he didn’t speak.
“Back at the pub…” He heaved a sigh and knelt beside me to fill his own pail. “I hope you can go easy on Bri tomorrow.”
We both filled our second pails and I rose, sore from spending so many hours in the cart. The night was filled with the sound of the burn trickling behind us, the high chirps of courting crickets, the low croaks of lusty frogs. Sometimes I wished I were an animal, that I could convey my emotions through a limited and pointed vocabulary that could never be misunderstood.
“She’s going through a difficult time,” he continued. “I want to be sure we’re being as kind as possible.”
My hackles raised immediately. “You think I don’t know that?”
“Most of the time I have no idea what you’re thinking, if I’m being honest.”
I pulled my braid over my shoulder, running it through my fingers. It hurt to hear him say that. I had come to think of Finlay as the one person who did understand me, who knew that underneath my cloak of thorns, I meant well. Almost always.
“I don’t mean to be cruel or selfish, you know.” I lowered my gaze. “It’s only that it comes so easily to me.”
He chuckled, a soft puff of air in the darkness. “You’re not cruel or selfish, Willow. You’re just…”
“Brainless as a heilan coo?” I offered.
“Only half.” He took a step closer to me. I felt my breathing grow shallow, as if I were back in that too-tight dress, and part of me wished I was, if only to see Finlay look at me that way again.
When he raised his hand toward my hip, I caught my gasp between my teeth, but he took my hand instead. “Tell me, Willow. Tell me what you want.” He rested his forehead against mine, his soft sigh scented with the sweetness of honey.
My belly fluttered at his nearness, at his warmth. I couldn’t explain what I was feeling because it made no sense. Every time I told myself I despised him, it only made me like him more. And every time I told myself I didn’t need him, it only made the ache of his absence sharper.
Tonight, there was no wayward kitten to come between us. Only the walls I’d built around my heart. What if, for once in my life, I allowed myself to be loved by someone, if I had the courage to love someone else? What would it be like to come home to Finlay? Not just after a long journey, but every evening? What would it feel like to share a room with someone? A bed?
I blushed at the thought, grateful he couldn’t see it in the dark. Ask me anything else, I pleaded silently. Just don’t ask me what I want.
Because what I wanted had never mattered. Not compared to what I needed.
Finlay angled his face until his nose brushed mine, our mouths just a whisper apart, and I felt my resolve weaken. It would be so easy to give in to this feeling.
But desire wouldn’t clothe or feed me. It wouldn’t keep a roof over my head. Safety had been my lighthouse since Da’s death, a beacon to fix on when I felt lost and alone.
But oh, how good this felt. I want …
When Finlay stepped backward, it was like being doused in ice water. It took me a moment to realize I’d let his question go unanswered for far too long.
“That’s the problem,” he said, though his voice was still kind. “You don’t even know what you want.”
I do! I wanted to scream. Kiss me and you’ll know exactly what I want! But the words were caught in my throat, too vulnerable to say out loud. The silence hung heavy between us, and while part of me was desperate to fill that void with tangible things—things we could touch and taste and hold on to—fear was like a muzzle on my mouth and my heart.
“We should get back,” Finlay said finally. “Bri’s going to need us.”
Right. Bri. She was the reason we were here. She’d said Finlay would do anything for me, but the truth was, he’d do anything for a friend, because that was the kind of person he was.
“Finlay, I…”
“It’s all right, Willow. Really.”
My mouth was so dry it was as if it were stuffed with sawdust. I nodded—though I didn’t know if he could see it in the dark—and dipped my hand into a pail to take a sip of the freezing water. By the time I’d found my voice again, Finlay was already far ahead on the trail, and the opportunity was lost forever.
Bri was quiet when we returned, and I knew better than to press her for information at this point. We joined Marcail at a round table for apple crumble topped with heavy cream. I had no appetite, but Finlay wouldn’t look at me, and I knew if I opened my mouth to decline dessert, I’d end up crying.
When I took a tentative nibble, it was like biting into autumn itself. The entire concoction was so perfectly spiced with cinnamon, nutmeg, and vanilla, I momentarily forgot my troubles. I almost asked for the recipe, but I was hopeless with an oven. Besides, baking required all sorts of fancy ingredients I didn’t keep at home, like cinnamon, nutmeg, and vanilla. Not to mention flour.
The fact that I’d been on the verge of tears just seconds ago and was now contemplating my culinary skills made me set down my fork. “Can you tell us more about your magic?” I asked Marcail, hoping to learn a little more about the woman whose house we were going to sleep in. I had met witches before—the woman who ran the Ardmuir apothecary and her daughter were known practitioners—but I’d certainly never dined with one, and if this crumble were any indication, she was a master of her craft.
“I’m a hedge witch, though there’s a bit of kitchen witch in me, according to some.” She smiled as Peerie, the wee bird, landed on her head and plucked a strand of hair before flying off to heavens knew where. “But there’s no magic in this, if that’s what you’re asking,” she said, nodding toward my empty plate as though she could read my mind. For all I knew, she could.
“Are you sure?” Finlay asked, patting his stomach. “Because I’ve never felt more sated in my life.”
“That’s high praise coming from Finlay,” I said. “He makes excellent pie.”
I was relieved to see him smile from the corner of my eye.
“I’m sure,” Marcail said. “But I may have slipped some relaxing herbs into your tea earlier. You all seemed a bit on edge when you arrived.”
Now that she mentioned it, I did feel remarkably calm, especially considering what had transpired at the burn. “You drugged us?” I snapped, or tried to, but it came out more feebly than I’d intended. “Is no one else troubled by this?”
“I didn’t drug you. I merely eased some of your worry.”
That sounded like a terrible explanation, but my eyelids were growing heavier by the minute, and all I could think about was being horizontal somewhere soft and warm.
Marcail rose and cleared the dishes, humming to herself while she worked. She had done nothing overtly threatening—whatever she’d put in the tea didn’t seem to be addling our brains, just contributing to the exhaustion of a long day on the road—but it was in my nature to be suspicious. We were shown to a guest room with two small beds that Bri and I would share, while Finlay was given a cot in the cottage’s loft.
“Breakfast will be at eight,” Marcail said as she handed Bri a candle for our room. “The library opens at ten.”
Bri closed the door behind Marcail and set the candle on our shared nightstand. “She’s an interesting woman,” she said around a yawn as she crawled into bed.
I wasted no time in changing and plunging under the covers, chilled to my bones from my short walk to the creek, or perhaps from my conversation with Finlay.
“Did you learn anything while we were gone?” I asked, still fighting drowsiness. Honestly, I didn’t know what was even considered overstepping anymore, but curiosity was as much a part of me as it was the shoppe, no matter how sleepy I was. Of all the things I wished I could change about myself, that wasn’t one. I might not be sure about a lot of things, but I was certain it was good to want to know more about the world and the things that filled it. People included.
“Not anything particularly useful,” Bri said, her voice muffled by her pillow. “She said she doubts the grimoire we need is in the library, but she thinks we might be able to learn more tomorrow, regardless.”
“That’s good news, then. Another step closer to breaking the curse.”
“Mm. What did you think about what she said?” Bri asked softly. “About the curse being a source of connection and power?”
I chewed my lip, my lids so heavy I couldn’t keep my eyes open. “I thought it was a different way of looking at things,” I said. “What did you think?”
There was a long beat of silence, and I wondered if Bri had fallen asleep. But then she said, “I don’t care about power. But connection … I mean, the curse did bring me to you and Fin. I suppose that’s worth something.” A second later, I heard a puff of breath, and the candle went out.
I smiled up at the ceiling, more pleased by her words than I wanted to admit. “Enough to keep the curse?” I asked. Maybe, just maybe, I was doing Bri a favor by stalling her search. Maybe all this guilt and fretting were for nothing.
Another long silence. I was drifting off to sleep when I heard Bri’s answer. “I’m afraid nothing is worth that.”










CHAPTER SIXTEEN
I woke sometime in the middle of the night, my heart pounding, my hair plastered to my temples with sweat. It took me a moment to remember where I was, that the soft sound of breathing across the room was Bri. Wind was teasing a spindly branch across the window, eliciting a low squeal from the glass. A small sliver of light peeked out from beneath the door. Someone was still up, and I desperately needed a glass of water.
I found Marcail in an armchair by the fire, darning a torn stocking. “Willow,” she said, without looking up. “Having trouble sleeping?”
“Just a bad dream.” I couldn’t remember it, but Marcail’s uncanny demeanor did nothing to relieve my sense of foreboding. “Can I get some water?”
“Help yourself.” She glanced at me from the corner of her eye. “If you’re not ready to go back to sleep, I have plenty of mending here.”
I got myself a cup of water from the pail and drank it in one long gulp. I was still knackered, but I went to join Marcail anyway, taking a seat on the rug before the fire. I couldn’t help noticing that while she lived alone, she didn’t seem lonely at all.
Wordlessly, she handed me a blouse missing a button and gestured toward her sewing basket. I was no stranger to mending, and I didn’t mind doing it, so I found a suitable replacement in her button box and got to work.
“What was your dream about?” she asked.
“I don’t remember, exactly. But I know I was frightened.”
“Sleeping in a strange place can do that.” She was quiet for a while, nothing to fill the silence between us but the crackle of the fire. “Jack told me a bit about Finlay and how he’s helping Bri search for a grimoire, but I didn’t get any information about how you fit into all of this.”
Wasn’t that the million-pound question? “I promised to help Bri look for her grimoire in exchange for help with my shoppe,” I said, leaving out the part where I’d practically blackmailed Bri into working for me.
“Och, aye. The Cabinet of Magical Curiosities. Bri mentioned it.” I could feel her studying me, her eyes almost unnaturally green in the firelight. “A mite young for running your own shoppe, aren’t you?”
“I manage well enough.”
She chuckled, no doubt seeing me as a know-nothing wean. “Can’t say I have much respect for artifact collectors, not when most of them have little respect for the artificers who created them.”
“My father was a salesman, not a collector,” I said, feeling defensive on his behalf. “I think he liked the idea of matching a buyer with the perfect magical object. Besides, he never had anything against witches.”
“No, I suppose not.”
It was a cryptic thing to say, and I wondered if she had known my father.
“And Finlay?” she asked, completely derailing my train of thought. “How do you two know each other?”
I pretended to be intrigued by the button I was working on. “Ardmuir isn’t all that big of a city. I met him while he was working at the print shoppe.”
“You stayed friendly with him, it seems.”
There was a pointedness to her words I didn’t like. “He’s a friendly person.”
“Mm. Loyal, too, to make all this effort for Bri.”
I had to bite my lip to keep from growling. Peerie, perhaps sensing my annoyance, squawked at me from Marcail’s shoulder.
Several minutes of silence ensued, and while I knew I should mind my own business, that same curiosity was filling my head with questions and a burning desire to ask them. Maybe I should want to change that part of me. It had gotten me nothing but trouble lately.
“Go ahead,” Marcail said with another of her pointed looks. “You can ask me anything.”
I’ve found that people don’t really mean it when they say such things. Why should this woman be so open with a girl she didn’t know? But Bri hadn’t divulged much of their conversation, and I couldn’t help wondering if Marcail had given her false hope. “Do you really think you’ll be able to help Bri tomorrow?” I pressed.
“Depends. There is much she doesn’t know about herself, and without those answers, it will be difficult to guide her.”
“Things about her family, you mean?”
“Aye, and about her magic. But I’ll certainly do my best.” She smiled at me. “What else?”
“Do witch bones have magic?” I asked, surprising both of us. I hadn’t known what I was going to say until the words were out of my mouth.
Marcail laughed. “I thought you were going to ask why I’m not married or if I can make you a love potion.”
I wrinkled my nose. “Why would I ask you for a love potion?”
“It’s a typical request from people your age,” she said with a grin. “So, you want to know if witch bones have magic. Can I ask why?”
I chewed my lip, wondering how much I should tell this woman. She seemed to know more than anyone else we’d spoken to about Bri’s curse, but I decided it was better to be cautious, especially considering she’d sedated us with her witch tea. “I heard someone say it, and I thought if it was true, then people like you would be in a lot of danger from magic collectors.” I reached for another item to mend in her darning basket, avoiding her gaze.
“I suppose, if a witch were powerful enough, they could be in danger. The bones of magical beings do possess some magic.”
“Like dragons,” I ventured.
“Yes, like dragons,” she said, still grinning, as though everything I said were amusing. “But Bri is not a dragon, and neither am I. Besides, it’s illegal to possess a witch’s bones. It hasn’t happened in at least a century.”
I ruminated on that. “Can I ask a stupid question?”
“There are no stupid questions, Willow. Not if they arise from a genuine wish to understand the world.”
Once again, I had the unsettling feeling she was reading my mind. But if that were the case, she already knew what I was going to ask, and she wasn’t trying to stop me. “How did you become a witch?”
“The same way all of us do. My mother was a witch, and her mother before her, and so on.”
I had suspected as much, but it was still hard to imagine being born to such a weighty inheritance. If I’d learned anything in the past weeks, it was that magic, whether present at birth or acquired unwillingly, was not the simple gift I’d once believed it to be. “Then a witch is a witch, whether they choose it or not?”
Marcail held a finger to her shoulder and Peerie hopped onto it. She whispered something to the small bird, which took off out an open window. I supposed it wouldn’t be so bad to have a familiar, particularly one that could fly. Just so long as it wasn’t a bat.
“I can choose not to practice,” Marcail said. “Just as I can choose to dye my hair black. But I can’t choose to be unmagical any more than I can choose not to be a natural redhead. Eventually, the truth of who we are will rise to the surface, and any witch who buries her magic is likely to cause herself far greater harm than she realizes.” She gathered up the mending and rose from her chair. “Now then. I think it’s time we get some sleep. I can make you another cup of tea, if you like.”
I stood next to her, handing her the blouse I’d been fixing. “No, thank you.”
“Is there something else?”
“I just … I don’t need to worry about Bri, then? Even if we don’t find what she’s looking for, she isn’t in any real danger?”
Marcail furrowed her brow, assessing me. “I’d say that since parents seem to be in short supply around here, it’s a good idea for both of you to look out for each other. Danger comes in many forms, usually when you least expect it.”

I woke to the smell of baking bread, and for a minute I forgot about last night, my almost-kiss with Finlay and the rejection that followed, my strange conversation with Marcail that had done nothing to assuage my fear that Bri was in danger. It certainly hadn’t assuaged my guilt.
Finlay was already seated at the table when Bri and I arrived. His hair was neatly combed like he was a schoolboy, his plaid shirt buttoned all the way to his neck.
“You realize we’re not actually attending university, don’t you?” I whispered as I sat down next to him.
He turned his warm smile on me, and I wondered if he had chalked last night up to the fact that I was a coward, or if he truly believed I didn’t have feelings for him. Either way, I couldn’t help thinking this was for the best. Finlay deserved to be with someone who could freely express their emotions the way he could, whose heart wasn’t buried under piles of rubble. Someone who didn’t lie to their friends for their own gain.
“I’m aware,” he said, raising a small porcelain bowl to me. “Blackberries? They’re delicious.”
I helped myself to a few of the tart purple berries while Marcail scooped porridge into my bowl, topping it with a heaping spoonful of brown sugar and a dollop of heavy cream. Once again, I was convinced there had to be magic in the food, because never in my life had I asked for a second helping of porridge. Marcail merely sipped her tea and watched the three of us gorge ourselves on porridge and berries until I was contemplating loosening the laces on my bodice.
When we’d finished, Marcail ushered us to the front door and into our boots and coats. “Willow, perhaps you can do something with your hair. The university is a stodgy place, as I told Finlay. I’ll expect you all to be on your best behavior.”
I shot Finlay an angry look for not relaying Marcail’s message. “I can help,” he offered. “I brush my mother’s hair.”
“Don’t you dare,” I growled. He backed off after I tried to bite him, and soon we were following Marcail like dutiful ducklings down the road to the University of Abundance. It was less than a mile, and Fergus was happily eating hay in one of Marcail’s two stalls.
It wasn’t until we’d reached the university, however, that I really began to regret not combing my hair this morning. The students that hurried past us were all clothed in suits and skirts as prim and proper as Finlay, their leather satchels slung importantly over their shoulders. The university itself, a towering gothic monstrosity, cast the entire courtyard before it in shadow, and I shivered as I followed Bri and Finlay inside.
Marcail led us through the building to the library. Several students greeted her as we passed. “My botany students,” she explained. “We have an excellent program.”
“I’d like to study here,” Bri whispered to me. “It feels so grand and ancient.”
“It feels pretentious,” I hissed back, earning a sneer from a boy passing us in the long hallway.
We entered an enormous room lined floor to ceiling with books. I hadn’t read much for pleasure since Da died—I hadn’t done much of anything for pleasure since then—and I stopped in my tracks, overwhelmed by the sight. I forgave it its pretentiousness. The library had earned it.
“My goodness,” Bri breathed. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
Light from stained-glass windows bathed the room in soft reds and blues, and our footsteps were muffled by elaborate carpets in matching tones. Gleaming wooden tables were lined up in rows with individual green lamps for reading, where more smartly dressed students sat in silence, gleaning knowledge I could only guess at.
I’d never considered studying at university. Higher education cost money, after all, and an expectation of a certain kind of future. Not to mention enough free time to attend classes, which wasn’t feasible for even the most negligent business owner.
My eyes fell on a girl with long blond hair in a neat braid, her delicate ankles crossed under the desk. If I squinted, I could almost pretend she was me in another life. One where Da was alive, running a proper shoppe while I studied business. Hell, in this other life, maybe I studied botany. Or mathematics. Or geography.
In another life, I could have been anything at all.










CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“This way,” Marcail said, leading us toward a room jutting off the library. “The grimoires are kept in here. I’ve asked the special collections librarian to meet us.”
Sure enough, an older woman wearing a black dress and a matching black capelet was waiting at a table when we entered. Her long hair was pulled back in an intricate braid, brilliantly white against her dark skin. I smoothed my skirt self-consciously, wishing again that Finlay had shared Marcail’s advice to look clean and respectable today.
“Good morning,” the woman said, nodding at each of us in turn. “I’m Agatha. I run the special collections here at the university. You’ll need to wear gloves to handle the grimoires.” She held out a box for us.
Marcail whispered something into Bri’s ear as Finlay and I each donned a pair of white gloves.
“I’ve pulled all the grimoires I think might be relevant. I’ll help you look through them, as they can be a bit finicky with strangers.”
I cast a panicked glance at Finlay, who reflected it back to me. “Finicky?” I asked.
“Oh, you know, they don’t always cooperate. They’ll flip to the wrong page just to be cheeky. Sometimes they tear a page out themselves, make you think you did it.” She chuckled warmly. “They’re like small children who have eaten too much sugar.”
I was about to tell Bri that I’d be browsing the botany section and steering clear of any bratty grimoires when Marcail leaned over and said, “Why don’t you take that one, Willow?” She nodded toward a tome with dark green leather binding.
“Me?” I asked, a note of desperation in my voice.
“We have a lot to look through. It will be faster if we all pitch in.”
Reluctantly, I took a seat at the table next to Agatha, but she was already moving the green book aside. “That one won’t help. It’s mostly healing herbs and potions.” She pointed across the table to a massive black grimoire. “Try that one.”
It was bound in thick black leather, the title embossed in gold. It took a surprising amount of strength to flip open the cover, and I instantly pulled my hands free in case anyone wanted to accuse me of damaging it. Inside, the pages were as thin as onionskin, each one limned with gilt. It had to be over a thousand pages long.
As soon as my eyes fell on the title page, I felt as though the room around me had gone fuzzy and I was alone with the book. For a moment, I was sure it was written in a language I’d never seen, but then the words resolved themselves, and I was able to read it perfectly.
“The Book of Vanora,” I said out loud. “Who was Vanora?” I turned to find the four of them watching me with curious expressions. “What?” I asked.
“Nothing,” Marcail said quickly, and I thought I saw her give the smallest shake of her head to Agatha. “Vanora was a powerful witch who lived three centuries ago. This was her grimoire. Search for the section on curses.”
I did as she asked, though it took Finlay’s help for me to open the book up to the midway point. “Curses and reverses,” I read. “This looks like the right place.”
“Finlay,” Marcail said. “Why don’t you start with that pile over there.” She pointed to a smaller side table. “Agatha will help you. Bri and I will start here.” As she and Bri took a seat across from me and Marcail began to thumb through a stack, I resumed reading the grimoire before me.
“What’s the difference between a hex and a curse?” I asked Agatha as she came to stand over my shoulder. “This has information about both, but I always thought they were the same thing.”
“A curse is a general wish for bad luck upon a person. Anyone can curse someone, given the right wording. Hexes are cast by witches and are far more specific.”
I glanced at Bri. “Is yours a curse or a hex?”
“It’s a curse,” Bri replied. “Montrose wasn’t a magician, at least not as far as I know. Just evil.”
“So he didn’t specifically wish for you to have magic?” I asked.
“It’s hard to say, without hearing his exact phrasing. I asked my mother to try to recall it, but she blacked out right after the curse was cast. My father only remembered bits and pieces.”
“Do you know those, perhaps?” I asked.
“No. He wouldn’t tell me. He said it was better to forget about the whole thing. As if that were possible for me.”
I exhaled in frustration. How were we supposed to find anything with so little information? I thumbed through the section, hoping something would jump out at me, but it was archaic language, and I didn’t see anything about cursing someone with magic. Most of what I could decipher involved turning people into frogs or making someone fall in love with a goat.
The only thing that caught my attention was a single paragraph:
If cursed by magic thou be, thy salvation layeth with the anticurse alone. However, the bloom of the waliwaga tree, if ground by witch’s hand and consumed below the full blood moon, can break a single curse.
What in the blazes was a waliwaga tree? I’d never heard of one, and I certainly didn’t know how to find one. It sounded like nonsense from a children’s book, or a superstition from a time long ago.
Agatha had taken Finlay and Bri to find a toilet, and though I still didn’t trust Marcail completely, I cleared my throat to get her attention.
“What is it?” she asked, coming to stand over my shoulder.
I pointed to the line about the waliwaga tree. “Is this true?” I asked.
Marcail squinted down at the grimoire. “It may have been, once. But the waliwaga tree went extinct over a century ago. I’m afraid even if someone has kept one in a private garden somewhere, we’d never locate it.”
I must have looked disappointed because she patted my shoulder. “Not to worry. I’m sure we’ll find what we’re looking for much closer to home.”
Again, I had the sense that she could see right into my scheming liar’s brain, that she knew I was holding something back. “Did Bri tell you we put an advertisement in the Ardmuir paper?” I asked.
Marcail nodded. “She said it hasn’t turned anything up yet, but I’m not surprised. Magical items have become so rare, people keep their treasure to themselves. But go on looking. We might find something useful.”
After searching through several more grimoires, I glanced out the window to see that the sun was past its zenith, dipping toward the horizon. At some point, Marcail and Agatha had left the room. Bri was asleep, her head resting on her folded arms. I looked behind me. Finlay was passed out in his chair, his head lolling back at what had to be an exceedingly uncomfortable angle.
I rose quietly and stretched, my own back stiff from crouching over the massive books for so long. I left the room in search of water and found Marcail in the main part of the library, speaking in whispers with Agatha.
“Any luck?” she asked when she saw me. “You’ve been reading for hours.”
“I’m sorry. I had no idea so much time had passed.”
“That’s all right,” Agatha said. “Reading grimoires can be exhausting work.”
“I’m afraid I didn’t find anything useful. There were a lot of curses and hexes, but none that seemed to match what Bri has.”
“I assumed as much,” Marcail said. “I’ve asked Agatha to have a look in the special collections, now that I’ve had a chance to speak with Bri, but those grimoires are kept under lock and key.”
“The senior librarian who works with grimoires is rather backed up, I’m afraid,” Agatha said. “I’ll speak with him first thing tomorrow, but it could be several weeks before I know more.”
My stomach sank at her words, and I realized how badly I’d been hoping we’d find an answer here, not only because it would let me off the hook for lying. The days were melting into weeks, and before long, Bri would have to return to Carterra. “But Bri is desperate to have this curse lifted. Surely you can find something before then.”
“We’ll do our best,” Marcail said.
Now, a voice insisted, and this time I didn’t shove it down. It was time to tell someone what I’d heard at the docks. “Is it important that we find The Oxblood Book itself?” I asked. “That’s where the curse supposedly came from.”
Marcail studied me. “Do you know something about The Oxblood Book, Willow?”
“Only gossip,” I said, avoiding her gaze. “But I heard that a trader in Ardmuir had it, at one point.”
“Have you mentioned this to Bri?”
Every instinct in me told me to lie, but I shook my head. “No. The trader seems like a dangerous man, and I was worried what he might do to Bri if he found out she had magic. But you said she’s safe, and since we didn’t find anything here…”
Marcail was silent for a long, weighted moment. “If this man knows of its current whereabouts, he’s unlikely to divulge them. Family grimoires are particularly powerful, linked to the magic of generations of witches, and this one is undoubtedly worth quite a bit of money on the black market.”
My brow furrowed. She’d seen the same line I had: the anticurse was the only way to break a curse, besides an extinct tree I’d never find. Was she trying to warn me of the dangers ahead because she couldn’t in good conscience advise me to continue down this path? Or was Bri’s cause completely hopeless? I was about to ask when Bri stirred.
“Are you children heading back to Ardmuir today?” Agatha asked. “It’s a long journey and there’s a storm heading this way.”
I glanced out the window at the darkening sky. It had been bright, if blustery, this morning. It wasn’t entirely surprising that a fall storm would roll in this close to the coast, but it could make for an unpleasant trip home.
Bri sat up, rubbing her eyes. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t realize how tired I was. What did I miss?”
“The weather is turning dreich. Agatha suggested we get on the road before the storm hits, but Marcail will continue to search for us.” There. I’d told Marcail the truth and the universe hadn’t seen fit to smite me where I stood. If she didn’t think we needed to tell Bri about the trader and The Oxblood Book, who was I to disagree?
Bri nodded, not seeming surprised that we hadn’t discovered the cure to her curse. We stared down at Finlay, who had resettled with his head on the table and was snoring softly. I felt a warm bloom of affection in my chest.
“I suppose we’d better wake him,” Bri said.
“Aye, I suppose so,” I agreed. I nudged him on the shoulder, and he immediately sprang upright with a snort.
“Where am I?” he asked, blue eyes darting around. “Oh, right.” His cheeks pinked as he ran his hands through his hair. “I’m not sure what came over me.”
“It’s the library,” Marcail said from the doorway. “It tends to have this effect on people. Come on, you three. It’s time to get on the road.”
Back at Marcail’s, we piled into our cart, where Fergus himself was dozing, his nose nearly drooping to the ground. Finlay handed him a sugar cube to rouse him, and the pony crunched it contemplatively before perking up a bit.
I looked up at the ever-darkening sky, a pit of apprehension forming in my stomach. A proper horse might be able to outrun this storm, but Fergus was far from proper. Or a horse, for that matter.
“Maybe we should spend the night in an inn,” Finlay said, his own gaze fixed on the clouds overhead. “This looks like a serious storm to me.”
I was about to agree when I remembered our grand reopening, nearly forgotten amid all this talk of grimoires and curses. “We have to get home tonight. The shoppe is supposed to open tomorrow morning.”
Just then, a bolt of lightning split the sky, followed a few seconds later by a low grumble of thunder.
“I’m not sure it’s worth it,” Bri said. “We can’t open the shoppe ever if we’re all dead.”
It wasn’t a bad point, but I couldn’t stomach the thought of all those customers, pockets full of coin, waiting outside the shoppe. Our reputation might not recover from that kind of disappointment. “We’re not going to die of a little rain,” I replied, adjusting myself on the bench. “But the longer we sit around here talking, the wetter we’re going to be. Besides, we need to get back to Argyle.”
“I’ll send word if I hear anything,” Marcail said, waving to us from the side of the road. “Be safe.”
Our eyes met, and I almost asked for a moment alone with her. But then Finlay clucked to Fergus, who glanced back at us over his sizable rump with a look of disdain before easing into a slow walk. While Finlay continued to give the pony verbal encouragement, reluctant to use the reins on him, I tried to puzzle through what Marcail had told me. Mr. Tell had also mentioned family grimoires. If The Oxblood Book belonged to a family of witches, had they all died out? If so, why would a trader or collector want it? Most important, why would the cure to Bri’s curse be in some other family’s grimoire?
A few minutes later, I felt the first rain drop on my nose, and I braced myself for a long, wet journey home.
We were lucky, for a while. The road was covered in an arch of branches, most of which hadn’t lost their leaves completely, and though the rain was increasing, we weren’t yet soaked. Eventually, however, the trees faded, giving way to open moors along the ocean road. It wasn’t long before the dark clouds rolled in overhead, tearing open like sacks of grain and spilling their contents all over us.
Bri was huddled under an oilskin cloth in the back of the cart, while I held a flimsy brolly Finlay had brought with him over both of us. I gave up not long after. The winds were constantly threatening to rip the umbrella from my hands, and the rain was blowing in sideways anyhow. Fergus flattened his ears and plodded steadily forward, though he refused to even consider a trot.
“At this rate, we’d be better off on foot,” I said to Finlay, my voice raised to be heard over the howl of the wind.
“We can’t abandon Fergus,” he said. “We’ll search for cover as soon as we can.”
I nodded, but I wasn’t optimistic. Any possible shelter was farther inland, and we were as exposed as could be out here. There were no other carts on the road, and we were too far from Abundance to turn back now. The only option was to follow the road and hope for a break in the storm.
It was hard to judge the passing of time; the sky was so dark it could have been dusk for all we knew. By this point, our clothing was soaked through. I was doing my best not to shiver and failing. At the sound of my teeth chattering, Finlay put his arm around me and drew me closer, but he was as cold as I was, and there was no body heat to be shared. Bri had lost the cloth to a particularly strong gust of wind and was as drookit and bedraggled as we were.
“There,” I said, pointing off the road to a copse of cypress trees. It wasn’t much, but anything was better than this downpour.
I thought Finlay was going to argue, but he took one look at my appearance and nodded. We tucked the cart in as close to the trees as possible, providing Fergus with a bit of cover, and then crouched low to get to the center of the copse, where it was damp but at least provided some relief.
“This is miserable,” Bri said, wringing out her hair, which reached down past her shoulders when wet. “Finlay was right. We should have stayed the night.”
“No use in recriminations now,” I barked, rather than admit I’d made a drastic mistake. I plucked at my dress, which clung to me like a second skin. “We’ll just have to wait here and hope the storm finally passes.”
We had access to plenty of wood, but it was far too wet to start a fire. Instead, we sat side by side on a log, shivering in silence. Even though I knew it wouldn’t do any good, a part of me wished Finlay would put his arm around me again. But none of us touched as we stared at the ground, rain dripping off our noses like melting icicles.
Suddenly, a crack of lightning lit up the sky, followed instantly by a peal of thunder so loud I knew the storm had to be right above us. We all jumped, and over the sound of my pulse pounding in my ears, I heard a rattle, followed by a different sort of pounding.
That of hooves on hard-packed dirt, moving away at a dead gallop.










CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
“Shite! Fergus!” I leapt to my feet and burst through the trees, only to see the cart and Fergus’s wide bahoochie moving faster than I ever would have thought possible.
Bri and Finlay were beside me a moment later. “Come on,” Finlay called. “He’s headed right for the cliffs!”
We took off running, though I knew we’d never be able to catch Fergus on foot. Still, we had to try. I screamed as another bolt of lightning hit a lone tree to our left. Bri tripped, and I almost offered her my hand before she shook her head and pushed to her feet. We ran across the road to the cliff, where Fergus was headed south toward home, perilously close to the edge.
“Fergus!” Finlay called, as though the pony were a dog that would heed its master’s call. The animal was in a clear panic. We all screeched to a halt as the cart hit a large rock, knocking it off-balance and sending it skittering toward the cliff’s edge, taking Fergus along with it.
Bri screamed and put her hands over her face while Finlay lunged for the bridle. He managed to grab hold of the reins, but one of the cart’s back wheels was already off the edge of the cliff, the other broken and caught on a stone.
“Come on, Fergus,” Finlay said through gritted teeth, trying to pull the pony forward. If the other back wheel dislodged, the weight of the cart was sure to drag Fergus backward over the cliff.
I reached Finlay and grabbed hold of his waist, pulling away from the edge with all my might. But Fergus had planted his hooves firmly in the dirt, afraid to take a step forward.
“Bri!” I screamed over the howling wind and booming thunder. “Help us!”
I turned over my shoulder to see her a few feet away, hesitating. “I can’t touch you!” she called. “I’m sorry!”
I remembered how she said she’d sooner drown than receive help if it meant touching someone, but I had never considered that we might find ourselves in a life-and-death situation. I linked my hands around Finlay’s waist and pulled even harder, just as I heard a loud crack. The other back wheel had finally given way.
Fergus let out a piercing whinny that made my blood run cold. Suddenly Finlay and I were being dragged forward by the weight of the cart and Fergus himself. I scrabbled for purchase with my feet, but the dirt had turned to mud in the rain.
“Let go of me, Willow!” Finlay screamed over his shoulder.
“Yer aff yer heid! You let go!”
“And leave the debt of this pony and cart on Ma’s shoulders? I’d sooner die!”
“You’re going to if you don’t let go, you daft eejit!”
Our feet were sliding through the mud toward the cliff. Any second, the front of the cart would go backward, and then there’d be no stopping us from plummeting to our deaths.
“Fergus!” Finlay called again. “Fight!”
I felt a sudden lurch, and then Finlay was slipping through my hands and Fergus was shrieking. Two strong arms wrapped around my waist, pulling back with more force than I’d have thought possible.
I don’t know how Bri’s strength was enough to save us from what seemed like certain death. Perhaps it was that the traces connecting Fergus’s harness to the cart snapped at that exact moment, freeing him from the weight and giving him just enough time to regain his footing before we all tumbled over after him. Whatever the case, I found myself lying backward on top of Bri, Finlay on top of me, and Fergus staring down at us like we were the ones who had caused all the fuss in the first place.
A split second later, I heard the sound of shattering wood as the cart hit the rocks below.
“Look at that,” a voice said from underneath me. “The rain has stopped.”

Bri, Finlay, and I sat in the mud, our minds blank as we took stock of our body parts and confirmed that we had, indeed, survived.
Finlay was the first to rise, helping me stand before turning to Fergus, who, to his credit, hadn’t moved an inch since the cart went over.
“Is he all right?” I asked, not even bothering to straighten myself up. I was completely mocket, covered in mud with my clothing still soaked through, and my arms felt like they’d been ripped from their sockets. I turned around to see Bri in a similar state. I was relieved she was standing, at least. I was afraid I’d squashed her in the upheaval.
“He’s fine,” Finlay said, running his hands down the pony’s legs to check for any injuries. “Miraculously.”
But I was still staring at Bri, who was looking down at her hands as though they belonged to someone else. “What’s wrong?” I asked her, trying to get a look at her palms to see what had her so upset.
She looked up at me, eyes wider than I’d ever seen them. “I … I’m so sorry, Willow.”
“For what?”
“I touched you.”
“And thank goodness for it,” Finlay said from behind me. “We’d be dead if you hadn’t.”
“I touched you,” Bri repeated.
The horror on her face, the sheer guilt, made me want to pull her into my arms. “Aye, and I’m fine. It’s all right. You did a good thing, Bri.”
She shook her head, her wet curls plastered to her cheeks. “You don’t understand…”
“I don’t have magic, remember? I know something awful happened and you’re afraid, but I’m perfectly fine.” I held my hands out to her. “Go on, take them.”
Bri didn’t move. “You don’t feel … changed? Altered?”
I couldn’t help laughing. “I feel like I nearly died trying to save the world’s most doolally pony, but other than that, no.”
She slumped with relief. “I was so sure…” She stared at my hands, still outstretched toward her. Tentatively, as though she were reaching toward a wild animal, she allowed her fingers to brush mine.
She pulled away instantly, but it felt like progress. “I’m so glad you’re all right.” She craned her neck to look at Finlay and Fergus. “All of you.”
Finlay nodded, patting Fergus on the shoulder. “Thank you both. I’m sorry I put you in that situation. I should have let go, but I couldn’t…” At this, his eyes welled with tears. I’d never seen Finlay cry before. “I suppose I’ve grown fond of the old fellow.”
I had always prided myself on being practical. Finlay’s sentimentality caught me off guard at times; even the way he fawned over Argyle was hard to wrap my head around. (Da had no love for animals, which he believed belonged in the barnyard and not the house.) But as Fergus searched Finlay’s pockets for a snack, I could only feel deep, almost painfully sweet affection for Finlay. Of course he hadn’t let go of the pony. I wouldn’t have liked him half as much if he had.
“Well, now that we’re all here and the storm is over, we just have one issue left to resolve.” I walked to the edge of the cliff and felt my stomach drop at the sight of the cart smashed to smithereens on the rocks below. That could have been all of us. Would have been all of us, if not for Bri. “How on earth are we going to get home?”
“We’ll have to walk,” Finlay said. “You lassies will take turns riding on Fergus. I reckon we have about ten miles to go.”
“Which should get us home roughly around midnight.” I groaned at the thought, but there was nothing for it. We had to get back one way or another. “You take the first shift,” I said to Bri.
“Are you sure?”
I nodded. “Need a boost?”
“I’m all right,” she said, swinging herself onto the pony’s back with impressive ease, especially considering she was wearing a dress. Fortunately, we hadn’t brought many belongings with us, and we’d had them with us under the trees while we attempted to wait out the storm. Even more fortunate, Bri had left her violin at home.
“You two go on while I get our things,” Finlay said. “I’ll catch up.”
I nodded and took Fergus’s reins, leading him back to the road as Finlay trotted off.
We walked in silence for a few minutes, my feet sticking to the mud, my body still on edge as the adrenaline drained out of me. I’d gotten myself into scrapes before, but never anything like this. In those seconds when I thought for sure we were going over, it had never once occurred to me to let go of Finlay. I’d have sooner died with him than let go. That alone was a curious sentiment.
But my mind kept snagging on the fact that Bri had helped, when she’d said before she wouldn’t touch anyone no matter the cost. I supposed it was much harder to watch two friends die in reality than in theory. Still …
“What happened?” I asked her, glancing up to catch her eye. “Why were you so afraid to touch me?”
She sighed, leaning forward to rest on Fergus’s neck. She clearly had experience with horses. “After the fire, I learned to sense magical potential and was very careful not to touch anything I didn’t already know was safe. But one day, when my mother went to comb my hair after a bath, she let out a howl of pain and collapsed. My father came running in to find my mother unconscious and me confused and crying.
“Days later, when she regained consciousness, she told him that as soon as she touched me, she’d felt a burning in her chest so fierce she thought she might die. She never recovered, not fully. The doctors say her heart is permanently weakened, and my father forbid her from ever touching me again.” She swallowed the tears clogging her throat. “He forbade everyone from touching me.”
“Oh, Bri.”
She swiped her tears away, staring off into the distance. “I was kept inside after that. I had a private tutor who came to the house, and a physician who would only examine me wearing thick leather gloves. I was gifted the violin as a means of keeping busy.”
I didn’t know what to say in response. It was too horrible to imagine, a little girl shunned by her own parents for something she had no control over.
She continued in a rush, as if a dam had burst inside her. “But you can’t shut a person away from the outside world completely. I could see people from our window, mothers taking their children’s hands as they crossed the street. Fathers carrying sons on their shoulders. Schoolgirls holding hands as they skipped down the road together. I knew I’d never have that with anyone.”
“Then maybe this was a blessing in disguise,” I said as kindly as I could. “You touched me and nothing happened.”
“That we know of.”
I thought back to all the times Bri had avoided touching me, refusing to shake hands or even let me nudge her with my elbow. All to keep me safe. “Bri, I’m fine. Really. Your parents should be ashamed of themselves, blaming you for something you can’t help. But we’ll get you home by Yule, as unmagical as you could ever hope to be. I promise.”
Bri sat up, her eyes still focused on the horizon, and said nothing.
I swallowed the questions forming on the tip of my tongue. Finlay was right; I needed to learn not to push people so hard. I could only hope I’d made it clear to Bri that she could come to me to talk, if she ever felt ready to.
We both turned at the sound of Finlay jogging up behind us, our satchels in his arms. As he handed them up to Bri, I couldn’t help noticing the way his wet shirt clung to his chest and shoulders. Combined with his wonky tooth, twinkly eyes, and soft spot for animals, it was almost enough to make a lassie weak in the knees.
“I’m not sure what I’m going to do about the cart,” Finlay said as he caught his breath. “Jack trusted me, and now I’ve let him down in the worst way.”
I put a hand on his shoulder, aware for the first time that I took such casual touches for granted. “Jack is a good man. He’ll understand. And we’ll find a way to pay him back.”
Finlay only shrugged. I’d never seen him look quite so defeated.
Something about the sight of his slumped shoulders made me want to comfort him. Both of them. Maybe it was the nearly dying that did it, but I didn’t want to leave them in the dark any longer. “Listen, with Bri’s help, we’re going to make a killing at the shoppe. Besides, I’ve got a plan—”
Finlay’s eyes shot to mine. “What do you mean, a plan?”
“Calm yourself. I only mean—”
They responded in unison. “Willow. No.”
“I haven’t even told you what I had in mind!”
“I know you, Willow Stokes,” Finlay said. “Whatever you have in mind, the answer is no.”
“Your insistence we get home tonight nearly killed us all,” Bri added.
Her words hurt even more than my sore arms. I scowled as Finlay strode ahead, apparently finished with the conversation, Bri right behind him. It wasn’t up to them what I did or didn’t do with my shoppe. But it was probably for the best that I didn’t tell them my plan to go to the Sapphire Isles, anyway. Even if I helped Finlay repay Jack for the cart, he didn’t need to know where the money came from.
By the time we finally reached my cottage, we were still damp and sulky and sore. Da had made a small lean-to in the back for the few animals we’d once had, and Finlay tended to Fergus while Bri and I went inside. We had decided he’d stay the night here, considering how late it was, and return Fergus in the morning. His mother knew we were traveling and would hopefully assume we’d been caught in bad weather.
I went to my room to change, Argyle weaving in and out of my legs and nearly causing me to trip several times. I picked him up and kissed his head, setting him on the bed while I stripped out of my soggy clothing and dried myself off with a towel before putting on a thick white nightgown and a pair of dry stockings. I shook out my braid, cursing at the snarls and tangles in the waves of my hair. I’d sort them out in the morning.
In the living room, Finlay was stoking a fire and Bri was curled up in the armchair with a plaid wrapped tightly around her.
“I’m afraid I’ll never be warm again,” Bri said through chattering teeth. She had also changed into a flannel nightgown. Hand-knit socks swaddled her feet, which poked out from under the blanket.
“I’ll take care of the fire,” I said to Finlay. “I think there are a few of my father’s shirts still in my closet.”
He nodded and went to change while I finished building the fire. When I had it going nicely, I helped Argyle into the chair with Bri and went to the kitchen. As my father had always said, there’s nothing so bad tea can’t make it better.
Finlay joined me in the kitchen a few minutes later wearing one of my father’s shirts and a pair of his trousers. Normally I’d be mortified at the idea of Finlay seeing me in my nightgown, but I was too exhausted to care. As I filled the kettle at the sink, he spooned tea leaves into the porcelain teapot Da had given me for my twelfth birthday. It was hand painted with roses and thistles, a rather fussy design that had never been my favorite, but since his death, I’d come to treasure it.
“Try not to worry,” I said to Finlay. “Jack will understand. It was an accident. We weren’t being irresponsible.”
“We shouldn’t have left in the storm. If it wasn’t for the shoppe opening…” He trailed off, but I felt my cheeks begin to redden.
“I couldn’t have known any of that would happen,” I said, trying to keep the sharpness from my voice. “None of us could. Do you really think I’d have put you and Bri in harm’s way for the sake of the opening if I’d believed we were at risk of more than wet clothing?”
Finlay had never taken well to confrontation, and he ducked his head now, clearly not up for a fight. As much as I felt myself hankering for one—I hadn’t had anyone to row with properly since Da’s death—I smothered the urge. Jack’s trust in Finlay wasn’t just a matter of personal pride. His livelihood was on the line, and he had more than himself to think about.
“I’m sorry,” I ground out. “I’ll pay Jack back.”
He only nodded, though I could see in his eyes that he didn’t believe me.
I placed the tea things on a tray and carried them back to the den, where Bri and Argyle had fallen asleep under the blanket. I looked around the small room, at the roaring fire and flichterin’ candles, the stacks of Da’s books that I’d never had the heart to put back on the shelves. I’d surrounded myself with tea and books and a kitten and candles, all the good and innocent things. But they were like a child’s blanket, an external source of comfort.
I sat down on the sofa next to Finlay, preparing our tea in silence. Eventually, Bri stirred when Argyle made his way out of the blanket, nosing the air as he caught a whiff of the little saucer of cream I’d set out for him.
We had a long day of work ahead of us, and dawn would be here before we knew it. But as Finlay’s head began to nod and I placed his tea on the side table, as Bri finished her tea and cooried back into the chair with Argyle, and as I surveyed this little room, I wondered if I couldn’t find comfort here, in the presence of others. Just for now. Just until I managed to find it within myself.










CHAPTER NINETEEN
I woke to the sound of rain pelting the windows. Argyle mewed at my feet, ready for breakfast, and I did my best to rise without waking Finlay, whose feet were in my lap, his head lolling over the arm of the sofa.
Bri’s chair was vacant. I put the kettle on and followed the sound of her violin to her bedroom.
Watching Bri play was almost as beautiful as listening. Her eyes were closed, her body swaying slightly, and there was a lightness about her that reminded me of when she’d touched the magic broom. As if the weight of the world were lifted from her shoulders when she played. As if the bow in her fingers were made of skin and bone, and her cheek rested on flesh and blood instead of a piece of carved wood.
Her eyes opened as she finished, though it took her a moment to come back to herself. “Did I wake you?” she asked when she saw me in her doorway.
I shook my head. “No. I love it when you play. But we’ll need to hurry if we’re going to make it to the shoppe before the customers.”
She glanced out the window. “Do you think the rain will stop them?”
I chuckled. “Bri, this is Ardmuir. If we let rain stop us, we’d never do anything at all.”
“Fair enough.” She tucked her violin in its case, as gently as though she were placing a bairn in a cradle.
“The water should be close to boiling,” I said.
“I’ll make breakfast.” She pulled a sweater over her dress, fluffing her hair, which had been restored to its full glory. “I need more than tea to motivate me today.”
“We have eggs and bread. No bacon, I’m afraid.”
“I’ll buy some tomorrow. Assuming we have more money by then.”
We’d better, I thought as I went to my bedroom. As nice as it was to know I wasn’t in this venture alone, I was also now responsible for more than myself and Argyle. I had taken on financial responsibility for Bri by urging her to quit her job, and we now had a cart to replace. Not to mention next month’s rent.
I put on my most respectable dress, soft gray wool with a tan check, and braided my hair into a crown, hoping the townspeople would somehow see me in a new light. Maybe, I thought as I buffed the mud from my boots, this wouldn’t just be a rebirth for the shoppe. Maybe I, Willow Eilidh Stokes, could reinvent myself along with it.
Finlay was dressed by the time I joined them for breakfast, his clothing having dried by the fire last night. “I should get home,” he said around a mouthful of bread. “I need to return Fergus and explain myself to Jack. My ma will be worried.”
“Of course,” I said. “We’ll miss you at the shoppe, though. It’s your triumph as much as ours.”
He blushed a little as he shoveled eggs into his mouth. “I’m sure you’ll tell me all about it. You never keep quiet about your wins.”
I took a delicate bite of toast. “That’s hardly fair. When was the last time I had a win?”
“You’ve got me there,” he said, rising from the table and taking his dish to the sink. “Wish me luck with Jack.”
“It’s going to be all right, Fin,” Bri said.
“Wish us luck with the store,” I said as I helped him into his coat.
He turned to smile at me, and the sight of his wonky tooth made my stomach do an awkward somersault. “I would if I thought you needed it. But luck has nothing to do with it, Willow. Today, you’ve got magic on your side.”

Despite arriving at the shoppe a full hour before opening, I was shocked to see that there was already a line forming. Familiar faces were interspersed with those of strangers, and as I excused my way through them, thanking them for coming, I was surprised to hear murmurs of excitement and approval. No one was here to mock me, to make fun of my sham shoppe and counterfeit goods. It didn’t even look as though Trystan Shilling was making an appearance today.
I could tell Bri was buzzing with the same excitement and apprehension that I was. We’d done our best to price items fairly, and we’d decided on a strict no-haggling policy to avoid resentment. Every item would be first come, first served. We’d painted the rules on a sign that hung in the front window, including the fact that all magical items would only last for two days at most. The wolpertinger was hidden in the closet at the back of the shoppe, which was now a proper storage space. I’d even put away some of the items I thought might fetch a higher price, to see if we were pricing things correctly.
There was only one problem: we didn’t actually know what most of the items did until Bri touched them, and she couldn’t touch an item until the customer asked to purchase it, since that would start the clock running on its powers. Neither of us had forgotten the birdcage or the stings we’d sustained. For all we knew, the jet mourning brooch that contained a lock of dark hair could raise the dead; the tiny shrunken gourd I’d assumed was trash until Bri passed over it could explode into a full-sized home. We’d found no more magic brooms, and we had no idea if the magic shovel we’d found would fly or dig a massive hole or dance a jig. And while Da had told me about some of the items when he bought them, he wasn’t always specific. After a while, I’d learned to tune out his wild explanations anyhow.
I glanced at the clock above the doorway. When it struck nine, Bri and I exchanged a look.
“I suppose there’s nothing for it,” I said, at the same time Bri said, “Let’s get this over with.”
With a deep breath and a shaking out of my arms, I unlocked the door and reopened Edward Stokes’s Cabinet of Magical Curiosities.
It was instant chaos. I watched in horror as customers fought their way into the store, turning over items, shaking them vigorously, tossing them aside when they didn’t immediately prove magical.
“Shite,” I swore to Bri under my breath, as two women yanked on either end of the fur stole. “We should have limited the number of customers!”
“I’m starting to think we need to take them by appointment only!” she hissed, before I darted around her to rescue the tiny gourd, which had been knocked to the ground in everyone’s haste.
“Need some help?” a male voice asked. I turned to find Wexley in another of his fine three-piece suits standing behind me. Why did he keep showing up?
“Ehm,” I said, my heart racing. The truth was, I did need help, and no one was even acknowledging Bri’s cries of dismay.
“Quiet!” he shouted before I could formulate a response. Everyone froze instantly. “Have a little respect, the lot of you. Get back in line, in the order you were in. Five people in the shoppe at a time.”
A murmur of protest began, but Wexley merely folded his arms over his chest and everyone immediately retreated, placing objects back where they’d found them. He wasn’t physically intimidating, but he had an air of authority about him.
“Thank you,” I said as Bri began to help one customer at a time. “I’m afraid I didn’t catch your name.”
“Oliver Wexley,” he said. “You looked like you could use the help.”
“We do,” I admitted. “You’ve been here before, haven’t you? Are you in the market for magical items?”
“You could say that,” he replied with a smile. “I’m a collector, with a keen eye for the genuine article. I saw your magic broom and knew you were trading in the real thing. I’m impressed, Miss Stokes.”
I blinked, caught off guard. This was the man who had referred to me as a skinny little orphan, who’d insulted my father.
“You’re the one who took out the ad in the paper, aren’t you?”
“How did you—”
He handed me a business card. “I’ve known Jack Turner for many years. He wouldn’t give up your name, but when I mentioned you, I could tell I was right. I believe we can be useful to each other.”
I stared down at the card. This was what I’d wanted, wasn’t it? For Wexley to come to me, without revealing what I was really after? Not only did he trade in dragon teeth, he had potentially once owned The Oxblood Book. I glanced up into his eyes. They were dark, nearly black, and devoid of warmth. I had to force myself not to drop the card.
He must have realized I was uncomfortable because he flashed an easy smile and tipped his hat. “Good day, Miss Stokes. Feel free to contact me anytime. I’d love to hear from you.”
Dazed, I went to find Bri, who was explaining to a customer what the straightening-up carpet could do.
“But just for a day?” a man asked, eyeing it skeptically.
“I’m afraid so,” Bri responded. “But still, it’s a neat parlor trick. And a lovely rug, to boot.”
The man glanced around, afraid that he was going to miss out on a deal. A woman was already setting several items aside for purchase, and we would be letting in the next few customers soon. “All right. I’ll take it.”
“Brilliant!” I said, escorting the man to the counter while Bri moved on to the next customer, Wexley momentarily forgotten. He handed me his money and I returned a handwritten receipt, along with the new business cards Finlay had printed up for us. They were a creamy, thick cardstock, the words embossed in crisp black ink. Suddenly, I was hit with a wave of genuine pride, so foreign to me I didn’t know what to call it at first. We were making legitimate sales. Customers were being gracious and respectful. If Da could see this …
I had to blink back the tears burning my eyes. If only Bri had come a few years earlier. If only I’d been cursed with her magic. If only Da had lived a little longer.
“Miss?”
I glanced up to see the woman who’d attempted to purchase the pram standing before me. “Ah, hello. Welcome back. How did it go with the light sprite?”
The woman smiled. “My friends were impressed, but of course, it’s an ordinary oil lamp now. I was hoping the perambulator was still available.”
“I’m afraid it was broken. But I have something I think you’ll love.” I walked over to the rocking horse. “Isn’t it beautiful?”
“Yes,” the woman breathed. “My children would love it.”
“Just one minute,” I said, scurrying over to get Bri. We still didn’t know what the rocking horse did, and I couldn’t very well go around endangering children. “What do we do?” I asked Bri. I would have taken it outside before she touched it, but we’d never get it through the door and past the waiting patrons without causing a riot.
“I suppose we’ll have to see what it does,” she said, leading me back to the horse. If anyone noticed the connection between Bri and the fact that nothing exhibited magic until she was near it, they didn’t say. As she ran her hands over the horse’s back, carnival music began to play, and the horse began to rock of its own volition. I couldn’t say where the music was coming from, but it was eerie and beautiful and undoubtedly magic. Even though it would only last for a day, a part of me wished I could keep it.
Instead, I explained the horse’s history and provenance to the woman, who eagerly handed over her money and shoved her way out the door.
By midafternoon, we’d sold almost half our inventory. The line had petered out to a few stragglers, people who had little money but wanted to get their hands on something magical, no matter how small. A few bought the talismans I’d spent so many years convinced were fake. Someone even bought the unmagical ostrich egg, just to have something from our shoppe.
Finally, we were down to our last customer. I blanched when I realized it was Mrs. Shilling.
“Oh, good afternoon,” I said, forcing a smile onto my face.
“Good afternoon, dear. What a wonderful job you’ve done with the place.”
“Ehm, thank you.”
She smiled, baring her long white teeth. “I’m here about Trystan’s birthday present.”
I glanced at Bri helplessly. “Right, his birthday present.”
“I have it,” Bri said. “One moment.” She motioned for me to follow her to the storeroom.
“I completely forgot,” I hissed as I looked around the shelves. “What do we do?”
“I told you I’d take care of it.” She reached up to the highest shelf and pulled down a small parcel that was neatly wrapped in brown paper and tied with twine.
“What is that?”
“It’s hair pomade. I tested it out this morning for a customer. It makes hair fall out.” She showed me a small bald patch on her forearm.
“What’s Trystan going to do with that?” I asked.
“Put it all over his head, of course.”
My jaw dropped. “Bri! We can’t. If we tell Mrs. Shilling that it makes his hair grow and he wakes up bald, she’ll know we lied. She’ll ruin us.”
Bri grinned. “Nah. We’ll tell her its magic pomade. We won’t specify what it does. Besides, no one in this town likes Trystan, from what I can tell. His hair will grow back.” Her grin widened. “Eventually.”
I cackled as she tucked the parcel under her arm and left the storage closet. “It’s free of charge,” she said to Mrs. Shilling, handing it over.
Rather than being delighted, as most people would have been, she wrinkled her nose a little. “But is it…” She dropped her voice to a hiss. “Exclusive?”
“It is,” I assured her. “Trystan has always been so kind to me. I feel like I owe it to him.”
Literally anyone else in the world would have had enough sense to know I was lying; Trystan had never been kind to anyone. But Mrs. Shilling was either willfully ignorant or genuinely deluded. “That’s very kind, Willow.”
Bri and I smiled in unison. “Wish Trystan a very happy birthday for us,” Bri said.
“I will!” Mrs. Shilling waved as she walked out the door.
“I thought we were going to charge her an arm and a leg,” I said to Bri from the side of my mouth as we waved back.
“I know. But it’s not exactly as though we were going to sell it to anyone else. Besides, this way, she won’t have any recourse when she realizes what we’ve done. She could demand money back.”
“She’ll have a much harder time demanding hair,” I said with a snort, before we both burst out laughing.



We closed early, exhausted and half delirious at the amount of money we’d made.
“That was beyond even my wildest expectations,” I breathed, leaning against the counter.
“I know,” Bri agreed, wiping sweat from her brow and taking a long sip of water.
“I think you were right about shopping by appointment only. We’ll anger some people, but we need to spend more time with each customer. And we need time to replenish our inventory.”
Seeing the look in Bri’s eyes, I hurried on. “Don’t worry, I don’t expect you to participate. But I have to acquire more stock, or we’ll be through by the end of the month.”
Her gaze narrowed. “You heard Finlay. No scheming, Willow. The point was to get you out of debt.”
“The point was to keep the shoppe open. Alive. You saw the wonder on those people’s faces.” I’d felt closer to my father today than I had since he died. For the first time, I understood how much he truly loved magic, so much that he was content to sell the idea of it as much as the reality. He wanted to share that passion with other people, even at the expense of his own livelihood. His own reputation.
Of course, that had also been his downfall, his commitment to hope and possibility.
Bri watched me, still suspicious. “How exactly do you plan to get more magical objects?”
“Not every magical item has to be touched by a magic practitioner to work, right?”
“As I understand it, they lose their potency over time. If something goes sleepy from lack of use, like my violin, the magic needs to be reawakened.”
“Exactly. So once we’ve saved enough, I’ll be able to use some of our profit to invest in newer items. Ones that won’t stop working after two days, that are clear in their purpose and attractive to buyers.”
“You plan to do that how, exactly? I thought you wanted to make an honest living, but I don’t know anyone who trades honestly in magical items. They’re too rare, too valuable.”
I reached for a cloth to dust the counter, trying to decide if I should tell Bri the truth, when I accidentally knocked Mr. Wexley’s business card to the ground. Before I could reach for it, Bri stooped to pick it up.
“What’s this?”
A cold, uneasy feeling washed over me. At this point, I had no reason to keep Wexley’s identity from Bri, but something about his empty eyes made me shiver. “Mr. Wexley saw our advertisement. He’s a collector.”
“What does he want?” Bri asked, still staring at the card.
“I’m not entirely sure.” That, at least, was the truth.
“Should we reach out to him?” she asked, looking up at me with her guileless brown eyes.
“I will.” I owed her that much, after everything she’d done for me. If Wexley was dangerous, at least I’d be the one to find out.
She nodded and turned to fetch our new, nonmagical broom, but I stopped her.
“Can I ask you something?”
She cocked her head. “What else can you possibly want to know about me?”
It was too blunt, what I was going to ask, the kind of question Finlay would chastise me for. But before I went to Wexley, before I risked my own life pursuing magical objects at the source, I had to know.
I was probably being selfish as usual, but I could have sworn I’d seen real joy in Bri’s eyes today. At some point, she’d stopped being shy with customers, stopped hesitating before touching items. With enough time, with enough success, perhaps this could be a real life for her. For both of us.
“If your parents didn’t despise magic,” I asked, “if they accepted you just as you are, would you still consider your magic a curse?”
She was silent long enough for me to regret asking. Finally, with a weary sigh that made her seem much older than her eighteen years, she said, “I stopped dreaming about ifs a long time ago, Willow.” She glanced down at Wexley’s card again, her lips pressed into a resolved line. “I will find the grimoire and break this curse, even if it kills me.”










CHAPTER TWENTY
I didn’t forget Bri’s promise to break her curse—or mine to help her—in the days that followed. It was just that I’d never been busier in my entire life.
We saw three or four customers a day; for the first time in my life, I could choose to be picky. Townspeople who had once snubbed me now plied me with small gifts, hoping to secure the earliest appointments. Where once I had come to work early and stayed late every night on the small chance a customer would stumble across the shoppe, we could afford to close at five o’clock sharp, like all the other reputable businesses.
Bri and I fell into a rhythm at home, as well. She cooked, I cleaned, and Argyle provided moral support. When I came home at night, it was still to a dark house, but I had someone else with me to light the lanterns and stoke the fire. I learned quickly that Bri had a habit of singing to herself. Fortunately for me, she had a beautiful voice, and I smiled when I caught strands of notes as she passed me in the hallway or fussed in the kitchen. When we bumped elbows or ran into each other rounding a corner, she didn’t cry out in horror at the unexpected contact.
Bri played her violin in the evenings, and I felt as though I learned something new about her each time. Eyes closed, full lips curled in a soft smile, she lost herself in the music. Even more magical, she took me with her. I’d never experienced the transportive power of music before, the gift of that kind of escape. I imagined she must find a great deal of comfort in her instrument, the one thing she knew she could touch without fear, the one thing that had never let her down.
Slowly, over the following week, she opened up more about her family. We were in the parlor one evening, full from the pot roast Bri had cooked with some delicious Carterran spices she’d brought with her.
“Where did you learn to cook like that?” I asked her. My mother had been an excellent cook, according to Da, but I’d never gotten to experience it.
“My grandmother,” Bri said. “She moved with us to Carterra.”
“You’ve never mentioned her before,” I said, watching her closely to be sure I wasn’t overstepping.
Bri continued to pet Argyle’s back. “She died last year.”
“I’m sorry, Bri.” I didn’t know what else to say. I knew what it was like to lose someone you loved, and the truth was, there wasn’t anything else I could say. I didn’t like talking about my father with other people, since everyone who knew him thought poorly of him. But maybe Bri liked thinking about her grandmother.
Just when I thought I couldn’t bear the silence anymore, Bri said, “You asked me once if I had someone who would do anything for me.”
“Aye.” She’d said yes, but that had been the end of the conversation, and I’d been left to imagine something horrible. Now I wondered if I hadn’t been far off.
“My grandmother was that person for me. She had no desire to leave Achnarach, but she did it for me. My father never liked her. He thought she was a bad influence on me, because she was outspoken about her beliefs.”
“What beliefs?”
“That magic wasn’t bad. That I wasn’t bad. Even though my father had forbidden her from ever touching me again after what I did to my mother, she continued to braid my hair in secret. She told me stories about her childhood in Achnarach, about the magical artifacts they had in their home. She bought me my violin and taught me how to play it.” She smiled then, her eyes meeting mine. “She knew exactly who she was.”
“That must be a good feeling,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind experiencing it myself one day.”
Bri laughed wryly. “I know what you mean.”
We were both quiet for a moment. “Can I ask you something?”
“You can ask,” Bri replied. “I might not answer.”
“I’m just wondering … if your father is so horrible to you, and your mother won’t defend you, why do you want to go back?”
She was silent so long I felt sure she wouldn’t answer. But then she leveled me with a serious gaze. “Your father wasn’t perfect, was he?”
I scoffed. “Hardly.”
“But if you could have him back, you’d take him—flaws and all—in a heartbeat, wouldn’t you?”
I nodded, conceding her point. “Of course I would. I’d do anything to have him back.”
“I don’t blame my parents for their beliefs. As far as they’re concerned, magic has brought them nothing but trouble. At the end of the day, it doesn’t matter whether or not I think my magic is a curse as long as they do. All I want is for my mother to hug me, for my father to look at me like I’m not a monster.”
“You’re not a monster, Bri. Not even close.”
“How would you know?” she asked.
“Haven’t you heard? This country is crawling with monsters. Kelpies, redcaps, banshees, black dogs … Any Achnarachian worth their salt knows a monster when they see one.” I smiled and patted her hand, hoping that with each little touch, she’d begin to believe me. “Sorry to tell you, but you’re not nearly as frightening as you think you are.”
The conversation ended as we tidied up, her washing the dishes, me drying, but I felt as though we’d made progress. That I’d made progress.
Despite all the recent turmoil with Finlay, we had also reached a kind of equilibrium. He baked small pies for the shoppe, which we could now afford to pay for, giving him extra income and us something to spoil our customers with. I escorted them around the shoppe, pointing out which items I thought they might appreciate most, and Bri managed our funds.
We took turns going to Finlay’s house for the pies, and on my days, I made a point of stopping in to see Mrs. Barrow. Her health was on the upswing for a change, and I found myself no longer worried about imposing. As Bri had said, she enjoyed the company, and I enjoyed the embarrassing stories she told me about Finlay. I collected them like curiosities, these small glimpses into his life before he was a part of mine. Perhaps we’d only ever been meant to be friends, and I told myself that would be enough. Just so long as he didn’t fall in love with someone else.
At least not until after I did.
And, because I’d made a promise to Bri, and to myself, I’d reached out to Mr. Wexley. I had an appointment to meet with him tonight. But first, I convinced Bri it was time to treat ourselves to some new clothing. A proper diet of three meals a day had caused me to put on a little weight, and my previously tight dress was now impossible to button. Besides, I wanted to wear something that would highlight the new gloss in my hair and the color in my cheeks. Not for Finlay, mind you. For myself.
“This feels indulgent,” Bri said as we entered the dressmaker’s shoppe that afternoon. “My clothes are good enough.”
“We’re proper business owners now, Bri. We need to look the part.” I ran my hands over the racks of ready-made dresses, the fabric soft and supple against my skin. It did feel indulgent, but why shouldn’t we indulge ourselves now? We didn’t owe anything to anyone. Literally. I could have laughed at the thought.
I stopped skimming the dresses when I found exactly what I’d been looking for: a pale lavender dress with a loose heather check and tiny mother-of-pearl buttons. It was exactly what I’d imagined for myself, something pretty instead of practical. I glanced around the shoppe for the assistant, then stopped when I noticed a bald head ducking behind a dress form.
I peered around it, wondering who would be hiding from me, and threw my hand over my mouth to stifle my gasp of delight.
Trystan straightened, attempting to scowl at me, though his face was bright red from the tips of his prominent ears to the crown of his very bald head.
“What do we have hair?” Bri said, joining me. I had to bite my lip to keep from laughing. “Dress shopping?” she asked innocently. “That’s a bald move.”
“I’m picking up a package for my mother,” he snarled, touching his scalp self-consciously. I suddenly wondered if he’d ever been handsome at all, or if it had merely been his hair that made him attractive. We’d hit him where it counted, squarely in his vanity. “Don’t think I don’t know what you two did.”
Bri offered a sympathetic smile. “Aw, don’t take it so hard, Trystan. You know what they say: hair today, gone tomorrow.”
I snorted so loudly several people turned to look at us. “Now, now,” I said. “I think we ought toupee our respects to the dearly de-parted, don’t you?”
Trystan’s face had gone from scarlet to aubergine, and as badly as I wanted the dress, I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold in my laughter. “We should go,” I hissed to Bri, who somehow managed to keep a straight face as she waved goodbye.
As soon as we were outside, we broke down in a fit of giggles, holding our stomachs so we didn’t tear our seams. I would have to go back to the dressmaker’s eventually—that dress would be mine—but not until I composed myself.
We ducked into an alley, still laughing hysterically, my side cramping from a lack of air. “I can’t believe it worked,” I wheezed.
“He’s lucky,” Bri said, feigning seriousness. “Trystan Shilling has a very round head.”
I wiped my brow and finally managed to inhale. “That was amazing. You were ruthless.”
“He one hundred percent deserved it. He was horrible to you.”
“He was.”
Bri patted her hair back into place. “I don’t think he’ll bother you anymore. Not if he’s smart, anyhow.”
“I hope not. And I hope I don’t run into Mrs. Shilling again anytime soon.”
Bri dismissed my concern with a wave of her hand. “Come on. Let’s find a gift for Fin.”
I furrowed my brow. “Why?” Had I missed something? A half-birthday? A random holiday?
“To thank him for all his help. I know he didn’t want to work at the shoppe, but we should still give him something in return.”
“Right. Of course.” Inside, I winced. Why hadn’t I considered that?
Bri wanted to buy him a new pair of gloves, because apparently his were moth-eaten and worn—another thing I hadn’t noticed. It was fully autumn now, the air just beginning to turn more than crisp. There was the bite of frost in the air, and most of the trees were half bare, their branches filled with squabbling crows and the occasional red squirrel. The walk to the shoppe every morning was about to get significantly less pleasant.
“I was thinking of these,” Bri said, stopping outside the milliner’s shoppe. The gloves she pointed to were thick brown leather, lined with creamy sheepskin.
“Those are quite fancy.” My eyes drifted to a pair of heavy knit gloves in a heather gray, something I could immediately picture on Finlay. He would find the leather gloves too extravagant.
“They’re warm,” Bri said. “He delivers papers early in the morning. His hands must get so cold.”
Once again, I felt chastened for not considering another person’s needs. Maybe Finlay didn’t find fine clothing extravagant. Perhaps he was being modest when he said those sorts of things. Or maybe he was trying to convince himself he didn’t want anything that expensive, since he knew he’d never have it.
“It’s a thoughtful gift,” I agreed.
“I’ll buy them,” Bri said. “Why don’t you go get yourself that dress in the meantime? It’s going to look beautiful on you.”
I thanked her, hoping Trystan would be gone by the time I arrived. As I walked down the block, I allowed myself to peer into the windows of stores I’d never considered going in. The stationer, the florist, the gourmet cheese shoppe. Maybe Bri was right. I’d saved Da’s shoppe. I could finish selling off our stock and live quite comfortably for a few years. Most women in my position would begin to look for a husband. I was still young, and now I would hardly be considered a burden.
I purchased the dress and a matching ribbon, earning an approving smile from the shoppe owner. “We got this in from Upland last week,” she said as she folded the dress into crinkly white tissue paper. “I know several girls who will be quite envious.”
I had the feeling this comment was supposed to make me feel good about myself, the way owning a magical object made some people feel special. But it had never been my goal to be special. All I’d ever wanted was to be like everyone else.
Back on the street, a young man strolled past and tipped his hat at me. No one had ever acknowledged me that way before, and I turned away before he could see me blush. What was the matter with me? I had no need of a gentleman’s attentions, and certainly no desire to be a gentleman’s wife.
My reflection in the jeweler’s window stared back at me. What do you want? it seemed to ask.
I closed my eyes for a moment, allowing my imagination to supply an answer. But Finlay had been right that evening by the burn. I didn’t have a clear picture of my ideal future. All I had were bits and pieces—laughing with Bri in the shoppe when we’d made a big sale, the way Finlay looked at me when he thought I couldn’t see, stepping into the library in Abundance, holding a genuine dragon tooth in my own hands—that didn’t add up.
When I reopened my eyes, a gold pocket watch winked up at me from its bed of indigo velvet. Now that, I thought as I leaned in to examine it, was a gift. Yule was fast approaching, the one time of year I remembered to give something to Finlay, usually a homemade gift like knitted socks. Last year, he’d given me an embroidered tea towel from his mother and a little hand-painted porcelain trinket dish adorned with chrysanthemums. Alas, I had no trinkets to fill it with, but it sat on my nightstand regardless.
On a whim, I darted into the shoppe and purchased the pocket watch, not even bothering to haggle. I was too afraid I’d change my mind. I shoved it into my pocket and hurried back toward the milliner as Bri was stepping out.
“All set?” she asked, glancing toward the window of the shoppe we’d met in front of. “Or did you want to buy some cheese?”
I smiled. “I’m good on cheese.”
We found Finlay at the printing press, laying out letters for the day’s paper. “Bri, Willow,” he said when we entered. “How’s business?”
“Good,” Bri replied, going to stand near him while I loitered in the doorway. “We just saw Trystan.”
He did his best to smother a grin. “I did, too. He walked past earlier. Even with his hat pulled low, it was obvious he had no hair. What did you two do to him?”
“It was Bri’s idea,” I blurted.
He turned to her and smiled. “In that case, well done. It was a fitting punishment for his years of bullying.”
I couldn’t help feeling that if I’d taken credit for the prank, he would have showed some disapproval. But it had been Bri’s idea, regardless.
“How is the repayment for the cart coming?” I asked. We’d offered to pay off the debt for Finlay, but he had refused, saying it was his responsibility.
“Jack is letting me pay him in installments, fortunately. Otherwise this winter might have been harsher than usual.”
“That’s generous of him.”
“He’s a good man. I don’t know where Ma and I would be without him.”
“We got you something,” Bri said, stepping forward to hand Finlay the gift. It was wrapped in gold paper and tied with a dark red velvet ribbon. I watched Finlay’s reaction closely, wondering if I’d been right in thinking he’d find the gift ostentatious. But though his ears pinked and he glanced at Bri and me several times as he unwrapped the paper, I realized I couldn’t tell what he was thinking at all.
“These are beautiful,” he said, holding up the gloves. “What can I possibly have done to deserve them?”
Bri looked to me, giving me silent permission to take credit for the thoughtfulness, but I gave a small shake of my head.
“You helped us open the shoppe!” she said. “Besides, you need something warm for delivering papers this winter. You deserve them, Fin.”
I could feel Finlay’s eyes on me, but I couldn’t bring myself to meet his gaze.
“Thank you both. They’re wonderful.”
“You have to promise to use them,” Bri said.
“I promise.” Finlay set the parcel on the counter and resumed laying his typesetting.
Bri went to stand next to him, peering over his shoulder at the metal and wooden letters. “Do you need any help with that?”
Before he answered, I glanced at the clock and realized how late it had gotten. I was going to miss my meeting with Wexley. “You stay and help, Bri. I’m going to head home early, if that’s all right. I have a lot of … laundry to catch up on.”
They both stared at me as though I’d grown a third eye. “Um, that’s fine,” Finlay said. “I can bring Bri home on Fergus later.”
“I can walk home myself,” she said, rolling her eyes.
“It’s dark early now. I don’t mind.”
“Great!” I said, in a voice that was overly chipper and completely out of character. “I’ll make dinner, Bri. See you at home.”
As soon as I was out of the shoppe, I inhaled a deep lungful of air. It was cold and sharp with the scent of burning coal and woodsmoke, but it was a relief to be out of Finlay’s presence. What was wrong with me? When had I become so daft?
I kept my head down as I walked, not wanting to greet the people who knew me by name now. Even still, several recognized me and waved hello, forcing me to acknowledge them. Two additional young men tipped their hats, greeting me as Miss Stokes. I was tempted to duck into a store to buy a cloak with a hood to hide my face, but I couldn’t be sure I wouldn’t run into someone I knew in the process. For years, all I’d wanted was the acknowledgment and respect of my community. Now that I had it, I found myself longing for obscurity.
As I passed a group of laughing young men I recognized as cronies of Trystan, it struck me for the first time how vulnerable I was now. Another benefit to being the town outcast: no one had seen me as worth robbing, and no man would have sullied his own reputation by seeking any kind of dalliance with me.
I’d walked past Wexley’s brick town house countless times, but I’d never paid it any more mind than the other fine homes along this street. In fact, I rarely walked this way, because I knew I’d likely earn dark looks.
I approached the house and knocked lightly on the door, which was answered by a man so large I had to crane my neck to meet his eyes. “Ehm, hello. I’m Willow Stokes. I have an appointment with—”
“This way,” the giant said, leading me down a dimly lit corridor into a parlor, which I quickly realized wasn’t a parlor at all.
I was in a cabinet of curiosities.










CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
In truth, cabinet was far too small a word for the space I had entered. It was a large room, as big as my father’s shoppe, and every available surface was devoted to this particular collector’s vision. Unlike my father’s shoppe, which was arranged in a way only he could understand, this cabinet was organized into very distinct groups.
First was the artificialia, which included man-made items like art, artifacts, and antiquities. Paintings lined the walls, from large landscapes in the old style to miniature portraits no larger than a deck of cards. Even the frames themselves were works of art. Many of the items in this room were old and clearly valuable: a painted amphora that reached my waist; a golden headdress hung with tiny, jeweled leaves; a marble sculpture of a nymph and a satyr.
Second was the naturalia. I noted a two-headed snake in a jar of preserving fluid and a taxidermic unicorn head—though I suspected it was merely a goat with a narwhal horn like the one in my shoppe. Any kind of natural oddity would fit into this category.
Next came exotica. Wexley had a vast collection of birds of paradise and colorful butterflies from what I could only assume were faraway lands. I wondered if he’d ventured there himself, or if someone like Torion, the Sapphire Islander, had procured these items for him. I’d never liked exotica, myself. It often involved skewering hapless entomological specimens with needles or posing endangered creatures in awkward positions.
Finally, scientifica. This wasn’t a category that had particularly interested Da, because in his thinking, science was anathema to magic. Wexley, too, seemed to have a limited collection. There were contraptions I had no names for here, but whether they were medical devices or new-fangled inventions, I couldn’t say.
“Welcome to my collection,” said a voice from behind me. “Do you like it?”
I turned to find Wexley standing behind me.
“It’s very impressive,” I said, though the moment our eyes locked, I felt a pit of regret form in my stomach. I hadn’t liked this man standing in the safety of my own shoppe; I liked him even less here, in his home. A gold pocket watch chain gleamed against his vest, and I wrapped my fist around the one in my pocket, wondering if I’d made a mistake in purchasing it for Finlay, or if I’d ever get a chance to give it to him.
“Thank you! I must say, Miss Stokes, you are the spitting image of your parents.”
I blinked. “You knew my parents?”
“Your father and I were great friends, once. I was so sorry to learn of his passing.”
I should have felt excited to meet a friend of my father’s, but I remembered what Wexley had said about him that night by the docks. They certainly didn’t sound like great friends.
“We should probably get down to business. It will be dark soon, and I don’t live in town.”
“Oh, don’t worry about that,” he said, smiling warmly. “Fromme will take you home when we’re finished here.”
My stomach twisted with uneasiness. I had no interest in showing his massive bodyguard where I lived.
“Please, have a seat.” Wexley gestured to an armchair upholstered in emerald-green velvet. Next to it, an elaborate cage housed a taxidermy bird with an enormous bill. “Not to worry,” he said when he saw me eyeing it doubtfully. “My toucan has been dead for many years. Lovely, though, isn’t he?”
I forced myself to nod, but I couldn’t help feeling sorry for the poor bird.
“Now,” Mr. Wexley said, taking a seat in a matching chair. “I’d love to hear more about how you managed to reopen your father’s shoppe. As far as everyone in town is concerned, you’ve progressed from selling forgeries and fakes to a tidy collection of marvels.”
I noticed he hadn’t said anything about magic. Marvel was a euphemism I hadn’t heard before. “I am.”
“It doesn’t appear that you’ve been trading with anyone. I wonder, if Edward had so many delightful treasures in his possession, why he didn’t sell them sooner?”
Shite. Did he know about Bri, or was he fishing for information? How a man of so much evident wealth could view my shoppe as any sort of threat was unfathomable. What more could he possibly need?
“My father wasn’t the most discerning of businessmen,” I said carefully. “He had some notion of what he had in his shoppe, but he didn’t understand the full potential.”
“But you did? A young girl of seventeen, with no real experience in the trade?”
My pride got the better of me as I raised my chin. “I’ve worked in the shoppe for most of my life. I have quite a lot of experience for someone my age.”
“Yes, I suppose you do.” He crossed one leg over the other, his mustache quirking in a smile. “And once you’ve run out of inventory? If your father was still alive, I’m sure he’d be focused on finding you a suitable husband.”
I licked my lips, finding my mouth had gone bone dry. I didn’t like the turn this conversation was taking, and I needed to somehow steer it toward The Oxblood Book without arousing suspicion. “May I have something to drink, Mr. Wexley?”
“What a terrible host I’ve been! Please, feel free to peruse. I’ll be right back.”
He strode out of the room, leaving me alone with a veritable treasure trove. I shoved my hands into my pockets lest temptation get the better of me. I couldn’t deny that I was intrigued by a collection of crystals in a rainbow of hues, or what appeared to be a human eyeball floating in a crystal decanter. But I’d come here with a purpose, and I might not get another chance. I skirted the birdcage and made my way to a bookshelf filled with grimoires.
I glanced over my shoulder at the open door leading to the hallway, straining my ears for the sound of footsteps. Tentatively, I trailed my fingers over the covers, searching for something that might possibly contain Bri’s cure. The second my fingers touched one particular spine—this one a deep red-black with gold detailing—I felt a strange surge go through me, warming my blood. Agatha had made it seem as though every grimoire had a personality of its own, but I’d felt nothing like this in the library.
“Tea is on its way, Miss Stokes.” Mr. Wexley had returned. I stepped away from the shelf, hoping he hadn’t noticed me touching the grimoires. I couldn’t tell simply from looking at this collection, but something told me that a good deal of the items here were magical. As I walked toward my chair, I passed a shelf and froze.
A massive fang, yellowed with age, sat mounted on a gilded stand. “Is this a dragon tooth?” I asked, glancing at Wexley.
“It is.” He smiled, seeming pleased by my enthusiasm. “Go ahead, pick it up if you like.”
My fingers twitched with longing. To be so close to something I’d dreamt of for years … It would be the simplest thing to slip it into my pocket when he wasn’t looking …
I shook my head. “That’s all right. I’ve never seen one in real life before.”
“They are exceedingly rare. This one came all the way from the Sapphire Isles. A recent acquisition. I have my eye on something far more exclusive, mind you.”
A servant entered with a silver tea service and set it down on an end table. I returned to my seat and prepared my tea slowly, wondering how much Mr. Wexley knew. Was he trying to warn me off the dragon bones, or was he simply letting me know how powerful he was?
“Do most of your items come from traders?” I asked.
He settled back in his chair, seemingly relaxed, although I noticed a muscle in his jaw ticking away. “There was a time when I ventured far and wide for my treasures. I’ve been to every continent, recovered artifacts from the bottom of the ocean and the mouths of active volcanos. I once encountered an entire civilization that had never seen an outsider before.” He sighed wistfully. “But now I’m older and far less adventurous. Fromme is my eyes and ears. Occasionally I’ll travel to confirm the authenticity of an item, but those days are mostly behind me.”
“What do you do with your items, Mr. Wexley?” I asked.
“Why, I collect them! I spend hours in this room, remembering when and where I found certain items, or reimagining the stories of those who brought them to me. I can visit a dozen countries by perusing a single shelf. I entertain my guests with delightful tales, allowing them to visit the places they’ll never go. Collecting isn’t merely a hobby, Miss Stokes. It’s an art form.”
I couldn’t tamp down my surprise, or my hope that The Oxblood Book was still here. “You don’t sell them? Ever?”
He laughed lightly to himself. “No, Miss Stokes. I don’t sell them. Why would I? I certainly don’t need the money.”
“Right.” My cheeks pinked with embarrassment. I glanced at the window, where the sun was sinking rapidly behind the rooftops. “Pardon my boldness, but what were you hoping to gain from this meeting? Did you want to purchase something from my shoppe? I doubt I have anything that would interest you.”
He smiled and rose, crossing the room to where a full suit of armor stood in the corner. “As I told you, I have my own sources, Miss Stokes. I can afford to be very particular in my collecting.” He ran a hand over the armor, caressing it with surprising affection. Or perhaps possession. I didn’t know him well enough to say.
“Not everything in here is magical, Miss Stokes.” He took a few steps back, admiring the armor. “Magical items are so hard to find these days, as you know.”
Without warning, he turned and hurled his teacup at the suit of armor. I gasped as the knight lifted its sword and smashed the delicate porcelain, which fell to the floor in jagged pieces.
My heart was hammering in my chest, but Mr. Wexley was unfazed. “That being said, the pieces I do have…” He lowered his voice, looking me straight in the eyes. “Well, they are extremely precious to me.”
I’d never wanted to run away from something so badly in my entire life. Though no direct threat had been made, I couldn’t help feeling this meeting was meant as a warning, not the business proposition he’d implied. I set my teacup down, where it clattered loudly in its saucer, and started to rise.
“It was foolish of me to think I could be of any use to you,” I said. “You clearly have the means and access to acquire anything you desire, and while I do hope to add more items to my inventory, you’ve already said you don’t sell your pieces.”
“Oh dear, I’ve frightened you.” He steepled his hands and brought his forefingers to his mouth. After a long moment, he lowered his hands. “Please, stay. I have an offer to make you, Miss Stokes. One I wasn’t sure I would make until now. But having spent some time with you, and knowing what kind of man your father was, I can’t think of anyone I’d rather make it to.”
“An offer?” Reluctantly, I lowered myself, perching on the edge of the seat so that I could make a fast escape if necessary.
“As I mentioned, there is a much more important piece I have my eye on. Something so rare it is the only one of its kind in existence. I think you can imagine how enticing that is for someone like me, to be the sole owner of something. It is, in fact, my final objective. It will be the last item I ever collect.”
I shouldn’t have taken the bait, but I was rendered helpless by my curiosity. “What is it?”
“There is competition, of course,” he mused, ignoring me. “I’ll admit, there was a time I thought you were after my treasure, but I see now that’s impossible.” He frowned in mock sympathy. “You’re just an orphan, after all.”
“The offer?” I prodded, fully aware that whatever he was going to say, there would be strings firmly attached.
“Correct me if I’m wrong, but you strike me as the type of girl who would love to go on an adventure.”
“Oh, I—”
“Here is my proposal: Go to the Sapphire Isles in my stead. Find my prize, bring it to me, and I will reward you handsomely.”
I shook my head, utterly confused by where this conversation was going. “Why me? You could send one of your employees. Fromme seems more than up to the task.”
“Fromme isn’t particularly welcome in the Sapphire Isles,” he said, wincing theatrically. “As I said before, I believe we can be rather useful to each other.”
A dry laugh escaped me. “So you would entrust me—a perfect stranger—with your gold? How do you know I won’t simply run off with it myself?”
He took a seat again, leaning toward me as though we were old friends. “I understand that until recently, you had no idea who I was. But I’ve been following you for a long time, Miss Stokes. I’ve watched you grow into a shrewd businesswoman, with a keen eye for the magical.”
“That’s very kind, but—”
“I know for a fact you won’t run off with my gold, because you will not be purchasing this item. You will be stealing it.”
I couldn’t help it. I burst into laughter. I threw my hand over my mouth almost immediately, but it was too late. Something dark flashed in Mr. Wexley’s eyes.
“I’m sorry,” I said, hoping I sounded sufficiently contrite. “But I am no thief.”
“No? You didn’t fleece Mrs. Shilling by selling her hair removal cream?”
My stomach sank at his words. “That was different.”
“You didn’t sell a broom to an old man, only for it to cease working the next day?”
I cringed.
“I know everything that happens in this town, Miss Stokes,” he said. “I know that you’ve somehow managed to make a killing these past weeks, selling items that have been gathering dust in your father’s shoppe for years. Either you’ve been extremely lucky, and this is all a coincidence, or you’re pulling some kind of scheme.”
“Now wait a minute, Mr. Wexley.”
He would not wait, it seemed. He hurtled onward, hardly giving me a moment to process his words. “I’m willing to stake my life on the fact that that foreign girl has something to do with your sudden change of fortunes.”
My fear returned, squashing down any other emotion. “Brianna? That’s not true. We’re running an honest shoppe, Mr. Wexley.”
He leaned back, as though he’d presented his case to the jury and was simply waiting for a judge to render a verdict. “I know that’s what you want everyone to believe. And I trust that if you could do everything aboveboard, you would. You seem like a good lass, and you’re clearly loyal to dear old Edward. But you know as well as I do that nothing comes freely in this world. That honesty can only get you so far. You have ambitions, as I do. Correct me if I’m wrong, but I don’t think they include settling down as someone’s wife.” A look of compassion washed over his features. “If you were my daughter, I wouldn’t want you to.”
I felt as though Mr. Wexley was seeing straight into my soul, where all my ambition lay tucked under a veneer of practicality and loyalty to my father. Even still. “I can’t steal something, sir. I’ll be thrown in Blackbay Prison.”
“Only if you get caught.”
“But…” I glanced around the room desperately. “You’re rich!”
“I am. But the owner of this item has not been moved by my extremely generous offers.”
This item wasn’t even for sale? I was capable of many things, but I was not capable of stealing the rarest object on earth. How could I possibly have given the impression that I was?
“I’ll pay for your passage, of course, and your accommodation. The logistics will be handled entirely by me. You’ll leave next week. That should give you plenty of time to get your affairs in order.”
“Why would I do this for you?” I asked, still feeling as though I’d stumbled into someone else’s dream.
He grinned. “Because, Miss Stokes, I will give you my entire collection if you succeed.” He must have seen something he liked on my face because his smile widened. “That’s right. Every single item in my collection is yours, if you do this one small thing for me.”
My eyes scanned the room hungrily. I couldn’t even imagine the value. The suit of armor alone was worth a fortune. There were shelves crammed with objects, not to mention the grimoires …
This could solve everything. I would have plenty of inventory, and the profits to buy more, should I want to. The antidote to Bri’s curse could be here in this very room. A flood of possibility washed over me. One small indiscretion, and all that I wanted could fall into place.
My eyes flicked to Mr. Wexley. He was watching me, that sly grin still spread across his face. He’d already identified me as the perfect rube, someone who had a burning desire to increase my inventory and very little opportunity to do so.
I blinked and shook my head. If something sounded too easy, it usually was. If it were that easy to get this object, he would have found someone else to do it. Someone he didn’t consider disposable. After all, if I failed, there was one less competitor for him in the magical trade. “I’m sorry, Mr. Wexley, but—”
He rose from his chair and stood over me, suddenly looking impossibly tall. “Take some time to think about it, Miss Stokes.”
“There’s nothing to think about. I can’t do what you’re asking of me.”
“Nevertheless. For your sake, and your little foreign friend’s. Even Mr. Barrow and his poor, ill mother. I know how close you all are.”
My stomach plummeted at his words, and I became viscerally aware of the cold sweat under my arms. I rose on watery legs and forced myself to meet his eye. He knew my weakness and how to exploit it. But I’d be damned if I let him. “If you really knew me, Mr. Wexley, you’d know that I’m not close with anyone.”
He flashed a tight smile that didn’t reach his eyes.
Somehow, I summoned the courage to walk past him. He followed me to the door, where Fromme was waiting.
“Goodbye, Miss. Stokes,” Wexley called as I crossed the threshold. “I’ll wait for your answer. After all, it would be such a shame if anyone were to discover how very much like your father you truly are.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Wexley’s barely veiled threat echoed in my head as I hurried down the street. Once I was at the end of the block, I broke into a run, not slowing until I’d reached the outskirts of town and my familiar moor. I walked as fast as I could, trying to catch my breath, though it was nearly impossible. Normally I wouldn’t make this journey alone in the dark, but I had no lantern, and I wasn’t going to venture back into town to see if Bri had left yet. There was too great a risk of running into Fromme or Wexley.
I did my best to pick my way through the gorse in the moonlight, cursing every time a pheasant took flight or a rabbit darted past. Finally, in the distance, I spotted a light bobbing toward me. I was torn between calling for help and hiding in a ditch until they passed. I settled for staying where I was, as it required the least effort.
Then the shape materialized, and I burst into tears.
“Willow!” Finlay shouted, running the last few meters toward me. “What are you doing out here? Bri and I found the house dark and empty. I was afraid something terrible had happened.” When I didn’t respond, he raised his arm, flooding my eyes with lamplight. “Crivvens, Willow! Something terrible did happen, didn’t it?”
I collapsed into his arms, unable to formulate words. I realized with detached curiosity that I was weeping on Finlay’s shoulder, something I had sworn I would never do, but I seemed unable to stop myself. He set the lantern down by our feet and pulled me into his arms, shushing me quietly but not demanding any more answers.
In all my selfish desire to save the shoppe and live a comfortable life, I had inadvertently drawn the only people I had left in the world into a horrible situation. Now Wexley was going to blackmail me into something far worse. No matter what I did, my friends would be implicated, possibly harmed. How could I live with myself if I became a thief? How could I live with myself if I didn’t?
Finally, I managed to get a grip on myself and straightened, wiping my tears on my sleeves. “I’m sorry,” I said, my voice wobbly and watery.
“Are you hurt? Did you get lost?” Even as he asked it, doubt tinged his voice. He knew I’d never get lost in these moors.
“I had a meeting with someone I thought might be able to help us find Bri’s grimoire.”
“What? Alone? Why didn’t you tell us?”
I explained about my meeting, how a man had seen our advertisement and asked to meet with me under the guise of selling us items for the shoppe, but had instead accused us of scamming our customers. I almost told him everything then, including the threats he’d made against Bri and Finlay. But seeing the fear and fury in his eyes, I knew he’d do something incredibly stupid if he heard the full truth. I’d have to figure out a way out of this on my own, without worrying Finlay or Bri.
I dried my tears when I finished. “I’m sorry. I know I sound mad.”
“You don’t,” he said, smoothing my hair back from my face. “It sounds very much like he was threatening you. Maybe you should close the shoppe for a few days, just until we can find out what he plans to do.”
I shook my head. “We have appointments booked out for weeks. If we close now, everything we worked so hard for will be lost.”
He sighed in exasperation. “What’s more important, Willow? The shoppe, or your safety? What about Bri? If this man discovers—”
I started to walk toward home, afraid that if I let him continue down this train of thought, I’d end up telling him everything. “I think he was trying to see if I had a source he was unaware of. He doesn’t want anyone competing with him in this town.”
I heard the rattle of the lantern as Finlay picked it up and followed me. “Willow, Bri told me what you were planning.”
I whirled on him. “What?”
“That you intend to continue selling, after you run through your inventory. Knowing you, you’ve probably got some crazy scheme to make that happen.”
All my insecurity that Bri and Finlay had a relationship outside of ours came flooding back in. And if I was being honest, defensiveness was a far more comfortable feeling than fear. “You talk about me behind my back now, is that it? I thought I was your best friend, Finlay. Since when did your relationship with Bri become more important?”
He didn’t even have the decency to look ashamed. “It isn’t, Willow. That’s the whole point. We want you to be safe.”
“Me? Or Bri? Because you certainly seem more invested in her security than mine.”
He blew out a breath. I knew I wasn’t being entirely fair, but the thought of the two of them spending time together, discussing how unreasonable I was, hurt more than I could have imagined. This was the trouble with trios. It always ended up as two against one.
“Go home, Finlay,” I barked. “I don’t need your help.”
“I have to go back,” he said, sounding more frustrated than I’d ever heard him. “Bri has Fergus. She rode out looking for you in the opposite direction, in case you were in trouble.”
“Oh.” I deflated a bit, my righteous indignation quickly running out of steam. I realized suddenly how exhausted I was. “That was nice of her.”
He arched an eyebrow. “For Pete’s sake, Willow. If that man finds out what Bri is capable of, he could decide to add her to his collection.”
I winced, despite Marcail’s reassurance that people weren’t out hunting witches. Mr. Wexley might not want her for her bones, but she was certainly a handy pawn when it came to getting me to do what he wanted. “That’s not going to happen,” I insisted, with far more conviction than I felt.
“Why’s that?”
My eyes darted around, as though the answer to all my problems could be found here on the moors. Finlay was staring at me with the same disapproving look as the night he’d chastised me by the burn, when all I wanted was for him to take me into his arms and tell me everything would be all right.
But it was Bri he was concerned about. Bri whose future would be determined by whether we found a way to break her curse. So without thinking beyond my next breath, I said the one thing that I knew would earn me Finlay’s approval. “Because I know how to break Bri’s curse!”
Finlay stiffened. “I— What?”
Oh, bollocks. When would my mouth learn not to go running off without my brain in tow? I had no idea how to break Bri’s curse. That was the whole problem! I scrambled for a moment, wondering if it was too late to backtrack. But now Finlay was looking at me differently. The disappointment in his bonny blue eyes was melting into something like hope.
“Willow, what are you talking about?”
Neeps and tatties, I was in it now. “Look, I didn’t want to tell you until I’d had more time to research it, but I saw something in one of the grimoires at the library. Something I think could help Bri.”
“Willow, that’s brilliant!” Before I knew what was happening, Finlay had taken my hand and was yanking me toward home. “Bri is going to be thrilled!”
I hadn’t realized how cold my extremities were until my hand was wrapped in the warmth of Finlay’s. Even though he was pulling me toward Bri, I let myself indulge briefly in the fantasy that he was pulling me toward home. Our home, that we shared. Inside, he would shower me with the glory of his full smile, acknowledging finally what a wonderful person I truly was, a selfless friend, a dutiful daughter, a generous lover …
He dropped my hand as the cottage came into view, where Bri and Fergus waited in the front yard. The next thing I knew, Bri was embracing me and Fergus was nuzzling my pockets for sugar cubes. Then I was back inside the house, where it was warm and safe and Argyle wove between my legs like a furry eel. Finlay wrapped an arm around my shoulder, beaming wider than I’d ever seen. A person could stop time with a smile like that.
“… Willow has something wonderful to tell you,” Finlay was saying to Bri. “Come on, you’ll want to sit down for this one.”
The next thing I knew, I was plopped down in my armchair, the two of them watching me eagerly from the sofa.
“Go on,” he urged. “Tell her the good news.”
“I—” I glanced around the room as I had on the moors, desperate for an ally, but Argyle was as likely to be helpful as the stack of firewood. Shite, shite, triple shite!
“Give her a minute to catch her breath,” Bri said to Finlay, turning her sympathetic brown eyes on me. “Are you all right, Willow? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. I was so worried when I came home and found the house empty.”
I nodded, the guilt settling on me like a sack of stones. “I’m all right. I had a meeting that didn’t go quite the way I’d hoped it would.”
“But none of that matters now,” Finlay said, practically bouncing in his seat. “Because Willow found—”
“I may have found the antidote to your curse,” I muttered, wishing I could take back this entire day. Of all the things for me to lie about.
Bri gasped, wide eyes meeting mine. “When? How?”
I explained to them both about the line in the grimoire from the Abundance library. My only excuse for not telling them sooner was that I didn’t want to get their hopes up, that I’d planned to do more research first, but we’d been too busy in the past few weeks for me to get to the library.
“The willywag tree?” Bri asked doubtfully.
I nodded sagely, though I was pretty sure I’d butchered the name.
Finlay was watching me with one brow raised skeptically.
“It’s true!” I said, trying to project confidence. “It’s good news. At least, it could be. It means we don’t have to find the original grimoire, which for all we know is at the bottom of the ocean.” No need to tell them I strongly suspected it was in the hands of a dangerous man just down the road as we spoke, or that the tree was extinct. I’d work all that out later. “We only have to find this bloom.”
“A bloom we’ve never heard of,” Bri said. “That for all we know doesn’t exist.”
In hindsight, it’s painfully obvious to me that this is where everything went wrong. I could have done the honest thing. I could have told Bri and Finlay what Mr. Wexley wanted, that he was blackmailing me to steal something that would most likely land me in the world’s most notorious prison. I could have told them about Wexley’s grimoire collection, the blood-colored book that had practically sung when I touched it.
At the very least, I could have told them that we’d go to the library tomorrow and research the extinct bloom, because at this point, I hadn’t really done anything too terribly wrong. Yes, I had made it sound as though I’d found the antidote to Bri’s curse—or, you know, said exactly that—but it was technically possible that I had. For all any of us knew, there was a willywag blossom out there somewhere. When we went to the library tomorrow and discovered that it was going to be impossible to find, I could have apologized for getting everyone’s hopes up, and we’d all go back to the shoppe and I’d figure out some other way to get my hands on Wexley’s book.
But if anyone else had seen the way Finlay was looking at me, not yet aware that I not only sold counterfeit items, but was myself a fraud, no better than the hucksters who sold watered-down goods to the poor and downtrodden … I would like to think if anyone else saw that beautiful face watching them expectantly, they’d have done what I did next.
But I know better than that.
While these thoughts were flitting through my head, another discourse was happening simultaneously. If Mr. Wexley’s threats were real, then I had no choice but to go and steal this treasure. That, or die trying. If I didn’t, and something happened to Bri, her blood would be entirely on my hands. I was the one who had convinced her to come work for me, catching the notice of Mr. Wexley in the first place.
But if I told Bri and Finlay why I was going, they would forbid me. They would call me foolish, reckless … feckless. They would tell me to go to the authorities or some such nonsense, and as the trader and the Sapphire Islander had said, the police in Ardmuir were a joke.
What I needed was an excuse to go to the Sapphire Isles that had nothing to do with treasure, something innocent enough that it wouldn’t cause Bri and Finlay to worry.
For better or worse, Mr. Wexley had given me the perfect out. “It does exist,” I said with a heavy sigh. “The willywag tree is in the Sapphire Isles, and I already have a plan to retrieve it.”
Finlay and Bri threw up their hands simultaneously. “Willow!”
I pushed myself up from the chair. Truly, my only option was to double down. “My travel is arranged. I leave next week.”
Bri rose, looking so determined I almost shrank back. “Then we’re coming with you.”
“What? No.” I shook my head. “Someone has to look after the shoppe. Finlay has his mother to think of.”
He squeezed his hands into fists. “Willow Stokes, if you think we’re going to let you do something this dangerous by yourself—”
“First of all, no one is letting me do anything.” I sniffed. “This is my decision.”
“And it’s my curse to break,” Bri said. “I should be the one to go!”
I rubbed my temples with my fingertips. Why did they have to be so bleeding impossible? “The shoppe can’t run without you, considering your touch is what makes our items magical. I need you to help me sell off the rest of our inventory, because once you have this flower, you won’t have your powers anymore.”
“So you’re not planning to keep the store running?” Finlay asked, raising one dark brow.
Lies were multiplying like Achnarachian highland bunnies, and if I wasn’t careful, they were liable to bound off in all directions before I could rein them in. But I couldn’t stand another one of Finlay’s disappointed looks. I took a deep breath and released it slowly.
“I know I haven’t always behaved with … integrity. You have every reason to doubt me. But if you let me attempt this one act of generosity, maybe I can finally redeem myself a little. I owe it to you, Bri, after everything you’ve done for me. And Finlay, I know you worry about me, and yes, I’ve made some poor decisions in the past, but I’m trying to change.”
The way they were looking at me now, like I was a saint with a golden halo surrounding me, was almost worse than their skepticism. A small, entreating voice in my head warned me it wasn’t too late to tell the truth, but I squashed it like a midge. You will not start growing a conscience now, Willow Stokes.
“If you’re sure that’s what you want,” Bri said. “I’ll keep the store running while you’re gone.”
“I’ll help her,” Finlay added, though he looked less resigned than Bri. That would have to do for now. I had a week to convince him this was an excellent plan.
I only wondered if I’d be able to convince myself while I was at it.










CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
The next morning, after a long night of tossing and turning, Bri and I went to work as usual, because that was what you did when you were a seventeen-year-old pretending to have your life together. We were in the middle of an appointment with a buyer when Finlay knocked on our window. He was carrying a bouquet of flowers, his cap tucked under one arm, and I felt the color rise in my cheeks as though a suitor were coming to call on me.
“Oh bother,” I said, earning an odd look from Bri. “It’s my birthday.”
Bri’s confusion turned to delight. “Why didn’t you say something? I’ll make a cake tonight!”
“That’s entirely unnecessary.” I opened the door for Finlay with a wan smile. “Hello, Finlay,” I said, ushering him inside.
“Happy birthday, Willow.” He handed me the flowers, a lovely assemblage of wildflowers with a few hothouse roses mixed in, likely all he could afford. I felt my heart go a wee bit soft and squidgy. If I’d had a hand free, I would have slapped my own face.
“Thank you. These are beautiful.”
To my surprise, he leaned in and brushed a light kiss on my left cheek.
In a daze, I touched my cheek with my fingertips. “What was that for?”
“I wanted to say thank you.” He glanced at the customer and cleared his throat, nodding for me to join him in the storeroom.
“I’ll be right back,” I said to Bri, hoping my hair hid the scarlet flush in my cheeks. Finlay followed on my heels.
“Thank me for what?” I asked, turning to him inside the storeroom.
“For what you’re doing for Bri. It’s … it’s really brave, Willow. I know you’re not afraid of anything—”
I laughed. “Who said that?”
“Oh, come now. You know you’re not.”
“I despise spiders,” I said. “I’m growing rather peevish toward bats. I’m not particularly fond of haggis.”
He smiled. “True. But you’re not afraid of it.”
“No, I suppose not.” I reached for a vase on the top shelf, my hand brushing against the fur of the wolpertinger. I had barely thought about it lately, but now I couldn’t help wondering if it was time to awaken it and use my one wish to turn back time. There were many things I would take back if I could.
I was on my tiptoes, still reaching for the vase, when I felt Finlay step behind me. He placed one hand on my waist, steadying me, and reached over my shoulder, lifting the vase easily.
I didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. This wasn’t the closest I’d ever been to Finlay, but there was something about the way his hand rested on my waist that felt different. His grip tightened, as if he had noticed it, too.
“The flowers really are lovely,” I said, turning. I lowered onto the soles of my feet as he brought the vase down, but his hand remained on my hip.
“So are you, Willow.”
My breath caught. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to melt through the floor or float up to the ceiling. I was mortified and elated at the same time. I settled for sarcasm, my comfort zone, my security blanket. “Lovely, or adorable?”
His brow wrinkled in confusion.
“A few weeks ago. You said I was adorable.”
He caught his lip with his teeth, remembering. “Ah, yes. I believe I also said you were brainless.”
I reached up, toying with the edge of his collar, wishing I could use it to draw him to me and wondering where my brain had got to, because it was decidedly not in my head. “But you didn’t mean that part,” I whispered.
“No, Willow,” he rasped. “I didn’t mean that part at all.”
I couldn’t help the thought that tapped insistently in my head, reminding me of the myriad reasons this was a terrible idea: that it wasn’t worth risking our friendship, that to love someone meant to lose them, that Finlay didn’t trust me to know my own heart. And while I couldn’t blame him for that, I also knew whatever was happening right now between us was likely because he believed I had changed. That where I’d once been sharp and selfish, I was suddenly caring and generous and brave. The fact was, I was the worst kind of coward. If I weren’t, I’d have told him the truth.
Instead, I leaned closer to him. As he closed his eyes and brought his face down to mine, I allowed the beating drum of my pulse to silence the dissenting voice in my head.
This, I thought as his lips hovered a heartbeat from mine. This is what I’ve been searching for all along.
“There you are!” Bri said, stepping into the closet. Finlay and I leapt apart in the world’s least subtle gesture.
“Sorry,” she said, glancing between us. “Our next customer is here.”
“Right, of course.” I straightened my skirt while Finlay pretended to look for something on the shelf. “I’ll be right there.”
“I’ll tell her,” Bri said, pressing her lips together as though smothering a smile.
As soon as she was gone, Finlay and I both exhaled loudly. We circled each other awkwardly, me reaching for the vase at the same time he reached for the flowers.
“I’ll take care of these,” he said. “You go see your customer.”
“Yep, will do.” I avoided his eyes as I stepped out of the closet, my heart rate still elevated and my hands trembling. Finlay Barrow had almost kissed me.
More to the point, I had wanted him to. I’d wanted it so badly I would have sold my soul for thirty more seconds in that closet without interruptions. I’d have sold my future offspring’s souls for another ten minutes.
I froze when I saw the person standing a few feet from Bri.
“Willow, you know Mr. Wexley,” Bri said, gesturing to the man standing beside her.
I had to steady myself on the front counter, all the heat flooding my body suddenly draining out of me. “I thought our next customer was Mrs. Wheeler,” I said, nostrils flaring as I attempted to smile. I hadn’t told Bri about my meeting because Finlay had cut me off last night. I hadn’t even told Finlay Wexley’s name. Bri had no idea what she’d opened herself up to.
“Mrs. Wheeler is my housekeeper,” Mr. Wexley said. “She made the appointment for me.”
“Of course she did,” I mumbled, once again regretting all my recent life choices. “What can I help you with?”
“I was just telling your friend Brianna that I’m an avid collector. I came to see what you had on offer.” He let his gaze travel around the room, though I knew it was all an act. He wasn’t taking in anything. “I must say, your shoppe is positively whimsical. Such a charming endeavor you two have.”
My cheeks twitched in a puppet’s imitation of a smile. “Thank you. Now that you’ve seen it, I suppose you’ll need to be on your way?”
“Well, I’m here now. It seems a waste not to browse, don’t you think?” He turned and began to make his way through the store, touching various items I knew he had no interest in.
“What is going on with you?” Bri asked, squeezing my arm and yanking me behind the counter. “He’s obviously filthy rich. Why are you being so rude?”
“I get a bad feeling from him,” I said, glancing toward the storeroom. I didn’t know what Finlay was doing in there, but I could only hope he stayed hidden.
“Get a grip,” Bri hissed, moving back around the counter. “Can I help you with anything?” Bri called to Wexley, as innocent as a lamb heading for slaughter.
He turned around carrying a brass lantern and my breath caught. He was already holding it. He could see it did nothing magical. The moment Bri touched it …
A green light flickered in the lantern, followed by a pink light, then blue. My eyes found Bri’s, and she shrugged.
“Another customer was looking at that right before you,” she said to Wexley, and I realized it was for my benefit. The lantern’s magic had already been activated. I breathed a sigh of relief as Bri explained that the light matched the holder’s mood. She laughed as the light continued to flicker. “In your case, it seems rather undecided.”
Now it was Wexley’s turn to flash a false smile. “How amusing.” He set the lantern down. “As I said, a charming little shoppe, but not for me, I’m afraid.”
I started to breathe a sigh of relief as he moved toward the front door. Just then, I heard Finlay’s voice behind me. “Oh, Mr. Wexley. I didn’t realize you were here.”
My heart clenched as he turned and beheld Finlay. “Oh, Mr. Barrow! What a delight. Do you work here now, as well?”
“No, sir. I was bringing Willow some flowers for her birthday.” He smiled at me, and I knew as soon as his crooked tooth flashed that my fate had been sealed. Anyone with half a brain could see it was not the smile of an acquaintance.
Wexley’s gaze darted between the two of us, something sinister glittering there. “What a lovely little trio the three of you are.”
“I’m afraid it’s time for us to close,” I said, earning an angry look from Bri and a confused one from Finlay.
“Of course,” Wexley replied. “Walk me to the door, Miss Stokes?”
I rolled my eyes and moved toward him as his hand fell on a crystal ball held by a gold claw pedestal. Even though we weren’t entirely sure what it could do—we assumed it was some sort of scrying device, but we wouldn’t know until Bri touched it—we had priced it quite high, because it was a pretty thing even if it didn’t work for long.
“Oh!” Wexley exclaimed with what sounded an awful lot like genuine delight. “I haven’t seen one of these in ages! A shame it doesn’t work.”
I watched in horror as Bri moved toward him and placed her hands on the crystal ball. Instantly, a lavender mist swirled within the sphere, and an image began to materialize.
“That’s not for sale,” I shouted, flinging a dusting cloth over the crystal ball and shoving Bri out of the way. “It’s not working properly,” I said. “A little hiccup, but we’re sorting it out.”
From the way Wexley looked at me I knew I was too late. His gaze once again traveled among the three of us, a mental calculation flashing behind those dark, dark eyes. We were well and truly doomed.
He placed a hand on my shoulder with unnecessary roughness, sending a shiver up my spine and into my scalp. “Pity. It’s such a lovely little thing.”
“Let me show you out,” I snarled, while I shrugged off Wexley’s hand and Finlay and Bri exchanged confused glances. As soon as I opened the door, I leaned toward him, no more doubt in my mind about what I had to do.
“I’ll fetch your treasure.”
“Smart girl. I knew you’d see things my way.” He turned and waved at Finlay and Bri over my shoulder. “I misjudged you,” he said through his grimace of a smile. “For a while, I believed you must have some kind of power to make old Edward’s objects magical. But the way you’re using that girl is utterly brilliant. Come to my house on Monday for your instructions. The ship leaves Wednesday morning.”
I nodded curtly.
“Goodbye,” Wexley called over my head to Bri. “Very lovely to have made your acquaintance.”
After I’d locked the door and flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSED, I walked past Bri and Finlay, who continued to stare at me. I entered the storeroom because there was nowhere else to go in this blasted shoppe, and I needed a moment to catch my breath and decide on an explanation for my behavior.
“What the hell was that?” Bri asked, popping her head into the doorway like a gopher.
I heaved an exasperated groan. “I need a minute to think, Bri.”
“Yeah, well, we need to know what’s going on with you. There’s something you’re not telling us, isn’t there?”
I laughed bitterly. She had no idea.
“This doesn’t work if you can’t be honest with me, Willow. I’ve put my trust in you, more than once. Why can’t you do the same for me?”
“Or me?” Finlay asked, joining us. I knew, somewhere in my sorry excuse for a soul, that without trust, love simply couldn’t exist. To love someone meant jumping headlong off a cliff, believing that person was there to catch you. I’d loved my father that way—recklessly and with abandon—and look where that got me. Life had taught me the bitterest lesson: that I’d better learn to love myself the most, because I was the only one who was going to save me. At the end of the day, I was all I had.
Of course, vulnerability had never been my strong suit. I reached into my emotional bag of tricks and pulled out ye olde classic, Turning Thy Tables. “You both said you trusted me to handle this. If I say I don’t like that man, that should be enough for you.” I was encouraged by the chastened look they shared. “Besides, he made it clear he wasn’t here to buy anything. He came to gloat.”
“Mr. Wexley has always been kind to us,” Finlay said. “He helped support the print shoppe when business was bad.”
“He probably helps a lot of people,” I shot back. “Gives him leverage.”
“Not everyone is out to get you, Willow.” I could feel him reassessing me, probably wondering if he’d been wrong to give me another chance. I met his gaze, daring him to push me away.
He blinked first, as I’d known he would. “Well, if you don’t like him, we’ll take your word for it.”
I nodded smugly, afraid that if I gave even one inch, I’d end up conceding everything. “Good. Now if you’ll excuse me, it’s my birthday. I think I deserve a little time to myself.”
I strode out the door, trusting Finlay or Bri would lock up after they left. I didn’t have a plan, just a desire not to be in a small space with the only two people who gave me chance after chance, for reasons I still couldn’t deduce. The sad thing was, I was genuinely trying to protect them for once.
I headed across the moor to the cliffs, finding a large rock overlooking the sea and perching there. The wind was cold, whipping my hair around my face. I gathered it at the back of my neck and tucked it into my plaid scarf, telling myself I wasn’t crying, that it was simply the wind stealing the tears from my eyes.
“Don’t be such a numpty, Willow. There’s no one else here.” I sniffed and tucked my head into the scarf, breathing in the scent of wool and lavender. The thought of sailing to the Sapphire Isles by myself only made me cry harder. I’d never been on a ship before. I’d never been to another country. Now I was being blackmailed into thieving, which had previously been a bar too low for me to stoop under, even at my most desperate.
It wasn’t the dishonesty of it that bothered me. It was the weakness. Stealing meant I couldn’t make do, and I had been determined to do everything by myself after Da died. I’d earned every penny I made; every stitch of clothing I wore or crumb of bread that crossed my lips had been bought and paid for. I hadn’t even accepted handouts, which were offered in the early days, when people still felt sorry for me. Jack Turner had said he had work in the print shoppe for me, should I want it. But that would have meant abandoning the shoppe, and I would die before I let that happen.
And for what? I wondered now. If I failed in this mission and wound up in prison, the shoppe’s fate was sealed as much as my own. Bri would have no choice but to return to Carterra, still cursed, if Mr. Wexley didn’t get to her first. Finlay would carry on, of course, marry some lovely, kind, honest girl. Maybe that was for the best. They’d all mourn me, the martyr who selflessly gave her life for her friends.
Through my tears, I laughed and laughed the rest of the way home.










CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
I hardly slept over the following days, and when I did, I was plagued by nightmares of ships lost at sea, of Finlay leaning in to kiss me only to see the truth behind my eyes. More than once, I woke up screaming. Bri had come to check on me, finding me sweating and unable to relay why I was so upset. Instead of getting frustrated, though, she’d gone ahead and baked me the best damn cake I’d ever eaten, vanilla bean with lavender frosting. When Finlay and Bri sang happy birthday and clapped as I blew out my candles, I lied and told them I wished for more cake.
For the most part, Finlay was busy with work and his mother, so I hardly saw him, which was exactly how I wanted it. If he tried to talk to me again, or worse, kiss me, I might lose my mind and tell him everything. As it was, my guilt was eating at me like worms in an apple, hollowing me from the inside out.
On Monday afternoon, I told Bri I had a few errands to run before I left for my trip, secretly planning to visit Mr. Wexley and receive my final instructions. I’d spent the past few days making sure Bri knew everything about the shoppe, since she’d have no way to reach me once I left. I’d never been away from it for more than a day or two, and it felt almost like leaving Da behind.
“I’ll walk with you,” Bri said. “I promised Mrs. Barrow I’d visit today.”
I pretended to be grateful for the company as we left the shoppe and headed down the street. I was grateful. I only wished everything could stay as it had been these past few weeks.
“Are you nervous?” she asked as we walked.
“No.” The lie came as easily as breathing. But this was one thing I didn’t have to lie about. “Yes,” I amended. “Terrified, actually.”
“I understand. Coming here, I felt the same way. But I knew it was what I needed to do.” She was quiet for a moment. “Thank you for doing this for me, Willow. I’ve never had someone willing to take a chance on me, other than my grandmother. It means more than you know.”
I wished I could take such a thoughtful compliment at face value, wished that my heart matched what she believed to be in it. “It’s all right,” I said instead.
“No, it’s … I didn’t tell you before because saying it out loud was too painful. I’m not telling you this to put pressure on you. I just want to be honest.”
Saints alive, what was it going to be now?
“I told you my parents are expecting me home for Yule, because that’s when the university break is. But it’s more than that.” She cleared her throat, avoiding my eyes. “My father actually told me to come home by Yule with the curse broken … or not to come back at all.”
If I’d thought I couldn’t feel any lower, I was wrong. “What? Ever?”
The detachment in her voice was almost worse than tears. “My mother is dying from her heart condition. The one I gave her. My father doesn’t want her last day with me to be tainted by the curse. He thinks it’s better if she never sees me again.”
For Pete’s sake, no pressure? What was I meant to say to that? If I didn’t manage to steal this item and get it back to Wexley, Bri’s chance to reunite with her parents was ruined forever. “Have I mentioned before how much I despise your parents?”
Bri gave a half-hearted shrug. “Family is family.”
“Family can be bloody awful.”
“I won’t disagree with you there.”
“So,” she said after a few minutes of silence had passed. “You and Fin.”
I glanced at her from the corner of my eye. “That’s the worst change of subject I ever heard. What about us?”
“He likes you, Willow. Before you deny it, I know you like him. How long are you going to string him along?”
I exhaled through my nose. To be honest, I’d been expecting her to mention our moment in the storeroom all week, but she must have been hoping I’d bring it up myself. “It’s complicated.”
She stopped and turned to face me. “Is it?”
“He’s my best friend, Bri. If something went wrong between us, I’d lose his friendship, and as you well know, I don’t have many friends to spare.”
“It’s more than that, Willow. Why can’t you admit it?”
Why couldn’t I admit it? For starters, that would have required me to interrogate my own feelings, something I was not particularly keen on. Besides, all my focus lately had been on getting to and from the Sapphire Isles with my head still attached to my shoulders. Once I had The Oxblood Book, I could come clean about everything.
Or not. Would it be so horrible to let Finlay and Bri go on thinking the best of me?
I scowled and continued walking. “You said it yourself. We’re like brother and sister at this point. We bicker half the time, and the other half we’re arguing.”
She pursed her lips. “For the record, I said you fought like siblings. If that’s how you think brothers look at sisters, we need to be having a different conversation.”
“Don’t be disgusting,” I said over my shoulder as she turned off toward the print shoppe.
“I’ll see you at home,” she called over her shoulder.
Home. Now there was a loaded word. If I’d known from the second I met Bri that the only way she’d see her family again was if I helped her, I’d have avoided her like the plague. No doubt she’d have avoided me, too. I still couldn’t understand why she’d even want to see them again, considering how terribly they’d treated her. But as I reached Wexley’s house, I reminded myself that it was her decision. And it was up to me to give her the chance to make it.
Fromme answered the door before I could knock, grunting a greeting as I skulked past him.
Wexley waited for me in his cabinet of curiosities, sipping whisky from a cut-crystal glass. “Ah, Miss Stokes. I wasn’t sure you’d make it.”
“You did threaten the lives of my best friends,” I snarled, sitting down heavily in his stupid velvet chair. Maybe I’d spill some tea on it, just to spite him.
Unfortunately, he didn’t offer me any. “Aye, well, you left me little choice in the matter.”
I almost retorted that I was the one who had no options left, but I bit my tongue. I wanted to get my instructions and get out of here as soon as possible. I glanced at the grimoires again. The dark red one stood out, likely because I knew to look for it. But I could still remember the way it had felt when I touched it, like it wanted me to find it.
Stealing the book had crossed my mind. I could break Bri’s curse and send her away before Mr. Wexley knew. But if I were caught, Bri and Finlay would be the ones who paid for it. Besides, I didn’t even know if this was The Oxblood Book. It was only a hunch.
Mr. Wexley handed me a notebook fastened with a long leather thong. Inside, the instructions were written in impossibly neat cursive, the kind I’d never managed to master in school.
I skimmed the words, but they meant little to me without any knowledge of the Isles.
“A map,” he said, once again reading my thoughts. He handed me a scroll tied with a black ribbon. “You’ll study it on your journey over and burn it when you’ve memorized it. Same with the notebook. Should you be caught, I don’t want any of this traced back to me.”
“Heaven forbid,” I muttered. “Were you planning to tell me what I’m stealing, or is that a surprise, too?”
He steepled his fingers below his chin. “You can hardly blame me for wanting to be sure you were on board before I divulged any secrets.”
I waved a hand at him, feigning boredom, though inside, I was burning with curiosity. I’d spent the past week wondering what could possibly be worth giving up his entire collection for, when he seemed to delight in the vastness of it as much as the contents. But nothing I came up with made any sense.
“There is a woman called Nora Monroe on Azure Cay. I purchased my dragon tooth from her. She inherited the last living dragon from her father. It passed away some years back, but not before leaving Nora with one final treasure.”
I sat up in the chair, hardly breathing. “Are you saying…?”
“A dragon egg. It can’t hatch, of course. Without a living dragon to nest on it, it has fossilized. But the power…” His gaze hardened, focused on something I couldn’t see.
“Mr. Wexley?”
He blinked, coming back to himself. “Do you know what a dragon egg is capable of?”
I shook my head. I knew, after overhearing the Sapphire Islander, that each part of the dragon held a power related to itself, but if a dragon egg held an entire baby dragon inside it, I could only begin to imagine what it could do.
“A dragon egg holds immortality. The ultimate power from the ultimate collectible.” He smiled at me, but it faltered when he noticed I didn’t seem particularly impressed. “Of course, you’re just a child. What does immortality mean to you? But believe me, a day will come when you’ll understand. Life goes by in the blink of an eye. There’s still so much I want to see and do.”
I rolled my eyes. This man had everything, and he was so caught up in his own nonsense that he couldn’t even see it. If it weren’t for Bri and Finlay, I would have walked out of his house that instant. If only I’d never let myself get close to anyone, I wouldn’t be in this situation to begin with.
Then again, maybe I’d end up as self-absorbed as Wexley, and that option wasn’t appealing, either.
“Nora keeps the egg well guarded, naturally. I’ve provided instructions in the notebook for how you’ll get past most of the obstacles, but it will be up to you to figure out how to smuggle the egg out of her fortress.” He reached into a satchel sitting on the floor next to his chair. “This is the decoy,” he explained, pulling a large, polished egg from the bag. It was heavy enough that I had to hold it with both hands. I raised it to the light, the iridescent colors flashing from gray to blue to green.
“It’s labradorite,” Mr. Wexley said. “Not particularly valuable, but a close enough approximation to the real thing. It should buy you some time.” He took it back from me and replaced it in the satchel. “There are other items in here that may come in handy, but they should be self-explanatory. When you get to the Isles, my trade associate will assist you.”
“I think you’ve made a huge mistake,” I said. “You have enough money to pay the most notorious thief in Achnarach, and you’ve blackmailed me into doing it for free. Why?”
“Because most notorious thieves are well-known to the authorities, who are not nearly as negligent where you’re going. No one will suspect you.”
“Exactly. Because I have no idea what I’m doing.”
He studied me for a moment. “You have your father’s eyes.”
That stopped me. He’d said he knew my father well, but there was no way my father would have been friends with someone like this. “How did you know him?”
“We’re from the same town. There were three of us boys who were as close as brothers. Your father, our friend Alfred, and myself. All of us were fascinated by magic, so much so that we all became involved in the magic business. When your father and Alfred moved here to Ardmuir, I followed. Edward opened his shoppe, Alfred became an appraiser, and I began my collection.”
It had been nearly two years since someone had mentioned my father in a way that wasn’t derogatory, and while I still didn’t believe they could have been friends, a part of me was happy just to hear about him. Alfred must be Alfie, and his mother was probably the last person to tell me a story about my father’s childhood when she visited the shoppe all those years ago.
Alfred, Wexley, and Da. Two of them were dead, and the third was now blackmailing me. Something didn’t add up. “Odd. He never mentioned you.”
“Why would he? You were a little girl at the time.”
“But I ran the shoppe with him. We discussed business every day.”
A look of pity washed over him, and I found I hated it even more than his smiles. “The truth is, we became competitors. He never wanted you to see the ugly side of collecting, Miss Stokes. He wanted to keep it fun and magical for you. But it’s a dark world, full of scandals and lies. Collecting can be cutthroat, quite literally. He wanted to protect you from all that. He changed after you were born, once he had something more valuable to lose, I suppose. If you hadn’t come along, he could have been one of the greats. Part of the reason I never had children,” he said. “They require a certain level of morality that isn’t compatible with what I do.” He took a long sip of whisky. “Still, once he died, I kept my eye on you. As I said, I worried you’d end up on the streets, as most orphans do. But you’re tenacious, Miss Stokes. I saw that in you immediately.”
I shuddered to think that he’d been watching me this entire time. “I didn’t exactly have a choice, did I?”
“Of course you did. You could have gone to work as a maid or a secretary. You could have sold things other than magical curios. A little meat on your bones, a fine gown? I’m sure you could have found some other way to make money.”
I stared in horror, but he continued as if this conversation were in any way appropriate. He was the most despicable person I’d ever met.
“But you didn’t. You kept your father’s shoppe alive, and then, when you met that young witch and realized what she was capable of, you turned your fortunes around. That’s what I see in you, Miss Stokes. Not someone lucky, but an opportunist. Resourceful, cunning. You’ve even got the Barrow boy wrapped around your pretty little finger. You’ll stop at nothing to get what you want.” He smiled again. “Your father would be very proud of what you’ve become.”
I shrank with every word he uttered, because I knew then that he wasn’t the most despicable person I’d ever met. I was. Father would hate to see what I’d become.
“Is there anything else?” I asked, doing my best to keep my lips from trembling.
“No, that’s all. Keep your wits about you, and don’t do anything foolish like develop scruples. If you succeed in this, you’ll have everything you’ve ever wanted. Someday, I may even leave the egg to you, once I’ve decided I’ve had enough. Of course, you’ll be an old woman by then.” He chuckled to himself. “Hard to imagine now, I know.”
I grabbed the satchel and moved to the door, refusing to let my tears escape until I was away from this awful man. I had reached the threshold when I heard his voice from the end of the hallway.
“Remember, Miss Stokes. Your friends are counting on you!”

Tuesday night, Finlay and Bri insisted on throwing me a little send-off party, despite my grumpiness over the past week. The mood was supposed to be celebratory, but none of us could quite pull it off. Argyle seemed to sense that something was afoot. He’d been hiding in a basket of dirty laundry for most of the day, and not even the promise of whipped cream could coax him out.
The satchel from Wexley was in the old leather trunk Da used for travel, though it was meant to carry enough clothing for one or two days, not a week. Because that was how long I had to pull off this theft: one week. I’d packed two dresses and several sets of underthings. The journey by sea was twenty-four hours each way, give or take. The weather wasn’t terrible, but the Obsidian Sea was known to be mercurial, and it was already November.
“Another slice of pie?” Finlay asked me.
I hadn’t even finished my first, which was completely unlike me. “No, thank you. My stomach isn’t thrilled at the prospect of sailing tomorrow, it seems.”
“You’re allowed to be nervous,” Bri said. “It’s completely understandable.”
“I’m not nervous,” I lied, then shrugged. “All right, maybe a little.”
“What if you can’t find the tree?” Finlay asked as I took my plate to the sink. He’d asked me this question half a dozen times already, but he seemed even more worried than I was.
“I’ll find the tree,” I told him, washing the dishes as though I could channel all my anxious energy into them.
“And if she doesn’t,” Bri said, “we’ll find another solution. We could still find the grimoire.”
Her optimism was no more convincing than my supposed lack of nerves. We were all bundles of raw energy, doing our best to reassure ourselves that everything would be fine. This was what happened when three almost-children attempted to pull off something that would challenge even the most hardened adult. Curse my father for dying, Bri’s parents for being the worst, and Finlay’s father for abandoning him (I spared his mother, as she couldn’t help being sick).
“I should get home,” Finlay said.
“No tea?” I asked feebly as I followed him to the doorway.
“Ma isn’t feeling well,” he said. “But I’ll see you off at the docks tomorrow morning.”
“That’s really not—”
Before I could finish, he leaned across the threshold and kissed my cheek again, the way he had in the shoppe. As he straightened, I glanced over my shoulder to be sure we were alone.
Hang it, I thought. This might be one of the last times I saw Finlay Barrow alive—or at least the last time he wanted anything to do with me—and I would not die without having done what I’d wanted to do all week. I grabbed his lapels and pulled him toward me, taking in his startled countenance with a good degree of self-satisfaction before I closed my eyes and kissed him.
It wasn’t a skillful kiss, nor was it long. I realized the moment his lips touched mine that I didn’t have any earthly idea what I was doing, and all my gumption fled as gracelessly as a herd of heilan coos.
I opened my eyes to find Finlay gazing at me with a lopsided grin. “What exactly do you call that, Willow Stokes?” he asked me.
My mouth fell open in outrage. “Don’t be daft. You know full well it was a kiss.”
He smirked, reached out his hand, and eased my lower jaw up. “It’s good to know,” he said, leaning in while still holding my chin lightly, “that there are some things I can do better than you.” His breath tickled my ear as he brushed his lips against the sensitive skin of my jawline. “And when you get back from your little escapade, I’ll teach you a thing or two.”
He pulled away slowly, leaving me chilled and speechless. Before I could formulate a coherent thought, he stepped into the night, whistling to himself as he went.
I stood staring at the open doorway, questioning everything I’d ever thought about Finlay, when I heard someone clear their throat behind me.
Bri was holding Argyle in her arms, her eyes filled with glee. “Tell me again how you and Fin are like siblings?” She laughed out loud as I stormed past her. “I told you so!”










CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
It was dark when I left for the docks in the morning. I hadn’t bothered to wake Bri, though in truth, I’d half expected her to be up and dressed. I didn’t have a lot of practice with goodbyes, so as far as I was concerned, the fewer, the better. Argyle had taken to sleeping with Bri, so I hadn’t gotten to say goodbye to him, either. I was starting to think I’d need to find myself a new cat if I ever made it home.
There were several ships in the harbor already boarding passengers. Fortunately, day was breaking, and I could see the words painted on the wooden hulls of the ships.
“The Sea Mither,” I said to myself, staring up at the schooner. It looked seaworthy, as far as I could tell, which meant absolutely nothing. I only knew it was a schooner because Finlay had called it one when I’d told him which ship I booked passage on.
I watched other passengers board for a few minutes, wishing I were still at home in bed, that I’d never allowed myself to get into this position in the first place. As if Mr. Wexley knew I might have second thoughts, Fromme materialized in the crowd, staring directly at me. I started to head for the gangway when a hand landed on my shoulder.
“Good morning,” Finlay said when our eyes met. I had known he would come, but a part of me wondered if it would only make this harder.
“Good morning,” I said.
“I brought you something.” He handed me a wee pie wrapped in a hand-embroidered cloth.
“Did your mother make this?” I asked, running my fingertip over the stitched gray kitten that was clearly supposed to be Argyle.
He held a hand to his chest, affronted. “I spent hours working on that,” he said. “Can’t you tell?”
I looked closer and smiled. The yellow eyes were focused in two different directions, and now that I was studying it, I realized he only had three paws.
“I ran out of time,” Finlay said sheepishly.
“It’s perfect.” I set my trunk down, placing the pie on top of it. “I have something for you, too.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out the watch I’d purchased for Finlay. I hadn’t known when to give it to him, figuring a time would come that felt right. As usual, that time ended up being the last possible minute.
“A present for me?” he asked as I dropped it into his outstretched hand. “Oh, Willow, it’s beautiful.” He turned it over, running his fingers over the delicate engraving. When he looked up at me, his expression was inscrutable. “It’s too much,” he said. “Really.”
I scuffed my toe in the dirt. “Just don’t want you running late, that’s all,” I lied. The truth was, it wasn’t enough. Nothing would be. We stood in awkward silence for a minute before I couldn’t stand the tension anymore.
“You should go. There are papers to deliver.”
Without a word, he brushed my hair back from my face, letting his hands rest on my shoulders. “You don’t need to push me away, Willow. Not when you’re literally about to get on a ship.”
I ducked my head, feeling awkward and confused. I’d thought about our kiss for most of last night, because it was far preferable than thinking about this mess I’d gotten myself into. Had Finlay been kissing a lot of girls? I wondered. All this time, had I been the blushing, inexperienced dunderhead while he was off wooing women?
“Unless,” he said, one of his fingers twisting in my hair, “you want me to come with you. Because I will. I can be ready in twenty minutes. You know I’ve always wanted to go to the Sapphire Isles. I wouldn’t be a bother—”
“No,” I said, raising my eyes to his. “Your mother needs you, and Bri can’t run the shoppe all on her own. I’ll be fine. I’ll go, I’ll look for the tree, and if I can’t find it—”
“You’ll come home,” he said softly. “Promise me you’ll come home, Willow. Whatever happens, we’ll find a way to help Bri, together.”
The way he was looking at me, I was certain he knew the truth. Or at least, he knew I was lying about the tree. Maybe he thought I was going to look for dragon bones. Maybe he thought I was running away entirely. Tell him, a voice in my head screamed. Tell him, you stupid, daft cow!
“Of course I’ll come home,” I said, glancing at him from under my lashes. “You promised me a lesson, if I recall correctly.”
He hesitated, as though seeing right through me. Don’t give up on me, I wanted to tell him. Not just yet. Dear, loyal boy that he was, he flashed a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. “That I did. You be safe, now.” He stepped back. “Try not to eat the entire pie in the first hour. You may get seasick and ruin my lovely tea towel.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said, picking up my suitcase and swallowing the lump forming in my throat. “Thank you for seeing me off. Goodbye for now, Finlay Barrow.”
“Goodbye for now, Willow Stokes. Haste ye back.”
I turned and made my way up the gangway, holding my chin high to keep the tears from leaking out. What a crier I’d become lately, I thought. With a shake of my head and a stiffening of my spine, I boarded the Sea Mither without looking back, though every fiber in my body was screaming out for it.
It was time for a treasure hunt.

Liar that I was, I promptly ate Finlay’s pie in my cramped cabin and spent the next several hours vomiting profusely while trying—and failing—to read through the materials from Wexley. Perhaps if he had spent even a smidgen of his massive fortune on a room with a porthole, I wouldn’t have been so violently ill. As it was, I had nothing but a bucket and a hammock in my dingy, dark cabin.
I fell asleep at some point and woke to a light tap on my door.
“Who is it?” I groaned. At least when I was unconscious, I hadn’t noticed how nauseated I was.
“Open the door,” a voice hissed.
“Not if you paid me,” I hissed back.
“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Willow. It’s me.”
I sat up and stumbled to the door, cracking it open just enough to see Bri’s eyes. “You have got to be kidding me.”
“Let me in, would you? I’m in a cabin with three other passengers and they’re all taking turns using our singular bucket.”
“For Pete’s sake. Give me a minute.” I closed the door and stuffed the materials from Wexley into the satchel, then unlocked the door. “What are you doing here, Bri?” Normally, I would have been outraged. This was going to foul up my plans tremendously. But it was taking all my energy not to vomit again as I collapsed back onto the hammock.
“I’m helping you!” She stared over the rim of my bucket and wrinkled her nose. “Not you, too.”
“Ungh,” I replied.
Somehow, she managed to sit down next to me on the hammock without flipping us both out. “Here,” she said, placing something cool and soft on my forehead.
“What’s that?”
“Your tea towel. I dipped it in some of your drinking water.”
A far-off part of my brain worried the towel would be damaged, but the cool cloth felt nicer than anything else. “You have to go back, Bri. As soon as we make land.”
“Why would I do that? This is my curse, Willow. I’m not going to let you endanger your own life while I stay behind.”
“But … the shoppe?”
“The shoppe will be fine. We can afford to take a few days off.”
“Argyle?”
“He’s with Fin. Don’t worry.”
I arched an eyebrow, though I kept my eyes closed. “He knew?”
I could hear the gentle smile in Bri’s voice. “He was the one who bought my ticket.”
Of course he was. What was wrong with that boy? I’d done nothing to earn his friendship, and certainly nothing to earn his loyalty. “I don’t understand,” I murmured, pressing the cloth to my eyelids.
“What’s to understand? Love doesn’t make sense, Willow.”
I pushed the towel up, exposing one eye. “Who said anything about love?”
She shook her head. “If you can’t see that boy is madly in love with you, you’re even more obtuse than I thought.”
Her words should have delighted me, but I was in no condition to believe them. I pushed onto my elbows, removing the towel and setting it aside. “Can I ask you a serious question?”
“Yes.”
“Have you ever been in love?”
She shook her head. “No. It’s not something that really … I don’t know. Maybe it’s because I haven’t touched anyone in so long. I’ve never felt like that was in store for me.”
“Not yet,” I insisted, remembering my real birthday wish: that whatever happened, we’d find a way to break Bri’s curse. She deserved to find romantic love, if she wanted it. She deserved far better than anything her parents had offered her, and she damn well deserved better than me.
Her lips curled in a sad smile. “For now, having friends feels like enough. More than I ever thought I’d have.”
I reclined again, swallowing down another wave of nausea. I’d been selfish to worry about sharing Finlay with Bri. I might end up feeling like the odd one out now and again, but at least I wasn’t alone. “For a while after Da died, I told myself that I didn’t need anyone else in my life. There were times I wished for another person’s physical touch, but the thought of courting or getting married seemed like something for other people. Not me.”
She waited for me to go on. Perhaps it was the seasickness, or the dim light in the room, or the simple acknowledgment that I was grateful she was here with me, even though I’d insisted on doing this alone. I didn’t know why, but instead of clamming up like I always did, I continued.
“But then you came along, and even though it terrified me, I realized that I liked having someone else around.”
“What about Finlay?” she asked. “I’ve seen the way you look at him when you think no one else is watching. You care about him, Willow, and unless my eyes deceived me last night, you’re attracted to him.”
I buried my face in my hands. “Yes, I’m attracted to him. So what?”
“So, why can’t you have what other people have? Why do you think love isn’t for you?”
I peeked through my fingers, unable to meet her gaze straight on. “I don’t know. I haven’t really given myself a chance to know. But I think it’s that I don’t trust it.”
“Love?”
I nodded. “Finlay likes a lot of girls, including you.”
“Willow, you know that’s not the same. Fin is my friend.”
“That’s part of the problem,” I said softly. “Now that he’s seen the way a real friend treats him, I’m afraid he’ll realize how terrible I am.”
“I hate to tell you this,” Bri whispered, “but he already knows.”
I groaned. “You see? He can’t possibly love me!”
“Finlay has a lot of room in his heart, from what I’ve seen. I don’t think you need to worry about anyone edging you out. Especially me.”
I should have thanked her for the reassurance. Instead, I asked, “What about your violin?”
She huffed a laugh. “What about it?”
“Wont it get … you know, sleepy?”
She shrugged and replaced the cloth on my forehead. “Maybe. But that’s a risk I’m willing to take.”
I swallowed, knowing that she was risking a lot more than violin practice by being here, and hoped we wouldn’t both come to regret it.

I woke to the shrill cries of seagulls and Bri’s gentle nudge on my shoulder.
“We’re here,” she said. “It’s time to go.”
I scrubbed my eyes in the dim lanternlight. Shite. I was supposed to be studying the material from Mr. Wexley, and I’d dithered it all away sleeping and retching. “Already?”
“You’ve been asleep for sixteen hours.” She knelt down to close my trunk and lifted it. “What’s in here?” she asked. “It feels like it’s full of rocks.”
Suddenly, I was wide-awake. “Just leave it.” I flopped out of the hammock, as graceful as a dead fish.
“All right. I was only trying to help.” She stooped and picked up her own bag. “Where to first?”
I picked up my trunk and made my way out the door and into the now-crowded passageway. I was grateful for the clamor, because it gave me a moment to think about how I was going to handle Bri. If I could get Mr. Wexley’s associate alone and explain to him that Bri didn’t know about the dragon egg and I wanted to keep it that way, maybe I could somehow maintain the illusion that I was searching for a blossom. If I was really lucky, I could suggest splitting up to look for the tree and handle my own business in the meantime.
Unfortunately, as soon as we stepped off the ship, I knew that second option was impossible. Azure Cay, or what I could see of it from here, was small but bustling. Hundreds of people milled about, from sailors and soldiers to traders and travelers. I spotted people in fine clothing climbing into carriages pulled by shiny-coated horses, while others flagged down wagons to take them into the city.
Bri, who had apparently lost her fear of touching me, clung to my arm like a wean.
“It’s all right,” I assured her, but inside, my mind was scrambling. I scanned the crowd and was relieved when I spotted a man carrying a sign with my name painted on it in bold letters.
“You’re really prepared,” Bri said, still holding me as we made our way to the man. It wasn’t until we’d almost reached him that I recognized him as the same bearded Sapphire Islander I’d seen talking to Wexley at the Four Swans. The one I’d overheard at the docks. The one who said this place was only dangerous if you were a magic wielder. Then the Chancellor might want your bones to trade with.
I squeezed Bri’s arm back and swallowed the lump in my throat.
The man nodded when he saw me, apparently recognizing me from Wexley’s description, but frowned when he noticed the girl-shaped parasite sprouting from my side.
“Who’s this?” he demanded, his voice gruff.
“Ehm, an unexpected companion.” I smiled, showing all my teeth. He did not look amused.
“I was told there would be one girl.”
“So was I,” I muttered under my breath. “She won’t be any trouble. If you’ll show us to our accommodations…”
“I was told to take you to see Mrs. Monroe first.”
I blinked in confusion. “Already? Shouldn’t I change? It wasn’t the most comfortable voyage.”
With only a low growl, he turned on his heels and began to walk through the crowd, leaving Bri and me with no choice but to follow him.
“Where did you find him?” Bri asked. She’d loosened her grip on my arm a little, but it was clear I wasn’t going to be able to shake her off easily.
“He was recommended by the travel company,” I lied.
“And Mrs. Monroe?”
More than anything, I wished for something to drink. My breath was still sour from being sick, and my empty stomach growled at the smell of grilling meat being sold by vendors lining the road. “She knows where we can find the willywag tree.” I jogged to catch up to our escort. “Excuse me, Mr…”
“Torion.”
“Um, yes, Mr. Torion.”
“No mister, just Torion. Tell your friend to keep up.”
I reached back for Bri, who was trailing a few feet behind me, ogling the colorful fruit juices being offered to us by a man with a trolley.
“We haven’t eaten since yesterday,” I said. “We really need to clean ourselves up. I must insist we go to the hotel now. Surely Mrs. Monroe would prefer that.”
Torion turned to look down at me, the silver barbell through his eyebrow glittering menacingly. “Fine. Get something to eat. Your hotel is there.” He pointed to a red building down the street. “I’ll be back in one hour to get you.”
Before I could ask him for the time, he disappeared into the crowd, and I turned to find Bri already paying for a cup of bright pink juice.
“Mm!” she exclaimed. “You have to try this, Willow.”
I took a sip, my mouth flooding with so much flavor it was almost painful. “I need solid food,” I said, gripping my trunk tighter as I found the closest meat vendor. He handed me a skewer containing five pieces of grilled meat and a piece of bread in exchange for a few of the coins Wexley had given me.
When we’d both eaten, we made our way to the hotel, where we were brought to a room with a single bed.
“The bathroom is down the hall,” the young employee said. “Can I get you anything else?”
“My friend joined me at the last minute,” I explained. “A second bed…”
“I’ll have a cot sent up right away. Have a pleasant stay.”
So far, I was rather enjoying the Sapphire Isles. It would be easy to assume that Torion was right, that this place wasn’t dangerous for the average person. If Bri weren’t with me, I might even allow myself to relax a little. I set my suitcase down next to the bed and unpacked my dresses, tucking them into the chest of drawers.
“I’m going to clean up,” I said to Bri. “Will you be okay for a minute?”
She nodded and I made my way to the washroom, grateful I had it all to myself. I splashed cool water on my face and brushed my teeth, rebraiding my hair while I decided how I was going to handle this week.
I studied my reflection in the mirror, noting how peely-wally I looked from my bout of seasickness.
“You’re going to tell Bri it’s best if you go to your meeting alone, since Mrs. Monroe won’t be expecting two of us,” I told my mirror-self. “She’s going to stay in the hotel where it’s safe and I won’t have to worry about her. Then, once I find the dragon egg, I will formulate my plan to swap it out.”
I chided myself again for not studying the materials from Mr. Wexley, but neither of us had counted on me being sick the whole time. At least I was well rested now. I would stay up tonight while Bri slept and sort all this out.
“You’re going to keep Bri safe and return to Finlay, and then you’re never going to lie again.”
I stared at my reflection and sighed. Neither one of us believed me.
I returned to the room and found Bri already half asleep on the bed. “I’m going out to meet Mrs. Monroe. Will you be all right here?”
To my surprise, she didn’t argue. Instead, she nodded and yawned. “I have to say, Willow. I thought you’d be more upset when I showed up on the ship. I know you really wanted to do this yourself.”
“I just want you to be safe,” I said. That part wasn’t a lie, at least. “Try to get some rest, and I’ll be back soon.” Hopefully with the next part of my plan in place.










CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Torion was waiting for me in the lobby of the hotel, looking as angry as before. I decided that was simply his neutral expression and I shouldn’t take it personally.
“What can you tell me about Mrs. Monroe?” I asked as we climbed into one of the carriages I’d seen earlier. So far, Azure Cay didn’t feel all that different from Achnarach. At least we spoke the same language, though it would take some time to get used to the accent.
“Not much,” Torion said. “Mr. Wexley has had dealings with her in the past, but I steer clear of her myself.”
“That doesn’t sound promising,” I muttered.
He studied me, clearly unimpressed with what he saw. “Why did he bring you here, anyway? Everyone knows Mrs. Monroe will never part with that egg.” His gaze turned dark. “He’s not trying to trade you, is he?”
My mouth fell open in shock. “Of course not!”
He held up his hands. “I didn’t mean to offend you, but it doesn’t hurt to ask. I want no part in those sorts of dealings.”
“Neither do I,” I said, still indignant. “Would Mr. Wexley really do something like that?” I despised him, but that seemed too low even for him.
Torion shrugged. “It wouldn’t surprise me. As far as the Chancellor goes … I hope for your sake there’s more to you than meets the eye.”
I raised my chin, though what I really wanted to do was open the door to the carriage and roll down the street in the other direction. “There is,” I insisted, but something about his words nagged at me …
“Wait a minute. Did you say the Chancellor?”
“Sorry, Mrs. Monroe. She goes by the Chancellor, although I find that moniker rather pretentious.”
My heart stuttered. The Chancellor was the person Torion had mentioned that night at the docks, the one who collected magical bones. Before I could question him further, the carriage lurched to a stop. I peered out the window at the massive house before me. It was at least three stories tall and as wide as a city block in Ardmuir. I swallowed and turned to Torion.
“Does Mrs. Monroe happen to have a very large family?”
He laughed. “No. She lives there alone, aside from her servants. And the cats, of course.”
I turned back to the mansion and grimaced. I couldn’t imagine living somewhere so large all by myself, even if I had twenty kittens to keep me company.
“I’ll wait here for you,” Torion said. “For one hour.”
“If I’m not out in an hour?” I asked, gripping my skirt in my fists.
“I’ll assume you’re dead. Goodbye, Miss Stokes, and good luck.”
I wiped my sweaty palms and opened the carriage door, climbing out onto the courtyard leading to the house. The carriage door slammed behind me, and for one second, I was afraid Torion had lied, that he planned to abandon me here.
Suddenly, the curtain was pulled aside. “Go on then,” Torion said. “I haven’t got all day.”
Steeling myself, I walked up the long driveway, expecting someone to scream at me for trespassing. The Chancellor sounded formidable, but I had no magic in my bones, and if Mr. Wexley wanted his dragon egg as badly as he seemed to, there would be no point in sending me to my death. I approached the front door and reached for one of the gold knockers shaped like a lion’s head. I rapped twice and waited.
Several moments later, the door opened to reveal a small man with round wire glasses. He looked like a younger, less beaky version of Mr. Tell, the grimoire conservator. “Good evening?”
Based on his accent, I pegged him as Achnarachian. “Ehm, good evening. I have an appointment with Mrs. Monroe?”
“Ah, you must be Miss Stokes. I’m Mr. Bellwether, Mrs. Monroe’s assistant. Do come in.” He opened the door and I stepped inside, trying not to goggle at the wide marble entryway or the enormous crystal chandelier overhead. I’d thought Wexley was rich, but this was wealth beyond my wildest dreams.
“How was your journey?” the man asked as he led me down a long corridor, presumably to Mrs. Monroe’s study.
“It was … fine,” I said, gripping my stomach as I remembered how miserable it had been.
The room itself was well-appointed, although there was little in the way of decoration aside from the purely functional: several lamps, a large wooden desk, neat rows of books lining the walls. He took a seat behind the desk, folded his arms, and studied me. “I must say, you’re rather young for an appraiser. You must be older than you look.”
An appraiser? Was that what Wexley had called me? Bloody hell. At best, I could pass for an apprentice. “Ehm, yes. I graduated early.”
“Excellent. I thought we could start in the gallery, and then move on to the more exceptional pieces.”
Bollocks. He was expecting me to prove myself before he showed me anything of true value, likely including the dragon egg. “Will Mrs. Monroe be joining us?” I asked, wondering if all my dealings would be with this man rather than the Chancellor herself.
“Not today, I’m afraid. She’s rather busy preparing for her party. But not to worry. I’m more than equipped to handle the business side of her collecting.”
I realized I hadn’t seen a single guard on my way up the drive. There was no possible way this house didn’t have a security system in place for the dragon egg, so what was it? I couldn’t recall seeing anything in the materials from Wexley, but then, I couldn’t recall much of anything beyond the bottom of a bucket.
“I only have an hour,” I said, hoping I sounded polite but firm. “My driver will be expecting me. Perhaps we can look at the collection tomorrow instead? That way I’ll have the daylight to help me truly appreciate Mrs. Monroe’s pieces.”
He lowered his glasses down his nose, eyeing me over the rims. “You seem terribly nervous, Miss Stokes. I assure you, I don’t bite.” He smiled. “That’s what the girls are for.”
As if on cue, a dark shape uncurled from under the desk, rising to its full height. It was the largest wildcat I’d ever seen, its head nearly level with mine. I heard a low rumble behind me and turned to see another enormous cat stalking toward me. Achnarachian wildcats were known to be shy creatures, mostly sticking to the highlands. But these cats were not in the least bit frightened. The one next to the desk twitched its tail, staring at me with its yellow-green eyes.
The man patted its head as though it were as docile as Argyle. “Come along, Miss Stokes. Surely you have time to see a little of the collection before you go.”
Anxiously, I rose from my chair and followed him, both cats walking at my heels. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Keep the heid, Willow. I just had to stay calm and collected, and then I could go back to the hotel and figure out what to do. Perhaps I could acquire a large ball of yarn.
Mr. Bellwether led me to a wide hallway lined with artwork, at least a dozen marble statues scattered throughout. “The gallery,” he said, spreading his arms. “What do you think?”
I think I don’t know the first thing about art!
“It’s quite nice,” I said instead, examining an oil painting as though I’d suddenly developed a keen interest in pastoral scenes. “But I’m afraid my area of expertise is magical items.”
I turned to find the little man watching me closely, flanked on either side by the massive cats. “If you’ve come about the dragon egg—”
“Eggs!” I blurted. “You just reminded me. I was baking earlier, and I think I left the oven on. I’d really better be going.” I started toward the door, only to find myself face-to-face with a third cat, even larger than the others.
“I’ll walk you out, Miss Stokes.” He waved the cat aside and it complied, albeit grudgingly. I was starting to rethink cats altogether. Perhaps dogs were more to my liking.
As we neared the front door and I was beginning to think I might make it out of here alive, Mr. Bellwether turned to me. “Miss Stokes, if your name really is Stokes, I want to make one thing abundantly clear. The dragon egg is not for sale. No matter how much money you offer Mrs. Monroe, she won’t part with it. Whoever sent you here for a supposed appraisal has put you in serious danger. If I were you, I would leave Azure Cay on the next available ship.”
“But—”
“If you decide to return, know that the cats will be waiting for you.”
I swallowed audibly.
“Something else you should know is that Mrs. Monroe doesn’t feed them very much. Enough to keep them alive, of course, but she likes to ensure they’re always hungry.”
As if to prove his point, one of the cats sat down and licked its lips, its eyes never leaving mine. “Understood,” I squeaked, and made for the door.
When I reached the courtyard, I sprinted for the carriage, as though the man might change his mind and send the cats after me. By the time I made it inside, I was panting, my ribs heaving against the bodice of my dress.
Torion arched an eyebrow as I sat down across from him, peering out the window to be sure I was safe. No one had followed me, human or feline, and I was relieved when Torion tapped on the roof of the carriage and we started off. I didn’t relax until we were absorbed into the traffic of Azure Cay.
Torion was still staring at me.
“What?” I asked.
“Nothing.”
“What?”
“Well, to be honest, I’m surprised you made it out alive. I had a bet going with the carriage driver.”
I scoffed. “You bet against me?”
“No. He did. I was afraid I might jinx you.”
“How much did you win?” I asked, not sure if I should take it as a compliment.
“Enough for me to buy you a drink. You look like you could use one.”

True to his word, Torion bought me a pint of ale—and a meal to go with it—at the hotel’s attached restaurant. It was as fine as the Four Swans, though the decor was all nautical-themed and reminded me a little too much of the ship. At least it had windows.
“So,” Torion said as he took a bite of butter-drenched lobster. “Did you see the egg?”
I shook my head, my mouth full of warm bread. “No, and Mrs. Monroe’s servant knew I wasn’t an appraiser. I’ll never get ahold of that egg now. At least not through the front door.”
“You don’t seem particularly worried.”
I shrugged, feigning far more confidence than I felt. “I didn’t have high hopes when I came here. But Mr. Wexley didn’t give me much of a choice. I’ll just have to come up with a different plan.”
Torion squinted one of his bright blue eyes and tilted his head. “I’m starting to see why he chose you for this.”
I laughed wryly. “Care to fill me in? Because I haven’t the faintest notion.”
He only smiled and paid the bill. He was still intimidating, but his generosity was a pleasant surprise.
I headed up to my room feeling more exhausted than I’d known was possible. All I wanted was to crawl into my own cozy, warm bed with Argyle tucked up by my neck, but instead I found myself tiptoeing down the hallway toward the room. Somehow, I was going to have to open the door, light a lamp, gather my reading materials, and sneak out without waking Bri.
I paused when I noticed light beneath our doorway. This would make the not-waking-her-up thing easier, but the sneaking was going to be much more difficult.
I knocked, deciding it would be better not to scare Bri by entering with my key, and a moment later the door flew open.
“Easy,” I said, raising my hands. “It’s me.”
Bri’s lips were pressed in a thin line, her nostrils flared, her eyebrows lowered in fury. “What exactly is this?” she asked, stepping aside and revealing the spilled contents of the satchel Wexley had given me, including the map, the reading materials, and the …
“Dragon egg,” I breathed. “Shite.”
It was a wonder smoke wasn’t pouring out of Bri’s ears. “What are we doing here, Willow? Because I was under the impression we were searching for some flower so that I could break my curse and go home to my parents and finally touch them again! But something tells me you are here for entirely different reasons!”
“I can explain!” I said, shutting the door quietly behind me.
She placed her hands on her hips. “You’d better!”
I crossed my arms over my chest, my own hackles rising. “I will, if you’d calm down!”
“Don’t tell me to calm down,” she hissed, doing an impressive but rather rude impression of my accent. “I trusted you, Willow. You told me to trust you. Now I find out you weren’t coming here for me at all. Once again, you were being your selfish, greedy, dishonest self—”
“Now wait just a minute! You aren’t even giving me a chance.”
She thrust her hands into her hair, gripping her head. “I knew it.”
“Knew what?”
Bri’s normally warm eyes hardened. “That you were lying. I told Fin you were hiding something, that this trip wasn’t simply an altruistic errand for me. He told me I needed to give you a chance, because you had given me a room and a job and you’d helped me, even after I touched you and could have ruined your life. Because I trust Fin, I decided to trust you. And all along, I was right!”
I recoiled as though I’d been slapped. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. There are things—”
“There are always things with you, Willow. You’ll always find some excuse not to do the right thing. The townspeople don’t trust you, or you don’t have enough money, or your father…”
I narrowed my eyes, all my hurt and pain hardening into anger. “What about my father?”
She threw her hands up. “People die, Willow. It’s awful and tragic, but it happens to all of us. You can’t use your grief as an excuse forever. Not if you don’t want to end up all alone.”
Tears burned the back of my eyes. I could feel all my carefully constructed walls—the ones Bri and Finlay had painstakingly disassembled, brick by brick—rebuilding themselves in an instant. “Who said I don’t want to be alone? If I recall correctly, I made it very clear that I had no interest in friendship. I gave you a room and a job because I needed your magic. That’s all. I keep Finlay around for the same reason. You’re both just a means to an end.”
She tossed her head back, groaning. “Do you even hear yourself? More lies. Well, keep them coming, Willow. It’s what you’re best at.”
I stormed past her to my suitcase, tidying the papers and tucking them back into the satchel. “Believe what you want,” I said, slinging it over my shoulder. “I have something I have to do, or else…”
“Or else what?”
I scowled, stomping toward the door. “What’s the point of telling you?” I asked. “You wouldn’t believe me anyway.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
I found a small parlor off the lobby and curled up in a chair near the fireplace. My heart was still racing from my fight with Bri; all I could hear was her telling me I couldn’t use my grief as an excuse anymore. Was that what I’d been doing? Because it seemed to me I’d been avoiding grief at every turn. It was so much easier to hate my father for leaving than to accept the fact that he was gone. If sadness was an anchor, then anger was the wind in my sails. It kept me moving day after day. I was terrified that if I let myself sit still for two minutes, I’d start to cry and never stop.
Besides, what did Bri know about it? Her parents were still alive. She’d chosen to leave them.
I tucked my feet under me and sighed. I wasn’t being fair. Bri’s parents might be alive, but they wouldn’t even touch her, and the only person who would died just a year ago. I remembered all the times Da had carried me across the moors when I was too done in to make the journey myself; the way he swung me in dizzy circles behind the house until he collapsed; the pats on my head, the tickles and hugs, the most reassuring presence I’d ever known.
I’d give anything to have that back.
If only Bri hadn’t followed me here, I could have sorted this all out on my own. But she was here now, and I still had to survive this heist. I studied the map of Azure Cay to distract myself from my dark thoughts. There were the docks, the hotel, and in the northern part of the island, the notorious Blackbay Prison. Achnarach’s worst prisoners were sent to Blackbay, and no one had ever escaped, thanks to the heavily armed guards on one side and the shark-infested waters on the other.
Once my nerves had settled and I was no longer on the verge of clobbering the nearest object, I rolled up the map and set it aside, then began to reread the papers. Most of them were background on Mrs. Monroe, information about Torion, and my “itinerary.” I was supposed to appraise a painting that Wexley himself had sold to Monroe in order to earn her trust. That ship had sailed straight off the edge of the map—Here be man-eating cats, I thought dismally—and now it was time to regroup.
The most interesting page in the stack was a hand-drawn blueprint of Monroe’s mansion, which included the location of the dragon egg. That was something I could use, assuming I managed to weasel my way back in.
Finally, at the bottom of the satchel, I found a creamy linen envelope with gold lettering. Inside was an invitation for one to the Chancellor’s annual Autumn Ball, and it was occurring in just two days.
This was supposed to be my ticket into Monroe’s home, after I’d proved myself with the appraisal. I’d really managed to muff this one up, and if Wexley had known the real me at all, he would have been able to predict it. I couldn’t very well show up with my invitation, now that Mrs. Monroe’s servant knew exactly what I looked like and that I wasn’t who I claimed to be. I peeked inside the envelope to be sure I hadn’t missed anything.
I swore to myself when I found the note scrawled on a strip of parchment: Use some of the gold I’ve provided to purchase yourself a dress for the ball.
I rubbed my eyes, exhausted now that all my anger had worn off. Deep down, I knew that I owed Bri an apology. She had been right to doubt me; I had lied to her and Finlay about everything. If I could have just been honest, she wouldn’t have followed me here, and I wouldn’t be risking her life, too.
The trouble was, I wasn’t sure an apology would be enough. But I had nothing else to offer her, and like it or not, we were in this together. I shoved the rest of the items into the satchel and went to the front desk, where the sleepy employee informed me there were no available rooms.
“Sod it,” I muttered to myself. It was time to face the music.
Bri was still awake when I opened the door to the room, despite my dwindling hope that she’d be asleep.
“Hello,” I said as I set the satchel down and started to undress. Bri was in the big bed, which seemed fair enough considering everything I’d done.
She wouldn’t even look at me. But at least she wasn’t yelling.
“Listen,” I said, sitting down on the edge of the mattress in my nightgown. “I’m really, really sorry about all the things I said earlier. You’re not a means to an end. I really did come here for a good reason, though I’ve handled all of it…”
“Horrendously?” she asked.
“To put it lightly,” I said.
There was a long, awkward silence, during which I had convinced myself she was about to tell me to jump off a cliff, or at the very least to find another hotel.
But then, like a life preserver hurled at a drowning girl just before she went under: “I’m waiting.”
“Ehm, right.” This was the part where I explained everything. In theory. Honesty, as you may have noticed, did not come easily to me. But there would be no repairing things with Bri, or Finlay, if I didn’t figure out how to own up to my own nonsense. “Where to begin…”
“Pick a lie. Any lie. Then tell me the truth.”
Ouch. “Let’s see. I guess I need to tell you about the night I went to see about some dragon teeth…”
To my astonishment, spilling my guts to Bri was an enormous relief. It turned out telling the truth was liberating, especially when I was trapped on an island with the other person and she couldn’t abandon me even if she wanted to. I admitted that I’d come for selfish reasons—I did want Wexley’s inventory—but that was largely because I was pretty certain The Oxblood Book was part of it.
“The magic blossom really was mentioned in the grimoire in Abundance,” I added. “I should have told you right away, but it seemed trivial at the time.”
“Don’t you think that’s for me to decide?”
I lowered my gaze, embarrassed. “For a long time now, I’ve made all my decisions on my own, Bri. I had to, because there was no one else to count on. I suppose I got used to trusting myself and no one else.”
Bri softened, placing a hand on my shoulder. It felt nice to have the physical contact between us. “I understand that. It hasn’t been easy for me to trust people, either. But we can’t be business partners—and definitely not friends—unless we’re willing to take that leap.”
I placed my hand over hers. She flinched but didn’t pull away, and I realized that no one besides her grandmother had touched her, not even for a handshake. That made me think of all the times Finlay had touched me, whether it was patting me reassuringly on the shoulder or taking my arm so I didn’t trip on a broken cobblestone. Having even one person who provided small touches of comfort could keep a person from going entirely feral. I wasn’t sure how Bri had managed to go without for so long.
“I’m sorry. I promise I’ll tell you the truth from now on,” I said.
She arched an eyebrow. “It’s going to take some time for me to really believe that.”
“Fair enough,” I replied.
To my surprise, she was the one to lean in and hug me. “I forgive you.”
Oh, I thought as I hugged her back. I’d never gotten to this part of the apology process before. It turned out, I rather liked it.

I woke to the sound of Bri puttering around the room, humming to herself.
I climbed out of the cot and padded over to the dresser, pulling out my second dress. Perhaps I could fool the guards into letting me in tomorrow night. There was no name on the envelope, and the only person who knew what I looked like was Mrs. Monroe’s servant. Surely he’d be so busy working, he wouldn’t notice one gribbly stowaway.
I glanced at Bri, who was tying her boots. “Where are you going?”
“To find the waliwaga blossom,” she replied.
“What are you talking about?” I asked, following her to the door.
“I did some research of my own before coming here.” She gave me a flat look that said she’d done her own research because she couldn’t trust mine. She wasn’t wrong. “Turns out the waliwaga tree does exist. Not here in Azure Cay, but Marcail shared the name of a rare-plant dealer. I’m meeting her in an hour.”
“Marcail knew you were coming here?” I asked, a little surprised that Bri had communicated with her again.
“I told her we were both coming, to search for the waliwaga blossom. She didn’t seem all that surprised.”
Had she mentioned it was extinct? “That’s great news!” I said through gritted teeth.
“It might be. Hurry up and get dressed. I want to grab something to eat before we leave.”
“We?” I asked hopefully.
“Of course,” she said, rolling her eyes. “For all I know, this entire island is crawling with lions. I’m not going anywhere by myself.”
We had just enough time to grab several warm biscuits before we headed onto the streets of Azure Cay. The walk was pleasant enough, nary a cat in sight. The plant dealer lived in a large brick mansion with ivy crawling up the walls and potted lemon trees framing the front door.
I was surprised when a young woman greeted us. She looked to be in her midtwenties, with long black hair and skin the color of milky tea. She welcomed us into her house, which was so warm and humid I felt as though I’d stumbled onto a tropical island. That, and it was filled with plants.
“Thank you for seeing us, Mrs. Lewis,” Bri said.
“Please call me Freya. I’m always happy to discuss plants, and any friend of Marcail’s is a friend of mine. Come on, I’ll give you a tour of my greenhouse.”
We followed Freya to a large conservatory out back. It was nearly as big as a house itself, primarily composed of iridescent glass framed in white iron. If I’d thought there were a lot of plants in Freya’s living room, this was a veritable jungle. Everywhere I looked were waxy green leaves, delicate fern fronds, and brightly colored blossoms. We had nothing like them in Achnarach. It was so much color it was almost painful to look at.
Bri and I walked among the plants, our necks craned to see trees that stretched all the way to the high ceiling, bristly epiphytes and silvery green moss adorning their branches. I startled as a vine brushed my hair, only to find Bri laughing at me.
“You thought it was a bat, didn’t you?” she whispered.
“Wheesht,” I hissed. “I did not.”
Freya invited us to join her at a wrought iron table, where a porcelain tea service painted with hundreds of tiny blossoms was waiting for us. “What do you think?” she asked Bri.
“It’s beautiful. How do you manage to keep so many plants by yourself?”
“I have help,” she said, her gaze following a butterfly as it fluttered past us. “It also doesn’t hurt that I’m a green witch.”
Perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised, considering Freya was friends with Marcail, but I wasn’t used to people batting about the term like it was nothing. I helped myself to a cup of tea and a cardamom-spiced biscuit, forcing myself not to ask any questions. This was Bri’s visit; I was merely along for moral support.
“What can I help you with?” Freya asked Bri.
“I’m looking for a waliwaga tree. The blossom, specifically.”
Freya was quiet for a long moment. “You’re trying to break a curse, then.”
“How did you know?” Bri asked. She’d become far less guarded than when I first met her.
“The blossoms supposedly smell foul, like rotting flesh. No one asks after them for any other reason.”
“So it works?” Bri asked, her entire face lit up with hope. I said a silent prayer that this was the answer to everything. That I could forget the entire dragon egg mess because Bri would be safe.
Freya frowned. “It might have, once. Unfortunately, waliwaga trees are extinct. As witchcraft has become less commonplace, so have curses, and no one keeps a waliwaga around for decorative purposes. I’m afraid there are none left. None known to humans, at any rate.”
As the light died from Bri’s eyes, I wanted to slap myself for ever putting this ridiculous notion into her head. Of course there wasn’t going to be some simple answer to Bri’s curse. Of course I wasn’t going to be the one to help her. It had been selfish of me to even wish for it, and selfish of Marcail to give Bri more false hope, allowing her to risk her life by coming here.
“I take it you haven’t had luck finding the grimoire with the anticurse?” Freya asked.
“I might have found it,” I said. “But I’m not sure. I didn’t get a chance to look at it closely.”
Freya studied me, causing me to squirm a bit under her gaze. “Marcail mentioned you can read grimoires.”
I wrinkled my brow. “Can’t everyone?”
Instead of answering, the woman rose and approached us. “You girls have an interesting bond, don’t you?”
“We work together,” I said, wary of this witch who seemed to know more about us than we did. “Why?”
Freya leaned closer, staring into my eyes for so long I began to squirm in discomfort. “You’re opposites in so many ways,” she said, straightening, “and yet your strengths complement the other’s weaknesses.”
Bri and I exchanged a glance. Perhaps Freya spent too much time with her plants.
Freya smiled in the same amused, knowing way as Marcail. “Love is a curious kind of magic. It can grow in the most unlikely of places, but it must be tended as carefully as a seedling. Neglect it, and it will wither and die. Push it too far, and it will suffer all the more.”
She plucked a spent bloom from a nearby azalea and spun it in her fingertips before letting it flutter to the floor. “You’re both too young to appreciate it, perhaps. But you would do well to treat your friendship as the precious gift it is.”
Scratch that. Freya definitely spent too much time with her plants. “We should go, Bri.”
To my relief, Bri nodded. “Thank you for seeing us, Freya.”
“It was my pleasure.” She escorted us to the door and paused at a large vase of cut pink dahlias on a nearby table. She plucked out two voluminous blooms—the kind that could only be grown in a greenhouse—and handed one to each of us. “Be safe,” she said, and then we were back on the street, each holding a colorful flower like children with balloons at a fair.
“That was odd,” I said.
“Very,” Bri agreed.
“I’m really sorry about the waliwaga tree.”
“So am I.”
I took a deep breath. “I propose we move to Plan B. But I should warn you now, you’re probably not going to like it.”
Bri folded her arms over her chest. “I haven’t liked any of your plans.”
“Precisely.” I started walking down the street, back toward our hotel. I’d passed several dress shops on the way, but there was one in particular that had caught my eye.
When we reached it, Bri leveled me with a look that said she was far from amused. “Willow, this is hardly the time for you to go shopping.”
“I’m not going shopping,” I clarified. “You are.”
“What?”
“I can’t go to the Chancellor’s ball. At least not with a ticket. But you can. She doesn’t know you; neither do her servants. Once you’re inside, you’ll create a diversion while I sneak in and steal the egg. Then we’ll hightail it out of there and take the first ship we can catch back to Ardmuir.” I smiled with all my teeth. “It’s foolproof.”
Bri rolled her eyes extravagantly. “How exactly do you plan to steal the egg? You said the house is crawling with massive man-eating cats.”
“It is. But I suspect our new—admittedly eccentric—friend Mrs. Lewis can help us there. All we need now is a fancy gown for you to wear to the ball.”
Bri chewed her lip. “I don’t know, Willow…”
“You were the one who said we have to trust each other.”
“Sure, but mine is wearing a little thin at this precise moment. You don’t have a great track record when it comes to putting me in danger.”
I pulled her to the sidewalk under the awning over the dress shoppe. “Look, I know I’ve let you down. You have every reason not to do this, and I won’t force you to. But there’s one thing you’re overlooking.”
“What’s that?”
“That maybe Freya is right. On my own, I’m not so great. But with you, I’m capable of things I never would have imagined.”
She turned her hand over, waiting for me to continue. “Like?”
“Like how we took the least reputable store in Ardmuir and turned it into one of the most respected. We’ve made our way to the Sapphire Isles without getting killed in the process. Hardened grown-ups don’t even do that.”
“Not if they have any sense, they don’t.”
I ignored her. I was on a roll. “We’ve met witches and traders and a deranged bat. We saved the world’s chubbiest pony from falling off a cliff and lived to tell about it. We’ve survived being roommates, for Pete’s sake. I know you can do this, and I know we can get that dragon egg. Together.”
She eyed me. “All I have to do is put on a pretty dress and go to a party?”
I nodded, solemn. “You really are getting the much better end of this deal, you know.”
Bri looked back at the window of the shoppe, where a gown of deep crimson taffeta waited on a dress form. As soon as I’d seen it on the way here, I knew it was meant for Bri. “That one?” she asked, her mouth twitching in a grin.
“That one,” I said with a matching smile. “And I know just the cloak to go with it.”










CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
On Saturday evening, after a follow-up dress fitting and a trip back to Freya’s house, we were ready to begin Plan B (“For Brilliant!” I’d exclaimed; “For Bonkers,” Bri countered). She looked radiant in her oxblood gown and cloak, and I looked as wan as usual in my plain wool dress and scraggly braid.
“Are you sure about this?” Bri asked me, though she was admiring herself in the mirror, twisting this way and that, and I suspected she’d refuse to give up the dress even if I told her I’d changed my mind.
“Absolutely not,” I mumbled. I’d stuffed my pockets with oregano and lemon thyme to ward off Mrs. Monroe’s cats, and I smelled like I was about to be rubbed onto a lamb chop and roasted over a spit. Though if this went south, I doubted I’d have the luxury of being cooked before becoming cat food.
The faux dragon egg was in the satchel from Wexley, too bulky to go into my pockets without creating an awkward bulge. I’d stayed up for hours last night memorizing the blueprints of the mansion, and I knew my route by heart, but I still didn’t like my odds of making it out alive.
Torion met us out front in a carriage, another apparent invitee to Mrs. Monroe’s ball. That was one of the upsides to my hare-brained scheme: so many people from Azure Cay were attending that I should be able to sneak around unnoticed.
As soon as we climbed into the carriage, Torion gave me a confused look. “That’s what you’re planning to wear to the Chancellor’s ball?” he asked, leaning forward and sniffing. “What is that smell?”
“She’s using my invitation,” I said, gesturing to Bri. “I’m going in the back way. I’ll explain about the smell after, if I make it out.”
He shook his head and looked at Bri. “How did a nice young lady like you get mixed up with this one?” he asked her.
“It’s a very long story,” she replied.
“I imagine it is. Well, I suppose it will make the evening far more interesting should you get eaten, Miss Stokes.” He smiled, revealing two golden teeth.
“Har-har.” I touched the egg through the satchel, praying it was a good enough dupe to buy us time to get off the Cay. “Do you know if the cats are usually roaming at parties, or will there be more conventional security tonight?”
“I haven’t seen the cats in years past, but I imagine they’re always there. And yes, there will be heightened security.”
Of course there will. Well, there was nothing for it now. If I didn’t return to Ardmuir with the genuine egg, I wouldn’t get Mr. Wexley’s collection, and I wouldn’t be able to break Bri’s curse. There was no Plan C, despite all the scenarios I’d run through my head last night, praying for a last-minute flash of brilliance. This had to work.
We pulled into a queue of carriages, giving me several minutes to work my nerves into an absolute frenzy. I remembered the way those cats had licked their chops and could only pray the cat-repelling herbs did the trick. Otherwise, I’d be dinner, and Bri would have very little time to escape.
“Come on,” Torion said, opening the carriage door when we came to a stop in front of the courtyard. He waited for Bri to descend the steps while I scrambled out the other side, keeping to the shadows. I watched as the two of them crossed the courtyard, eventually blending in with the other guests. I said a silent prayer for Bri and me both.
I already knew from the blueprints that there was a large garden surrounding the mansion, which seemed like my best cover for sneaking in. I kept to the trees as I skirted the perimeter, hardly daring to breathe. The night air was frigid, and I had to clench my jaw to keep my teeth from chattering. Normally I would have worn a cloak, but I needed to be as unencumbered as possible tonight. Besides, I was sweating from anxiety, and a cloak would no doubt have made me overheat once I was inside.
I made my way to the servants’ entrance in the back and plucked a cap and apron from a clothesline, hastily putting them on. I waited several minutes until a maid and valet came outside to smoke and used the opportunity to slink through the open door.
I had arrived in the kitchen, which was bustling with activity. Where had all these people been the other night? Probably down here toiling away as they were now, I thought. I earned confused looks from several servants, but fortunately no one had time to deal with an unfamiliar maid. I suspected Mrs. Monroe was an exacting employer, and it was clear that no one wanted to make a mistake tonight.
According to the blueprints, the kennels where the cats slept were at the other end of the house. Farther from the servants’ quarters, and much closer to the dragon egg. Not that it mattered. Wildcats were nocturnal, and there was no way they wouldn’t be prowling tonight.
I was grateful that I could cross most of the way through the mansion via the servants’ halls, because it meant I didn’t have to worry about standing out. The true test would be when I entered the chamber housing the egg, which would undoubtedly have people milling about. Part of the reason Monroe hosted these balls was to show off to the rest of the citizens of Azure Cay.
The hall ended in a staircase leading up to the main floor of the mansion. I pulled my cap low over my ears, hiding as much of my hair as possible, and ascended the staircase.
I was spat out into a wide hallway lined with portraits, presumably of Monroe’s family. A rather stodgy lot, the sort of people who looked down on scaff like me. I walked as quickly as I dared without drawing more attention to myself, counting doors until I reached the chamber that housed the egg.
The door was open, and there were indeed about half a dozen people there. Marble statues were scattered about the chamber. The egg rested on a satin pillow atop a pedestal in the center of the room. Unlike the fake dragon egg in my satchel, this one seemed lit from within, emitting a soft glow. It was beautiful, and I could almost feel the pull of its power from where I stood in the shadow of the doorway.
Everyone was rapt, all their focus on the egg, which made it easier for me to slip into the room unnoticed and duck behind a statue of a man slaying a lion. Rather an odd choice for a woman who kept large felines as pets.
I had my eyes peeled for the cats, knowing I couldn’t rely on my hearing to detect them. If they were anything like Achnarachian wildcats, they were ambush predators, leaping on their unsuspecting prey from above. I couldn’t see any of them, but that didn’t mean they weren’t nearby.
I took a deep breath and surveyed the room. I spotted one guard standing in the far corner who didn’t seem to have noticed me, but there was no way I’d be able to swap the egg out with him here. This all depended on Bri and her distraction, which wouldn’t happen for another twenty minutes.
I hunkered down behind the statue, hoping no one decided to take a cheeky peek at its marble backside, and waited.
The plan was relatively simple, or at least I hoped it was. I’d spotted several items I believed were magical in the Chancellor’s collection, including some skulls of animals I couldn’t identify and a colony of green mushrooms with yellow spots under a glass cloche. All Bri had to do was touch these objects and hope that at least one of them caused a commotion. Then she was to sneak out immediately while I stole the egg.
“What if you don’t make it out?” she’d asked me last night, after we went over the plan for the dozenth time.
“You get to the docks and use the rest of the gold to buy passage home,” I told her. “Whatever you do, don’t wait around for me. Someone has to make it back and take care of Argyle.”
“And Fin?” she asked from the cot. She’d given me the bed for the night, despite my protests.
“Finlay can take care of himself.”
Bri had propped herself up on one elbow, glaring at me in the lamplight. “You’re still going to pretend you don’t have feelings for him? After everything?”
“What difference does it make?” I twisted my braid until it pulled at my scalp. “Once he finds out that I lied to both of you about this trip—”
“He’ll understand once you tell him the truth. Just like I did.”
I shook my head. “He won’t. He would never lie, even if it was for a good reason.” The truth was, Finlay would never put himself in a position where he needed to lie.
“All right, suppose we do both make it back and we give Mr. Wexley the egg and we break the curse and I head back home to Carterra. Then what?”
“That’s a whole lot of supposition,” I grumbled.
“You’re just going to spend the rest of your life running that shoppe all by yourself, with no one but a cat for company?”
I scoffed. “Argyle is excellent company.”
“Willow.”
“Bri.”
We stared at each other until I caved and pulled my pillow over my head. “Ugh, fine! I have feelings for Finlay! But it still doesn’t matter because he’s too good for me!”
“I knew it!” Bri said, laughing in triumph. “I knew it, I knew it!”
I groaned under the pillow. “Stop, please. I can’t take it.”
It was too late. She was already singing a song about Finlay and me kissing in a tree and having lots of wee bairns. I plugged my ears with my fingers and sang over her, but inside, I couldn’t help feeling a slight twinge of hope that maybe somehow this would all work out. All we needed—
Suddenly, there was a loud bang down the hallway, followed by screams and shouts, and I was rudely dragged from my fantasy of snogging Finlay in a tree.
What had Bri done? Part of me was tempted to follow the guests and the guard as he ushered everyone out of the room, but I couldn’t leave now. Not when the egg was so close. I waited another minute to be sure no one was coming, the blood pounding in my ears, and made my move.
I was half convinced I’d set off some sort of invisible alarm when I plucked the egg from its pedestal, but the sound of pandemonium remained distant. I let out a little whoop of astonishment and relief as I stashed the egg and turned to the door.
Where two of the Chancellor’s cats stood, growling low in their throats like distant thunder.
“Oh, shite.”
The largest cat hung back while the smaller crouched low and began to stalk me. I glanced at the window from the corner of my eye, wondering if I had any hope of making it, but by the time I got one leg out, I’d have a wildcat making a meal of the other.
“Easy, kitty,” I cooed as I began to back toward the wall. The cat continued to stalk me as I edged around the room toward the door, where the larger cat still waited. There was no way I could get past both.
Before I could start to think of any other options, the smaller cat sprang. It was upon me so quickly I found myself pinned to the wall, its massive paws on either shoulder, reeking breath hot on my face.
I closed my eyes, ready to meet my fate, when the cat let out a violent sneeze, covering me in wet, salty mucus. Its claws retracted and it backed away, still sneezing and pawing at its nose.
The herbs seemed to be working. I said a silent prayer of thanks to Freya, because I’d witnessed my life flash briefly before my eyes and it was far too short, with not nearly enough kissing. I moved toward the door where the larger cat lingered, though it looked warier than it had before. Fortunately, I had one final trick up my sleeve. Literally. I took out the wad of catnip Freya had given me and hurled it toward the pedestal. The cat immediately leapt after it, though I didn’t pause to watch it roll around on its back in delight. I sprinted for the door, careening down the hallway with the dragon egg thumping against my hip.
Unfortunately, I’d forgotten about the servants’ hall. Instead, I now found myself in the midst of a crowd of guests, all as confused as I was.
“What happened?” I asked a man who was spinning in circles, staring at his feet.
“Mice!” he shrieked. Frankly, mice would have been a welcome alternative to giant bloodthirsty cats, but I didn’t see anything scurrying about the floor, and none of the nearby guests seemed to share his concerns. Instead, another was scrubbing at his skin with his hands, muttering something about a rash that was either invisible or imagined. A woman in a pink gown was blinking repeatedly, and another woman in a floral monstrosity was batting at the air like a kitten with a butterfly.
What in the world had happened to these people? Fortunately for me, they were too distracted to worry about a maid scuttling around between them. I made for the front door, praying that Bri had made it out. The door was open, the night air calling to me. I just had to make it a little farther.
A scream stopped me in my tracks. I turned to see Bri being apprehended by two guards who gripped her roughly by her arms as she struggled. I could only imagine her horror at being touched by two strangers like this, and my heart clenched.
“That’s the girl who caused this!” the little manservant, Bellwether, screeched. Behind him, a beautiful middle-aged woman in a blue-and-green tartan gown was watching the entire scene unfold with very little reaction. That must be the infamous Mrs. Monroe. I could have guessed from her name that she was Achnarachian, but the dress confirmed it.
Then I saw it: the glass dome covering the green mushrooms was smashed on the ground, the mushrooms themselves scattered like refuse. I could surmise the rest. They must have released their magic spores when Bri lifted the cloche, causing hallucinations among the guests.
For one desperate moment, Bri and I locked eyes.
“Go!” she mouthed at me, and I could still feel the cold night air behind me, the siren song of freedom ringing in my ears.
Instead, I ran toward her.










CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
I leapt onto the nearest guard, distracting him enough that Bri managed to break one arm free, but the other guard still had a grip on her.
“Let her go!” I grabbed the man’s hands, pulling with all my might.
“Willow, run!” Bri shouted at me. “Get out of here while you still can!”
“I’m not leaving you, eejit!”
Then I heard a calm female voice behind me, and I knew we were done for.
“Willow Stokes,” Mrs. Monroe said. The distraction was enough. Bri was caught, and I was standing between her and the Chancellor. I wasn’t going to abandon her, and Monroe knew it. “I’ve heard so much about you. I must say, I’m surprised to see you here. I would have thought you’d be well on your way back to whatever hole you crawled out of by now.”
I sniffed, raising my chin, and turned to face her. Her golden-blond hair was braided into a crown studded with pearls and sapphires. There were creases around her mouth, clearly caused by the expression she was currently making. Unsurprisingly, she had no crow’s feet. That would have indicated a habit of smiling, and I could see in her dark blue eyes that wasn’t something she practiced often. “What can I say, I never miss a good party. Unfortunately for me, this one is minging.”
“On the contrary,” she said, leaning toward me. “I’d say you’re the one who stinks. Lemon thyme and oregano? That’s a new one. Let’s see what you have in that satchel.” She ripped it from my hands, riffling through it until she found the dragon egg.
“You really did it,” Bri breathed in wonder. Even the guards looked impressed.
“How could you let this happen, Bellwether?” Mrs. Monroe demanded of the servant.
“I’m so sorry, Madam,” he squeaked. “She didn’t have an accomplice before!”
She ignored him and turned to a guard. “Take them away before I change my mind and feed them to the cats.”
Two more guards appeared, gripping my arms from behind. “Come on,” one of them grunted in my ear as they shoved me forward, though I hadn’t tried to resist. “Let’s see how smug you are when you’re in a cell in Blackbay.”
I ground my teeth as Bri and I were taken out into the night. I glanced across the courtyard and spotted Torion, who gave a half-hearted shrug at the sight of me, as if to say, Better luck next time, kid.
Guests who had fled the party clustered in the courtyard, watching as Bri and I were paraded past them and thrown into the back of a wagon. I didn’t know these people, didn’t feel the humiliation I might have back in Ardmuir. But I had failed in my mission, and now Bri was going to pay for my crimes, the exact thing I’d been trying to avoid by coming here alone.
“What happened?” I asked Bri once we were on the move. “Why didn’t you run when you had the chance?”
“I tried,” she said, voice breaking. “But someone saw me touch the mushrooms, and then it was chaos. I got turned around and couldn’t find the doors, and then a guard grabbed me. I’m sorry, Willow.”
I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “It’s not your fault. I’m the one who let you down.”
“I can’t believe we were so close to making it.” She put her face in her hands and sobbed. “Now we’re going to rot in a jail cell and my parents won’t even know what happened to me.”
Even though a large part of me was convinced she was right, I refused to let her see it. Right now, all I could offer her was my strength. “It’s going to be all right, Bri.”
She raised her eyes to mine. “How? They have the dragon egg. They know we stole it. We’re done for.”
“Not exactly,” I whispered, lifting the hem of my skirt to where I’d sewn a hidden pocket. It was currently bulging and threatening to rip at the seams, given its heavy cargo.
“Is that what I think it is?” Bri asked, sniffling.
I raised a finger to my lips and lowered my hem, rubbing my calf where the egg had smacked against me as I ran. “They have the decoy egg. I’m sure they’ll realize it quickly, but hopefully not before we’re locked up.”
“That’s all well and good,” Bri whispered, “except the egg isn’t much use to us in a jail cell!”
The wagon came to an abrupt stop, slamming me into Bri. “Just keep quiet and follow my lead,” I whispered.
The guards yanked us out of the wagon and dragged us toward a large stone fortress. The notorious Blackbay Prison, I realized, hardly able to comprehend that I was standing in front of the place that had once featured in my nightmares as a child.
I was about seven or eight when my father told me about a colleague of his who had been caught trading stolen goods in the Sapphire Isles.
“What will happen to him?” I’d asked my father.
“He’ll be locked up in Blackbay,” he’d said, tucking my blankets around me, reassuring me that I was safe right where I was.
“Mr. Douglas said they torture people in Blackbay,” I whispered, remembering my teacher’s lectures on morality and what happened to naughty wee lassies who didn’t attend to their studies.
“Mr. Douglas shouldn’t be telling you things like that,” he said, kissing my forehead. “But you’re not to worry, because we are not thieves.”
Oh, how I wished that were still true. But I was a thief, and torture was likely imminent. I exchanged a glance with Bri as we were shoved through the massive gates, wishing I could squeeze her hand for reassurance. Right now, I needed it as much as she did.
It was somehow colder inside the prison than out, and I regretted not bringing anything for warmth. We were led down a long winding staircase into a dank, dark dungeon reeking of piss and vomit. Bri pinched her nose, and I lifted the sleeve that had contained catnip to my face, but it was no use. This was the kind of stench that got into your pores.
As we passed down a hall lined with cells, I realized that I had, without a doubt, hit rock bottom. Prisoners leered at us from behind iron bars that seemed far too flimsy. They made crude gestures and cackled at our horror.
“We’re going to die in here,” Bri whispered, shivering closer to me.
Suddenly, I was shoved from behind, landing in a cell alongside Bri. My hands hit wet straw and I instantly got to my feet, wiping my palms on my skirt.
“Trial’s in two days,” the guard said as he slammed the cell door behind us, turning an iron key in the lock.
“Two days?” I asked. “How can there possibly be enough time for an investigation before then?”
The guard barked a laugh in response, which led to a coughing fit as he strolled back the way he had come.
I kicked aside as much moldy straw as I could, finding the ground beneath it mostly dry, and sat down with Bri against the far wall, where the other prisoners couldn’t see us. Explicit descriptions of what they’d like to do to us reverberated down the hall, but eventually they lost interest. Soon it became eerily silent, save for the sounds of dripping water and low moans of despair.
“They’re going to find us guilty,” Bri whispered to me. “They have witnesses, and Mrs. Monroe herself saw you with the egg.”
I inhaled deeply through my nose and instantly regretted it. The smell was unbearable. Bile burned the back of my throat. “Okay, so they find us guilty of burglary. We didn’t harm anyone. Even those bloody cats made it out unscathed.”
In Achnarach, burglary was punishable by fine, perhaps a month or two in prison. As far as I knew, Da’s friend hadn’t died here, though I’d never heard of his release, either. We could survive a couple of months. Maybe. “I know it isn’t ideal, but we still have the dragon egg. As long as no one finds it, we’ll make it out of here eventually. Then we can get The Oxblood Book for you. Then you can go home.” And I can say all the things to Finlay I should have said ages ago.
“Willow, honestly. We’re two foreigners who broke into the house of a prominent local. I don’t know what fantasy world you’re living in, but they aren’t just going to release us, even in a few months. At best, we’re going to lose our hands. At worst, our heads.”
I sagged under the weight of the truth. Deep down, I knew she was right. No one was going to vouch for us here, no one was going to rescue us, and no one ever escaped from Blackbay Prison.
I leaned my head against Bri’s in a silent apology. When she took my hand, I squeezed hers. Somehow, we both fell asleep.

We woke to the sound of grating metal, as the guard pushed two bowls of unidentifiable slop through the small window in our cell.
“Breakfast. Eat up, girls,” he said, smiling to reveal an alarming lack of dental hygiene.
Bri took a delicate sniff of the bowls and gagged before pushing them as far away from us as possible.
“That bad, eh?” I frowned at the gurgle in my belly. We hadn’t eaten in nearly a day. On the bright side, we only had one more day until our trial. “At least we won’t starve to death,” I said.
“Oh, you prefer to hang?” Bri asked.
“I was only trying to lighten the mood.”
“I have to pee,” Bri whispered, sounding so helpless and frightened I could only hug her.
The day passed at a glacial pace. The guards checked on the prisoners every hour, which was our only way to keep track of time. Every now and again, one of our stomachs would let out a pitiful gurgle and we would eye the slop with ever-increasing desperation.
“Visitor!” a man’s voice called, startling me awake. I’d lost all track of time, though I imagined it must be early morning of our trial day. All the prisoners were at the bars of their cells instantly, eyes greedy and hopeful. Bri and I remained where we were, knowing we had no one to visit us.
To my surprise, it was a woman who walked down the aisle, keeping well away from the bars, though the prisoners within each cell were strangely silent. Her hooded cloak was pulled low over her face.
I smelled a familiar floral scent before she pushed back her hood, revealing raven hair and dark eyes. “Hello, girls.”
“Mrs. Lewis?” Bri and I helped each other up and stumbled to the bars, our legs numb. “What are you doing here?” I whispered. “This is no place for a lady.”
“Indeed, it is not,” she said, scowling at the guard, who shrugged in response. Those decisions were well above his pay grade. “May we have some privacy, please?”
The guard shrugged again, whistling as he went back to his post.
Freya crouched down, motioning for us to do the same. “Torion told me you were here,” she explained. “He tried to pay for your release, but the Chancellor has made it clear you will not be let out on bail.”
I was surprised to hear that Torion had gone out of his way to help us. “Why?”
“He said he was impressed by your burgling capabilities and thought you might come in handy someday. Although personally, I think he’s grown fond of you,” she said with a grin.
Perhaps I’d been completely wrong about Torion, and Sapphire Islanders in general. He did his best to appear as menacing as possible, but I should have known better than anyone that looks could be deceiving. I’d have to thank him, if we made it out of here alive.
“If we can’t be bailed out, what are you here for?” Bri asked.
Freya lowered her voice even further, so I had to strain to hear. “Because witches help each other when we can.”










CHAPTER THIRTY
I squeezed Bri’s shoulder. “She isn’t a witch.”
“I wasn’t referring to Bri,” Freya said gently.
I waited for an explanation, until it dawned on me there were only three of us in this conversation. I laughed nervously. “What are you talking about?” I nudged Bri with my elbow and hissed, “What is she talking about?”
Freya smiled, serene and knowing and witchy in a way that reminded me of Marcail. No wonder they were friends. “Willow,” she said, as if I were the numpty who couldn’t keep up.
None of this made sense. Bri wasn’t technically a witch, but she had magic, while I knew with utter certainty that I wasn’t a witch at all. Technically, hypothetically, theoretically, or otherwise. Not a single adverb accounted for my being a witch. It seemed Freya Lewis was a dafty, which would have been a very good thing to know before we went to her for advice.
She continued to stare at me, serene and seemingly sane. “Come now, Willow. You must have realized it.”
I shook my head. “Realized what?”
She reached through the bars, offering me her hand. “I know you’ve repressed it so deeply you can hardly feel it, but your magic is there.”
“Where?” I asked, looking over my body as though Freya had casually mentioned I had a spider crawling up my skirt.
She smiled again. “Inside you, Willow. It’s just waiting for you to release it.”
I shook my head more vehemently. “I’m sorry, Mrs. Lewis. Freya. But you’ve got the wrong lass. I’m no more magical than that moldy pile of straw.”
She and Bri released identical sighs, which grated on my already raw nerves.
“Instead of standing here spewing utter nonsense, why don’t you see if you can do something that will actually get us out of this place!” I squeezed my eyes shut and was surprised to feel cool tears streaming down my flaming cheeks. “Please. Bri doesn’t deserve this. Even if she’s not a witch, she’s a good person worthy of your help.”
“Willow,” Bri whispered, taking my hand. “Listen to her.”
“You listen. This … what she’s saying? It’s not possible.” Of all the things I knew about myself, the fact that I was anything but special was the one I’d always counted on. I was so ordinary, in fact, that my father would rather die chasing magical items than live to take care of me.
Besides, Marcail had said witches could only be born to witch mothers, and while my father hadn’t told me much about mine, I was positive he would have let me know I was descended from one. What would be more exciting to a man like my father than to have a magical daughter?
I shook my head, my eyes still closed, though a small voice was whispering in my head, And yet …
I thought back to the day we’d met Marcail, how strangely she had looked at me when I started reading the grimoire. The way something invisible had passed between her and Agatha in the library. Marcail’s comment about my father’s feelings about witches. Wexley wondering if I’d been the one to make the objects in our shoppe magical.
My gaze lifted to Bri’s. “Magic?” I whispered. “That’s doolally.”
Bri only smiled and shook her head at me like I was the world’s biggest fool. Maybe I was. “Yes, Willow. Magic.”
Realization crept slowly over me. “You knew.”
“I wasn’t sure at first. It was so repressed it was hard to tell, but I knew there was something different about you.”
It took me a second to process her words. “If you suspected, why didn’t you say anything?” I asked, my voice thick.
“Because I figured it was repressed for a reason.” She released a soft Bri sigh. “But when I touched you the first time, I knew for sure. That surge of power wasn’t all from me.”
My jaw worked, though no sound came out.
“Marcail also suspected, but she told me not to tell you,” she added, placing a tentative hand on my shoulder. “I would have otherwise.”
Marcail couldn’t know I’d come here searching for the dragon egg, but she’d encouraged Bri to meet with Freya, even knowing we wouldn’t find the blossom. If she thought I was a witch, why not tell me when we were in Abundance?
Then again, would I have believed her if she had told me? Even now, it was almost impossible to accept. I closed my eyes again, wiping away the tears that continued to fall. “I don’t understand any of this.”
“Think about it,” Bri said. “Your father owned a magical cabinet of curiosities. He wasn’t a sham. He knew some of those items were real. They just needed to have the magic drawn out of them.”
“Then why didn’t he say something?” I asked, my voice pitifully small. If this was true, then all this time, magic had been right here, inside of me. And if Da had known, then he’d done his best to surround me with magic, even though it cost him everything. He’d let himself be called a liar and a scam artist, and worse, lost any money he ever had. For what?
“Hey,” Bri whispered, catching my tears with the side of her finger. “You taught me something about magic, too.”
I croaked a hollow laugh. “Yeah? What’s that?”
“You taught me that magic isn’t a bad thing in its own right, because it represents something we all need. Hope. Because if a broom can fly and a stuffed rabbit can speak, then imagine what we can do. We all have the potential to become more than what we are. That’s magic, Willow.” She smiled. “And that’s worth believing in.”
I sniffed, wiping my nose on my sleeve. “You really think so?”
“With all my heart.” Bri embraced me, enveloping me in her warmth and softness. No one had hugged me like this—with all their being—since Da died. I hadn’t realized how badly I needed it until now.
When she released me, I wiped my tears off my chin with my shoulder and turned to Freya. “I don’t … I don’t know what to say.” For the first time in my life, I was speechless.
“You don’t need to say anything. What you need to do is act.” Freya glanced over her shoulder as the prisoners, who had been silent all this time, began to rouse as if waking from a nap. “My perfume’s effects are wearing off and the guard will return soon. Fate has guided you both this far. Between the two of you, your magic, and a dragon egg, you have everything you need to escape from this place.”
“How do you know about … Never mind.” Of course she knew about the egg. She seemed to know about everything.
“Torion and I will be waiting to help you when you get free.” She stepped back, smiling. “Be quick about it, would you? I’m afraid if you spend too long in here, you’ll never stop reeking.”
She glided down the dark hallway, and I wondered if any of this had actually happened, if I’d been dreaming the whole time. As soon as she disappeared, however, the inmates began to shout and rattle the bars on their cells.
“What do we do now?” I asked Bri.
She started to chew on a fingernail, then abruptly dropped her hand, likely remembering we were surrounded by filth. “Between us, your magic, and the dragon egg…” Bri led me farther back into the cell, away from the prying eyes of the other prisoners. “What did Mr. Wexley say about it? That it grants immortality?”
I nodded. “I don’t know what that means in practice, though. Does it make me invincible? Does it mean I won’t age but I can still be killed?” I reached into the pocket I’d sewn into my skirt and pulled out the egg. It was warm in my hands, and very heavy.
It took a moment before I realized that it wasn’t just warm from my body heat, and that the soft glow emanating from it was growing stronger.
“What’s happening?” I asked Bri, doing my best to shield the light so no one else would see.
“Magic. Obviously.”
I rolled my eyes. “I can see that. But what does it mean?” I scratched my head, trying to reassure myself it was too soon for lice to have moved in already. “Let me think. Dragon bones do what their respective body parts do. A breastbone gives invisible armor, a wing bone gives the power of flight.”
“Right,” Bri said as I straightened.
“Mr. Wexley said the dragon egg grants immortality to the beholder.” The egg had grown so hot it was almost painful to hold. “But if what’s in here is an entire baby dragon, it should do more than that. It should give me all the powers of a dragon.” Including …
“Um, Willow.”
“What?” I asked, distracted.
“You’re glowing.”
I looked down at my hands and realized the light spilling from between my fingers wasn’t coming from the egg. It was coming from me. I glanced up to find all the other prisoners staring at me, their mouths open in disbelief. Well, that has certainly shut them up. I was impressed with own my ability to be smug at a time like this, even as another part of my brain was screaming at me to pay attention to the fact that I was as bright as a torch and growing brighter by the second.
My eyes met Bri’s. “Dragons breathe fire,” we said in unison.
“What have you got there?” a prisoner a few cells down shouted.
Another prisoner chimed in. “Aye, what is that?”
“I think we’d best call for the guards,” another man hissed. “Unless you plan to share.”
Bri and I reached for each other. “What do we do?” she whispered.
“I don’t know, but we’d better decide quickly. If they call for the guards and the egg is taken, we’ll have nothing. This is likely our only chance.”
I gripped the egg tighter, the heat almost unbearable now. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with it,” I said to Bri, but deep in my belly, I felt something beginning to build. This entire situation was mad, but then, what hadn’t been the past few weeks?
“Scratch that,” I said. “Stand back. Here goes nothing.”
I inhaled as I leaned down to the lock of our cell and opened my mouth, releasing a breath from deep inside. Flames erupted from my mouth, instantly melting the iron. I clamped my jaws shut as the door swung outward, touching my lips and half expecting to find they’d been charred off. But there wasn’t even a blister.
“Holy shit,” Bri said behind me.
Holy shite, indeed. There was no time to process anything. I stuffed the egg into my pocket and grabbed Bri’s hand. “Let’s go.”
By now all the prisoners were shouting for us to release them. We ran for the exit, the shrieks growing in intensity. As we rounded the corner, two guards were already barreling toward us.
“Oi!” one of them shouted. “How’d you get out of your cell?”
“Now what?” Bri cried.
I wasn’t interested in hurting anyone, but I would do what it took to save Bri. I inhaled again and opened my mouth, releasing another burst of flame. As one guard’s shirt caught fire and the other attempted to put it out, we shoved past them and ran for the stairs leading to the main floor of the prison.
“We can’t kill anyone,” Bri said from beside me as we panted up the stairs. “I refuse to add murder to my list of crimes.”
“Noted,” I agreed, releasing a small puff of smoke.
We skidded to a stop in the main hall. I hadn’t been paying enough attention the night we were brought in, and I had no idea which way led to freedom.
“What other magic do dragons have?” Bri shouted. More guards were running toward us, their faces contorted in fury.
“Incredibly strong armor,” I said, shoving her behind me. “Hold on.”
Instead of slowing as the guards approached, I bolted forward, Bri’s hands gripping my waist. Not only was I inhumanly fast, but the guards seemed to fall over as easily as bowling pins when I hit them.
“That way!” Bri pointed over my shoulder to a massive door, where three more guards waited with clubs in their hands.
They shouted for us to stop, but when I lowered my head and charged, they exchanged startled glances and scattered. I hit the door at full speed, slamming it open and squashing a guard on the other side.
“Whoopsie,” I said as we burst onto the street, blinking against the morning sun.
“It’s daytime,” Bri gasped. “Our trial could start any minute.”
Armed men in uniform were streaming toward us, blocking our escape path. I didn’t know what the limits of my powers were, but I doubted I could take on an entire army.
“Willow,” Bri whispered, shivering in fear as she gripped me tighter.
What was it that Wexley had said that night at the docks, when Torion had tried to sell him a breast plate instead of a scapula?
Yes, but it won’t make me fly, now will it?
“Do you trust me?” I asked as I turned to Bri, my heart pounding so hard I wasn’t sure if it was dragon magic or my own fear.
Her wide eyes searched mine. “What?”
“Do you trust me, Bri? I know I’ve betrayed you so many times and I’ve been selfish and horrid and I’m a terrible friend and I promise I’ll make it all up to you someday, but I need to know if you trust me. Right now, in this moment.”
“Yes,” she said, starting to cry. “I don’t know why, but I trust you, Willow.”
“Good.” I wrapped my arms around her as she closed her eyes, said a silent prayer that I could do better than a sodding broomstick, and did the thing dragons are most notorious for:
I flew.










CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Flying was not what I’d envisioned.
I had no wings, of course, and I found myself hurtling through the air at an alarming speed while Bri clung to me with all her might, her eyes squeezed shut. I would have liked to do the same, but it was a luxury I couldn’t afford.
People below us screamed and pointed, but I looked past them all. I scanned the ground with my keen dragon-powered eyes, searching for the docks. I didn’t know how long I’d be able to fly, and I preferred not to find out while over the middle of the Obsidian Sea.
“There!” I shouted as soon as the docks came into view.
“I’m too scared to look,” Bri squeaked.
I wanted to reassure her, but I was busy wondering how I was supposed to land. I chose an area that wasn’t too crowded and willed myself downward, shocked and elated when it worked. Within a minute, the ground began to rush toward us at an alarming speed.
“Brace yourself!” I shrieked at Bri, seconds before we landed in a heap on a pile of sandbags that likely saved our lives.
Bri sputtered and floundered, trying to find her bearings, while I assessed the group of people clustering nearby who had just witnessed two girls fall from the sky.
“Ehm, Bri? I think we’d better get moving.” I leapt to my feet and took her hand, casting my gaze around desperately for anything that might get us out of our current predicament.
“Willow! Brianna!”
In the distance, a man waved to us from the prow of a small ship.
“Is that Torion?” Bri asked.
I let out a whoop that was equal parts relief, astonishment, and joy. “Bless him,” I breathed, taking off toward the ship with Bri’s hand still clutched in mine.
I didn’t need the strength from the dragon egg to part the crowd gathering around us. As curious as they might be, they seemed to have no interest in making contact with a glowing girl who’d recently plummeted from the heavens. Behind us, however, I could hear the shouts of the soldiers we’d encountered at Blackbay. They’d finally caught up.
“Willow,” Bri gasped, stumbling at my side.
“Almost there!” Finally, we reached Torion’s ship. Without hesitating, we ran up the rickety wooden plank, flinging ourselves onto the deck. A sailor was already pulling in the plank behind us, and people scurried to and fro, adjusting ropes and sails to get us out into open water as quickly as possible.
“This way, girls,” Torion said, ushering us down a narrow set of stairs into a cabin.
Bri finally slipped her sweaty palm from mine, pressing her hands to her thighs as she struggled for air. I wasn’t as winded, thanks to the dragon egg, and I still had adrenaline coursing through my veins.
“How did you know we’d be here?” I asked Torion as he closed the door behind us. Carefully, I removed the dragon egg from my pocket and set it on the table. All the strength I’d been feeling before left me in a rush, replaced by the frantic beat of my human heart, which now felt wholly inadequate. Torion noticed me swaying and grabbed me under the armpits just before I collapsed.
“Easy does it,” he said, helping me into a chair. “Mrs. Lewis told me you’d be here. To be honest, I thought she’d lost the plot. No one escapes Blackbay.”
I looked up at him, my hand to my chest, wondering if I’d done permanent damage to my heart. I hadn’t had a lot of faith in it to begin with. “Then why are you here?”
He laughed and shook his head. “I have no bloody idea. I suppose if I thought anyone could manage to connive their way out of Blackbay, it was you.”
I managed a weak smile. “I’m touched,” I said, only half joking.
“We’re setting sail immediately for Achnarach. Stay down here no matter what you hear, all right?” He sniffed and immediately wrinkled his nose in disgust. “There’s a wash basin and soap. Clean yourselves up. Your other belongings are on the captain’s chair.”
“Thank you,” I said, in a voice so earnest I almost wondered if it was coming from me. “If it wasn’t for you, we might be hanging from the gallows right now.”
Torion patted me on the head like I was a wee pup. “You’re welcome. But don’t sell yourself short, Miss Stokes. You got yourself out of Blackbay. I only provided the getaway.” He smiled and walked to the door, closing it behind him.
“Wonders never cease,” I said to Bri, who had collapsed on the sofa next to me.
“I’ll say. If I ever see my parents again, they’ll never believe any of this is true.”
I nudged her with my elbow and grinned. “But we’ll know it was. Come on, let’s get cleaned up. You smell like—”
Bri held up her hand. “I know exactly what I smell like, because you smell like it, too. I don’t need a description.”
We quickly stripped out of our clothing, scrubbing ourselves as well as we could with washcloths and soap.
“What do we do with our dresses?” Bri asked, toeing the once-beautiful gown she’d been wearing since the ball.
“No amount of washing is going to save them, unfortunately.” I glanced at the porthole, then back at Bri. Together, we shoved them through, where they were quickly lost to the waves. Perhaps a wayward mermaid would find them one day, once they’d been thoroughly cleaned.
We dressed in our spare clothing—which I was grateful Torion had had the forethought to retrieve from the hotel—and sat down on the sofa. After the long, mind-numbing days in Blackbay, the past hour had sped by in a blur. I’d hardly had a chance to grasp the fact that we were free, let alone that I was a—
“Wait a minute,” Bri said, gripping my arm. “Are you going to be seasick again?”
It took me a moment to realize what the rocking of the ship, the waves we’d tossed our dresses into, and the fact that the dragon egg was rolling precariously on the captain’s desk truly meant.
I burst out laughing.
Bri nearly jumped out of her skin. “What’s the matter with you?” she yelled, shoving me so hard I almost fell off the sofa.
I was too delighted to care. “What’s the matter with you?” I asked between giggles. “We did it, Bri! We got the egg, we escaped the inescapable prison, and we’re alive!”
She studied me, her disapproval slowly fading. “We’re … alive.”
A second later, she started giggling, and then we were both cackling so hard we cried, our elation mingled with terror and astonishment and no small amount of trauma. We’d pulled off what would one day become the most notorious heist in Sapphire Isles history, though of course we wouldn’t know that for many months to come.
We were still wiping our eyes when someone knocked on the cabin door. Torion entered, nodded approvingly at our cleanliness, and went to his desk, where he placed the dragon egg in a nest of rolled-up maps to keep it from falling off the edge.
“Oh,” I said, realization finally dawning. “This is your ship.”
His blue eyes twinkled with amusement. “It is.”
I exhaled, taking in the cabin and appreciating it fully for the first time. Everything was neat and tidy, and rather fancy, compared to Torion’s rustic appearance. “I don’t understand. If you’re the captain of your own ship, why do you work for Mr. Wexley?”
“I don’t work for Mr. Wexley,” he clarified, taking a seat in the captain’s chair. “I work for myself. Yes, he pays me occasionally, but he doesn’t own me, or my actions.”
“That still doesn’t explain why you’re helping us…” I followed his gaze to where the dragon egg rested, still glowing faintly. “Oh.” I’d been too elated to notice my stomach roiling, but I felt it now.
Torion nodded. “Oh, indeed.”
Of course. Wexley had hired Torion to be our guide on Azure Cay. He had a vested interest in making sure we got back safely, with the dragon egg in tow. “Do you know what it does?” I asked him. I was certain Wexley would pay him handsomely for his role in retrieving the egg, but the egg itself was worth far more.
“I do,” he said.
“I suppose you also know its value?”
“I do,” he repeated.
I swallowed, glancing at Bri from the corner of my eye. “Listen, it’s imperative we get this egg to Mr. Wexley. Bri’s life and mine depend on it. I know that might not mean that much to you compared to immortality, but I promise, if you let us deliver this egg, we’ll … I don’t know. We’ll split all our future profits with you.”
It was a ridiculous offer, and Bri was hissing in my ear to shut up so she could think. But we couldn’t have come this far only to fail now.
Torion sighed deeply, his eyes landing on the egg. “I know what’s at stake for you girls. To be honest, it puts me in a real predicament.”
I chewed my lip, waiting for this man I’d only met a few days ago to decide our fates.
“Do you think Mr. Wexley should have the egg?” he asked, catching me off guard.
A ragged exhale escaped me. That was something I’d never once asked myself. What did I care if Wexley had immortality, so long as he left Bri alone? But the egg didn’t only grant long life. Look what I’d been able to do with the egg in mere minutes. Power like that didn’t belong in the hands of a man like Wexley. It didn’t belong in the hands of anyone.
I looked at Bri to find she was already staring at me, her wide brown eyes wet with tears. I felt my own starting to well. This wasn’t fair. There was no way I could answer Torion’s question honestly. Not if it meant letting Bri down.
“It’s all right,” I said to her, taking her hands. “Once we get The Oxblood Book, we’ll find a way to get the egg back from Mr. Wexley. All that matters is that you’re safe.”
She smiled as tears streamed down her beautiful face, and I knew what she was going to say. I’d known it all along. “I don’t think anyone should have it.”
I was silent, letting the finality of her words sink in. She would rather live with this curse forever than let that kind of power fall into the wrong hands. That was the kind of person she was.
“You never answered my question, Willow,” Torion said. “You’ve held the egg. You’ve seen what it can do. I’ll ask again, do you think Mr. Wexley should have it?”
Once upon a time, I was the kind of person who would have said aye. Give him the egg, give me access to all his glorious inventory, and let the rest of the chips fall where they may. Once upon a time, I was a girl with no friends, a failing shoppe, and a dead father. A girl without magic. Without hope.
But I was not the same person I’d been two years ago, or even two months ago. I couldn’t see it then, what my father had meant when he said magic was everywhere. What if Bri was right, and magic was hope? What if magic was that small thing inside us we didn’t know was there until we needed it most? What if all it meant to believe in magic was to believe in ourselves?
Staring into the eyes of my best friend, I found that the answer, in the end, was simple. “I agree with Bri. I think the egg is too dangerous for anyone to possess.” I dragged my eyes from Bri’s and met Torion’s bright blue gaze. “Including you.”
For the millionth time that day, I was shocked when Torion smiled. “I think you’re right.”
“What are you saying?” I asked.
“I’m saying I think it needs to be destroyed, or at least lost.” He rose and lifted the egg from where it sat, stroking it reverently before holding it out to Bri. “I think you should be the one to lose it, Brianna. Because you stand to gain the most by keeping it.”
Gingerly, Bri took the egg from Torion, cradling it in her hands as if it were a living creature or a bomb. She looked at me a little helplessly. “I don’t know if I can do it,” she said.
“Sure you can.” I went to stand next to her and guided her toward the porthole. Wrapping my arm around her waist, I squeezed her to my side, noticing for the first time how well we fit together. “I believe in you.”
She tilted her head against mine. “I believe in you, too.”
With that, Bri reached through the open window, nodded, and dropped the last known dragon egg in the world into the Obsidian Sea.

Many years later, there was talk of a sea serpent seen playing in the waves off the coast of Achnarach, though dragons had gone extinct. There were those who said that such talk was utter nonsense, of course. At least when they were in public.
Personally?
I’m inclined to believe it.










CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
After Torion provided me with an herbal concoction from Freya, meant to allay my seasickness, one of Torion’s sailors showed us to a small but well-appointed cabin. Bri and I promptly fell asleep in our hammocks, our exhaustion outweighing our hunger. We woke as the sun was setting to a knock on our door. Dinner was ready, and we’d been invited to join the crew. Torion, unlike most captains, ate with his sailors, and we joined them in the galley for a hearty meal of fish stew and brown bread. It was quite possibly the best meal of my life.
When we’d finished, we stayed on deck for a while, watching the mammoth backs of whales crest and ebb in the black water alongside the ship. I’d never dreamed that one day I’d see a whale this close. I’d never dreamed a lot of things, because I hadn’t even known they existed. My world had been so much smaller than it was now.
“What will we do when we get back?” Bri asked, something I’d been pondering for hours. It might have been a simple decision to get rid of the egg, but we had far more difficult choices ahead.
“I’ll tell Mr. Wexley I failed,” I said, with more bravado than I felt. “And we’ll think of some other way to get The Oxblood Book.”
Bri cast me a cynical look. “You think he’ll just accept that?”
“No. But surely my magic buys us some degree of protection.”
“You don’t actually know anything about magic,” Bri muttered, her chin on her fist as she gazed out over the water.
“Not yet. But I will. I bet Marcail will teach me. Then we can continue to sell magical items, even after we break your curse, even without Mr. Wexley’s inventory.”
She hmphed. “I still don’t see how you’re going to keep us safe.”
“Cats,” I said with a grin. “Big ones.”
“I’m serious, Willow! Maybe we need to leave Ardmuir.”
The grin faded and I turned to face her. “We’re not going to run away. Ardmuir is our home, and we have every right to be there. My father deserves vindication. You deserve security. Mr. Wexley and his henchman can threaten us all they want.” I turned back to the ocean. “We’re not going anywhere.”
Bri heaved a heavy sigh. “I’m going to get some sleep. You coming?”
“In a few minutes.” I watched as the sun began to sink beneath the horizon, fingering the hand-stitched kitten on my tea towel. Though I was too embarrassed to voice my concerns to Bri, Wexley wasn’t the only one I was worried about. I still had to face Finlay, and I didn’t share Bri’s confidence that he would forgive me, even if Bri and I had finally found our trust in each other.
Looking back on our relationship, all I could see were the dozens of times I’d hurt him, in small and large ways, whether I was conscious of it or not.
A week after I first met him, Finlay had shown up at the shoppe with an apple pie. He’d claimed his mother made it, but I found out later she was far too sick to do any baking, that he did it all himself.
“What’s this for?” I’d asked him, still a bundle of raw nerves from Da’s death. I knew I looked terrible: my eyes were red from crying, my hair hadn’t been brushed in days, and I was wearing the same dress I’d worn yesterday, and possibly the day before that. Everything blurred, then. In hindsight, I couldn’t have smelled very pleasant, either.
“My mother says there’s nothing an apple pie can’t fix,” he said, offering me a small, crooked smile. I know now that there was nothing but kindness in the gesture, but I’d taken it and thrown it back in his face.
“I’m guessing it can’t fix a dead father,” I spat, slamming the door on him, even though I hadn’t eaten in two days and my stomach was audibly growling at the scent of cinnamon and butter.
And yet the next day, he’d shown up again, this time with a cherry pie. “I thought maybe you didn’t like apple,” he’d said, his long lashes fanned against his cheeks as he avoided my gaze.
As tempted as I was to slam the door in his face again, I was aware of people on the street watching us. Besides, my hunger had taken on a life of its own, and I wasn’t in any position to turn down a second pie. I opened the door wider and let him inside.
I had pointed to the counter and said, “Put it there,” as if he owed me something. I supposed I thought the world did, back then. It had taken Da from me. The least it could do was give me pie.
As he did so, he cocked his head at the wolpertinger. “What’s this?”
I was rummaging in a drawer of antique silverware for a fork, knowing full well that if I were alone, I’d have eaten the pie with my bare hands. “It’s nothing.”
“Funny, it looks vaguely familiar.”
“Well, it’s not,” I shot back, digging into the pie without offering him a slice. “It’s called a wolpertinger. They’re very rare,” I added, with far more pride than I’d been entitled to.
He’d been so patient, simply trying to make conversation with a grieving girl. “Oh? Why’s that?”
“Because they grant wishes. Do you do anything other than ask inane questions?”
“I work at the print shoppe,” he said.
“I already know that. Numpty,” I added under my breath, though I saw him wince from the corner of my eye.
Even still, he went on. “I also like to draw. And read. And I like animals.”
“What are you, nine?” I licked the back of my fork, forcing myself to stop halfway through the pie. I’d finish it at home later, knowing I had no other food waiting for me.
He shrugged, hands shoved into his pockets. “I like walking, too. I could walk you home, if you like.”
At this, my head shot up. I probably looked more like a feral animal than a girl, all teeth and eyes and rage. “What?”
“I heard you live across the moors. It’s dark early this time of year.”
I’d been horrified at the thought of anyone knowing where I lived or how alone I truly was. “Who told you where I live?” I demanded.
“My boss, Jack Turner. He thought you might need some company.”
Before I knew it, the fork was in my fist, prongs facing out, the closest thing at hand to a weapon. “Jack Turner doesn’t know what the hell he’s talking about,” I snarled. “I don’t need any company, and I certainly don’t need a child to walk me home.”
“I’m older than you,” he said, reasonable despite the fact that he had a fork inches from his face.
I lowered my hand, telling myself it would be wrong to stab someone so pathetic. “Wouldn’t know it by your hobbies.” It was closing time, and I wanted nothing more than to be at home with my sorrow and grief and bitterness. “I have to go.”
“Like I said, I’ll walk you.”
I grabbed my cloak from a hook by the door, flung it over my shoulders, and picked up the remnants of the pie. “You can suit yourself, but you won’t be walking next to me!”
With that, I left the shoppe, waiting for him to sheepishly follow before locking the door, though I knew there was nothing worth stealing. Sure enough, Finlay trailed a few feet behind me, even as we left town and started across the moors.
“It’s quite dark out here,” he called from behind me. “Don’t you need a lantern?”
“I ran out of candles,” I said. “Not that it’s any of your business.” I think even then a part of me knew what a kind soul he was. Sure enough, a basket of candles arrived at the shoppe with an errand boy the next day.
“I think I’d be scared, living out here all alone,” he said.
“I think you would be, too,” I shot back.
The next thing I knew, he was beside me. I growled but said nothing for several minutes.
Eventually, my own curiosity got the best of me. “Why did you move here, anyway? Was it for your father’s work or something?”
“My father left when I was a baby,” he replied, without a hint of shame.
I couldn’t recall anyone ever being so straightforward with me, even my father. Maybe that was when the first brick began to crumble, because I softened ever so slightly. “Oh. That must have been hard.”
He shrugged. “It’s okay. My mother was the one who wanted to move here. Said the sea air might be good for her lungs. It’s funny, though.”
“What is?”
“Her wanting to move. I thought for certain she’d want to die in our house. She lived in it her whole life.”
I wouldn’t have called that funny, but I supposed it was peculiar. “Why Ardmuir?”
“She got it in her head about a month ago, said it came to her in a dream.”
I scoffed. “Seems an awfully silly reason to move somewhere.”
I could feel Finlay’s eyes on me. “Really? I can’t think of a better reason to do something. What could be more important than following your dreams?”
Now, standing in the cold night air on a ship in a black sea, my heart hurt for both of us. For the boy who’d been there for me even when I was at my worst. And for myself, for being foolish enough to think a cloak of thorns would somehow guard my heart from the world. From Finlay. What were thorns when it came to boys with long eyelashes and impossible patience and fresh-baked apple pies?
“It’s getting late,” Torion said, coming to stand beside me. “Don’t you think you should get some rest?”
“Aye. I’m going.” I folded the tea towel that was now as precious to me as any treasure and turned back to him. “Did you really only help Bri and me for the dragon egg?”
He grinned, his eyes twinkling in the moonlight. “What other reason would I have to help you, Willow Stokes?”
I narrowed my eyes at him and smiled. “You know, you’re not bad for a Sapphire Islander.”
“You’re not bad for a witch.”
A witch, huh? Was that what I was now?
I thought for a moment, imagining myself in my cottage on the moors with my mischievous cat and my magical curiosities, and nodded. It felt like the perfect fit.










CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
We arrived in the late morning, following a surprisingly restful night of sleep. But as soon as I remembered what lay ahead of me, my stomach began to twist itself into knots. If I’d had my way, I would have skipped over this day entirely. Fortunately, Bri seemed calm and confident, and I did my best to follow her example.
We thanked Torion on the deck of the ship. He was sailing farther south, still on the hunt for more treasure. He reminded me of my father, in that way, though he was probably in his early thirties. An uncle, then. I’d never had one of those.
(Later, I would take to calling him Uncle Torion, and though he pretended to hate it, we both knew he liked the nickname. Just so long as I didn’t use it in front of his crew. Which I did, enthusiastically, at every opportunity.)
“I suppose we’ll see you again the next time you do a job for Mr. Wexley?” I said, shaking his hand.
He scrunched his nose. “Something tells me I won’t be working for that man again. I never liked him very much, anyhow. You both take care now.”
We waved goodbye and headed down the plank to the docks.
“Where to?” Bri asked, looking around the harbor. I wondered who she was looking for.
Right. Finlay. “I think we’d better go to the print shoppe,” I managed, though I was dreading our reunion. “Then we can head home and regroup.”
“Don’t worry,” Bri said, patting my hand. As if I had any choice in the matter.
We were nearly at the print shoppe when I heard a familiar nasal voice behind me. Oh, bloody hell.
“Look who’s back in town. It’s Willow Jokes and the outlander.”
I rolled my eyes in disgust and turned to see Trystan, his head covered in a light dusting of stubble, standing with his merry band of morons. “Is that really the best you can do?”
“The joke is on you, because my hair is growing back,” he said, jabbing his friends in the ribs. He sounded like a petulant toddler, and instead of hating him, I realized then how much I pitied him. He had everything he could ever want—loving parents; a safe, secure home; opportunity to be whomever he wanted—and instead of appreciating it, he picked on the people who threatened him the least. It must be sad, I realized, to be that much of a coward.
“Where have you been, anyway?” he asked when I didn’t respond.
“Yeah,” another boy added. “Trystan said you ran away because you were afraid of him.”
I couldn’t help laughing.
“We were in the Sapphire Isles,” Bri said. “Going to a ball, stealing a dragon egg, and escaping from Blackbay Prison.” She sniffed. “If you must know.”
Predictably, Trystan and his friends broke down in hysterical laughter, but Bri and I simply linked arms and left them cackling behind us. My only regret was that I wouldn’t be there to witness when he learned the truth.
As we approached the print shoppe, a mixture of relief and dread washed over me at the sight of Finlay through the window, whistling to himself as he worked. He seemed his hale, hearty self, and I was grateful he hadn’t followed Bri and me onto the ship. Aye, things had worked out, but only by the skin of my teeth. The thought of Finlay’s mother all alone, with no one to take care of her, made me want to cry.
But if he’d come with us, then he would have learned everything in the same way Bri had, and perhaps that would have been easier. I didn’t know if I had it in me to confess twice.
As we stepped through the doorway, I waited for him to notice me, not wanting to disrupt him mid-typesetting. Finally, he looked up, and his entire face seemed consumed by the biggest wonky-toothed smile I’d ever seen. My stomach flopped like a fish out of water, the blood rushing to my cheeks in a furious blush.
“You’re back!” He hurried over to us, pulling me into a hug. We both exclaimed in surprise when Bri wrapped her arms around us.
“The blossom?” Finlay asked, leaning back to look at Bri. “Did you find it?”
Of course. He thought the curse was broken and that was why she was touching him for the first time. Why was she touching him?
“That’s kind of a long story,” she said, glancing at me. “Maybe you can come back to Willow’s with us? Hear the whole story over tea?”
“Of course. I’ll just let Ma know.”
All the warmth that had flooded my body drained out of me. Part of me had been hoping to put this conversation off for a day or two. Or forever.
“It will be okay,” Bri whispered.
I nodded, but we both knew I was unconvinced. As we left the shoppe, I was surprised to see Jack Turner pulling up a brand-new cart with Fergus hitched to the front, looking as content and round as could be.
“Where did this come from?” I asked Jack when he climbed down to join us.
He cocked his head, confused. “What do you mean?”
Bri leaned closer. “I forgot to mention, I gave Finlay all the proceeds from our sales so he could buy a new cart for Jack.”
At any other point in my life, I might have been furious at the revelation, but given the circumstances, it seemed more than fair. “Ah. I’m glad.” I smiled at Jack. “It’s lovely.”
“Lovelier than the original,” he agreed. “But Finlay insisted.”
“Insisted what?” Finlay walked toward us, patting Fergus’s rump and sending up a puff of dust.
“That I choose the best coach money could buy,” Jack explained.
Finlay toed a clod of dirt. “I did. I’m also hoping I can use this wonderful new coach to give the girls a ride home. They’ve had a long journey.”
Jack nodded. “Of course. Just—”
“Steer clear of any cliffs,” Finlay finished. “You have my word.”
Bri hoisted herself into the back of the wagon before I could offer her the bench. Our eyes locked, her head inclining toward Finlay, as if to say, Go sit with him, you ninny.
Oh, how I wanted to be close to him. And oh, how I wondered if this would be the last time he smiled at me and helped me into the cart like I was a proper lady and not a scheming, lying, thieving crook.
Finlay climbed up next to me, sitting far closer than seemed necessary. The brush of his hand against my shoulder almost made me swoon like an utter bampot. I scooched over, if only to spare myself the indignity of behaving like a blushing schoolgirl.
The road took a longer, more circuitous route, but it was still faster than walking across the moors. I would have prayed for a broken axle—anything to delay telling Finlay the true reason for my journey—but it seemed unlikely given the sturdiness of the cart. After we were away from nosy neighbors, Bri asked Finlay to fill us in on the town goings-on in our absence.
“It was business as usual,” Finlay said. “Although the Ardmuir police seemed to increase their presence this week. Apparently, word was spreading that they weren’t very good at their jobs. I asked them to keep an eye on the shoppe in your absence,” he added. “No problems there.”
That was a relief, at least. We would need to sell more of our inventory soon if we wanted to make rent in time.
“And your ma?” I asked. “How is she?”
Finlay seemed surprised by the question. “She’s doing better this week. Thank you for asking.”
For Pete’s sake, had I really never inquired about his mother’s health before? I made a vow to myself in that moment to always inquire about the people I cared for, to invite them over or visit them if they couldn’t travel. To never take their presence for granted again.
When the cottage came into sight, I smiled at the familiarity of its sagging thatched roof and sky-blue door, which had been hung with a pine wreath in my absence. Finlay’s doing, no doubt. If I closed my eyes, I could imagine Da inside, making supper. Maybe if I wished for it hard enough, it could be true.
But as we walked through the front door, it was Argyle who greeted me, rubbing against my legs with all the force his tiny body could muster before I scooped him up.
“I came by and checked on him every day,” Finlay said, scratching Argyle’s head. “I considered taking him home, but he seemed happy enough here.”
The truth was, I was too distracted by Finlay’s presence to hear his words. He smelled delicious, like apple pie and lavender soap, and I found myself wanting to kiss him so badly I had to step aside.
“My violin!” I heard Bri shriek from her bedroom. “How I’ve missed you!”
Finlay and I shared an amused glance. I placed Argyle on my shoulder and headed to the kitchen. “I’ll make tea.”
I’d only been gone for a week, but the house felt different now. Smaller, perhaps. Or maybe it was simply that I’d changed. I could barely hear Bri and Finlay talking in the sitting room over the sound of Argyle’s purring, and I took as much time as humanly possible to make the tea. Maybe by the time I got to them, Bri would have told him everything and he’d be ready to forgive me.
Alas, I found quite the opposite when I arrived with the full tea tray, Argyle still perched on my shoulder. Finlay turned toward me with no trace of a smile.
My hands trembled as I set the tray down. “You told him,” I said to Bri.
“Yes, but I haven’t gotten to the part where you saved both of us,” she said through gritted teeth.
All I could see was Finlay. He rose, coming to stand before me. He was tall, but until now, I’d never felt like he was looking down on me.
I wished I could transfer my memory of everything I’d done in the last two weeks directly into his head, because there was no quick way to say it. “Finlay.”
“I…” He trailed off, looking at Bri.
“I know I messed up, but there’s still a way to get The Oxblood Book,” I said. “I can still fix all of this.”
Finlay swallowed, hard. “I should get home. My mother…” He moved past me, and I looked desperately at Bri.
“What happened?” I mouthed.
She shook her head and went after Finlay, who was already at the door.
“At least we’re alive!” I shouted, my fists clenched at my side, my voice wobbly with tears.
Finlay turned back to me at the threshold, his expression full of something I couldn’t read. Was he angry? Hurt? Disappointed? Ashamed? “I’m glad you’re alive,” he said, but his eyes didn’t meet mine, and I wasn’t sure I believed him.
The old Willow would have immediately leapt to her own defense, explaining everything in a jumble of lies and excuses, convinced that everything I’d ever done was for some noble end that no one else could see. “I’m sorry,” I said instead.
He looked at me, then, his blue eyes inscrutable. Did he believe me? I wondered. Was an apology from Willow Stokes worth nothing, in the end?
Finlay closed the door behind him and Argyle pawed at it lightly, breaking my heart into a million pieces.
Bri stared at me open-mouthed before snapping her jaw closed and grabbing a cloak. “I’ll go after him, Willow. I’ll tell him everything. He’ll understand.”
“Don’t bother,” I said, but she was already gone, and I was too demoralized to stop her.
Eventually I made myself some fresh tea, sipping it without tasting it, wondering how I could have done things differently. Even if Finlay knew everything, would it be enough to change his opinion? Would it be enough to change mine?
I shook my head. What was done was done. I could only choose to start fresh from today and hope it was better than the day before. I stared into the dregs of my tea, wishing I could read the future in the leaves, but found only emptiness.

I woke the next morning in my room, having cried myself to sleep despite Bri’s attempts to console me.
“He’ll come around,” she’d said, but I couldn’t hear her over my own sobs. Finally, I asked her to leave me alone for a while so I could wallow in my sadness.
My skin was tight with dried tears as I washed my face and donned my new dress, the only thing I had clean. Bri was still sleeping, Argyle with her, and I let myself out into the rain to walk, alone, to Wexley’s. This was something only I could set to rights. I’d considered bringing my one remaining bargaining chip with me, but I decided I was more likely to walk out of this alive if I kept it safe at the shoppe
It was still early when I knocked on Wexley’s door, my hands half frozen from my journey. It would snow before the end of the month. Last year, I had welcomed winter. It gave me an excuse to stay in, even during business hours, knowing my already pitiful clientele wouldn’t be out, either. Winter meant a warm hearth and hot cider and candlelight, and the darkness outside matched the aching void inside of me. But this winter, things would be different. I no longer wanted to match the darkness.
Fromme answered the door, peering down at me as though I were a mouse who’d arrived to pester him.
“It lives,” he said, opening the door wider. “I’ll tell Mr. Wexley you’re here.”
As usual, I was told to wait in the cabinet of curiosities. I seated myself in the green velvet chair, running my hand over the nap until it was all the wrong way. My pockets were conspicuously empty, and I couldn’t help the twinge of longing in my gut as I looked at all the treasures in this room. So close to being mine.
My eyes fell on The Oxblood Book, almost as if it were calling to me. Could I possibly get to it in time? I strained my ears to listen, but no footsteps approached. I hurried across the room to the shelf, my head filled with buzzing as my fingers grazed the bloodred cover. Silently, I slipped it from the shelf and laid it on the floor, flipping it open.
My eyes widened at the inscription on the first page. The Oxblood Book of the House of Hargrave. The endpapers were lined with fabric, the same tartan I’d seen on Bri’s blanket.
Bri had said her parents were Foundationalists. Why would a family sworn off magic have their own grimoire? I turned the gilt-edged page, my eyes skimming for the word curse.
There! I flipped again, my heart hammering now. Any moment Mr. Wexley would be here. He’d likely tell the authorities I’d stolen his counterfeit egg. He might even contact someone at Blackbay and give away my location. I didn’t have a dragon egg now to protect me. I had nothing but my own dormant magic.
Hurry, Willow. Spells for forgetting, spells for remembering … spells for unbreaking curses! I had finally reached the correct page and my heart was racing so fast I couldn’t believe I was sitting still.
To remove a curse placed on any member of the Hargrave family, recite the words below.
“Hello, Miss Stokes.”
I sprang to my feet, slamming the book closed in the process. “Mr. Wexley.” He stood in the doorway, observing me silently. “I didn’t hear you come in.”
“I can see that.” He looked pointedly at the grimoire. “Now I understand your fascination with The Oxblood Book. As soon as you left, I did a little research on your friend. Brianna Hargrave. The surname threw me at first—her mother’s, you know—but I remember her parents and the scandal surrounding their abrupt departure. Her father, James Smithe, was one of the worst Foundationalists I’d ever encountered. He despised magic, and here he is, the father of a witch.”
He didn’t know about the curse, then. He believed Brianna really was a witch. “Why do you have their family grimoire?”
He knelt to pick it up, cradling it in his arms as he straightened. “Grimoires always add value to a collection,” he said. “The family left many of their possessions behind, escaping in a hurry the way they did. I purchased this at an estate sale.”
“But it should go to Brianna. It’s hers by birthright.”
“It will be, just as soon as you hand over the egg.”
I swallowed, hoping he’d keep his hands on the grimoire so they weren’t free to strangle me. “About that…”
His dark eyes narrowed. “Oh, Miss Stokes. Please don’t tell me you failed. Surely you wouldn’t dare show your face here if you had.”
“I didn’t fail,” I said, my stubborn pride taking over. “I got your precious dragon egg.”
“Then where is it?”
I knew I should mention the wolpertinger now. Offer it to him in place of the egg as I’d intended. But something about seeing the greed in his horrible eyes stopped me. He didn’t deserve a wish any more than he deserved the egg or The Oxblood Book. He wasn’t worthy of a single item in this room.
“By now, somewhere deep down in the Obsidian Sea, I’d wager.” I tapped my lip. “Unless a whale ate it, which would make for an interesting experiment. Do you suppose dragon eggs are digestible?”
He laughed without mirth, his hands tightening on the book. “Such a funny girl.”
“I’m not joking, Mr. Wexley. I had the egg, and I realized how dangerous it would be if it fell into the hands of someone like you.”
“What are you saying?” he snarled, leaning closer.
It was an effort not to recoil from him. “I’m saying I dropped it into the ocean on my way back from Azure Cay. You’ll never find it.”
He gasped, dropping the grimoire onto the ground between us. I considered bending down to retrieve it, but he was screaming for his servants. I could already hear Fromme’s footsteps thundering down the hall.
I squared my shoulders, grateful that I’d worn my one good dress today, that no matter who I’d been even a week ago, I was someone different now. Someone who could hold her head high in Ardmuir. “Whatever your plans, Mr. Wexley, I won’t be a part of them. And you’ll leave my friend alone.”
“I’ll take her witch’s bones and turn them into broth,” he hissed, grabbing my arm with surprising strength.
“Like hell you will.” I placed my hand on top of his and he shrieked, pulling away as though he’d been burned.
“Mr. Wexley!” Fromme burst through the door. “Are you all right?” He started to reach for me, but Wexley held his hand up, revealing the blisters already forming. Fromme froze, and my attention went back to Wexley and the mourning ring he was wearing on his right index finger. Black and gold with a glass locket at the top, containing what looked to be a curl of golden hair.
“Your father tried to hide your mother from me,” he said, circling me. “I was disappointed when she died before I could get to her, but I thought her mewling brat would do. Alas, you proved to be as unmagical as your father. Otherwise, why would he sell fakes and ruin his good name?”
I could hardly process his words. I was too busy trying to formulate an escape plan. My eyes once again darted to the door. Was there any chance I could muscle my way past Fromme?
“As it turns out, I don’t need your friend’s bones at all. Not when I have a much more powerful witch right here.”
My gaze dropped again to the mourning ring. My mother’s mourning ring. “Where did you get that?”
A cruel smile was my only reply.
Have you ever had a moment in your life when you suddenly knew the truth about something that you hadn’t known before? When it becomes so obvious that you can’t conceive of how you didn’t see it, when it had been staring you in the face all along?
Well, I have. There was the moment I understood how babies were made, when I was eight years old and I saw two cows in a field and … you get the idea. There was the moment I realized that the other children at school called me names because they’d heard them at home, where their parents referred to me as “that Stokes bastard.” And there was this moment, when I realized my father had not died of a heart attack any more than his friend Alfred had. That it wasn’t the coroner who’d stolen the mourning ring, and there wasn’t a chance Wexley had come by it honestly.
The morning of his death, Da had told me he was meeting a trader for breakfast at the Four Swans. I’d been angry, because there was so much work to do before the big sale, and we could hardly afford a fancy meal, particularly one I wasn’t invited to.
He had kissed me on the cheek before heading out. “You’re just like your mother,” he’d said. “More than you can possibly know.”
He never came home. It wasn’t until I heard shouting in the streets that I ran outside the shoppe and saw him, surrounded by people who did nothing to help him. By the time I reached him, he couldn’t speak. He died only a minute later.
“What did you do to him?” I asked.
“Lock her up, Fromme,” Mr. Wexley said.
“You killed Da’s friend Alfred, too. Didn’t you? What were you hoping to gain? More items for your ridiculous collection? They weren’t a threat to you, and you killed them!”
“What if I did? You’ll never prove it,” Wexley growled. “Fromme!”
I shot the other man a glare. “Try it.”
Fromme clenched his fists at his sides, but he glanced at my hands with genuine fear in his eyes, and he didn’t come closer.
“I’m going to the police,” I said, strolling past them both. I turned, because I was still a Stokes, after all, and we never liked to leave well enough alone. “I’m going to tell them everything you’ve done, and then I’m going to come to the docks the day they ship you out to Blackbay Prison, so the last person on Ardmuir you ever see is me, and you’ll know I was the one who put you there.”
“Please! As if they’d believe the likes of you!” Mr. Wexley shouted, but there was real fear in his voice.
“Perhaps not,” came a voice from behind me. “But they’ll have a hard time not believing us, too.”
I turned to see Bri standing in the hallway, arms folded across her chest. Beside her was Finlay.
“What are you doing here?” I cried. “It isn’t safe.”
“We’re safer together,” Bri said, stepping toward me and taking my hand. “I thought you’d figured that out by now.”
Wexley and I stared at each other, daring the other to blink first.
He started to step forward, but Bri and I held up our hands in unison, and he faltered. That probably would have been our moment to run, but I couldn’t help myself. I cast him the same pitying glance he’d once offered me. “Aw, poor wee fellow. Afraid of a skinny little orphan and her outlander friend. Don’t worry, we’ll see ourselves out.”
I turned my back on Wexley, linking arms with Bri and Finlay. Fromme, the big, scary bodyguard, shrank down into a crouch, his arms over his head, as though an actual dragon were walking past. Bri hissed at him, and I had to bite my lip to keep from snickering.
Together, we stepped onto the street, blinking against the morning sunlight, and I felt almost as free as I had when we escaped Blackbay. There was only one more thing to do.
“But the grimoire,” Finlay said as we headed up the street. “Shouldn’t we go back for it?”
“We don’t need it.” I smiled reassuringly at Bri and squeezed her hand. “I know how to break the curse.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
“Where are we going?” Bri asked as we hurried across the road, narrowly avoiding horse piles and mud puddles in our haste.
“To the shoppe. Thank you, by the way. How did you know where to find me?”
“I woke up and you were gone, and you weren’t at the shoppe and you weren’t at Finlay’s, so we realized you’d gone and done something profoundly Willowish.”
I couldn’t argue with her there. When we reached the shoppe, I fished in my pocket for the keys, unable to meet Finlay’s eyes. After our fight yesterday, I had no idea if he had forgiven me, but he was here now, and that was something.
That was everything, if I was being honest.
“Shouldn’t we go to the police?” Bri asked as we entered. “We need to report Mr. Wexley for what he’s done.”
“We will,” I said. I didn’t have proof Wexley had killed my father—he could already have hidden the ring, for all I knew—but I suspected that if the police dug into Wexley’s past, they’d find evidence. Especially if they talked to Alfred’s mother again. He had died in a very similar fashion to my father, and they’d both been rivals in Wexley’s eyes. Not to mention that he’d threatened to kill both Bri and me. “But there’s something we need to take care of first.”
After we’d removed our cloaks and hung them up, I motioned for them to join me on the floor. “I managed to find the anticurse just before Mr. Wexley caught me,” I explained. “Fortunately, it was simple enough to remember.”
Bri looked between Finlay and me, her lower lip trembling. “Do you think it will hurt?”
I smiled as reassuringly as I could. “I don’t think so. But we don’t have to do this right now if you’d rather wait.”
I’d asked Bri several times if she was sure about breaking the curse, and she’d never hesitated before. But today, she seemed unsure. A small, selfish glimmer of hope lit in my heart.
I snuffed it out immediately. “We could give it a few days, if you want to sleep on it,” I offered. “You’ll still be home in time to hug your parents for Yule.”
Bri took a steadying breath and released it slowly. “No. I’ve waited long enough. Just say the words.”
I nodded as she closed her eyes. I took my own deep breath and recited the spell I’d memorized the moment I saw it. Part of being an awakened witch, perhaps, since I had never had a good memory for this sort of thing before.
Mystical, magical, terrible, true,
This Hargrave curse I shall undo.
Magical, mystical, whimsical, wonder,
The curse will now be rent asunder.
When I’d finished, I watched Bri closely for any signs of transformation. It didn’t appear to be hurting her; it didn’t appear to have any effect at all.
After a minute, Bri opened her right eye, then her left. “Did it work?”
“Ehm, I have no idea. Do you feel any different?”
She shook her head. “Not really.”
“Here.” Finlay rose and reached for the nearest magical object, a small book entitled A Pocket Compendium of Improbable Creatures. “Touch this.”
“Wait.” I took it from Finlay before Bri could. “We don’t know what this will do.” I flipped through the book until I landed on a page with a wee, innocuous-looking ball of pink fluff with two beady eyes. “The pipin is a benevolent spirit that will answer one question before disappearing,” I read. “That sounds harmless enough.”
Bri nodded and reached for the open page, brushing her fingers against it. We all held our breath, but it seemed that the anticurse had worked. Nothing was happening.
Then, as if awakening from a long nap, the creature on the page began to twitch and tremble, becoming three-dimensional before our eyes.
“Drat!” Finlay swore.
“Who are you calling a rat?” the pipin asked in a voice that was so high and shrill it was almost impossible to understand.
Finlay shook his head. “No—I wasn’t … never mind.”
Bri let out a weary sigh. “Why didn’t the anticurse work?”
“Is that your question?” the pipin asked, waving its furred, mothlike antennae as it floated in the air between us. “I can only answer one before leaving this realm.”
We all looked at one another. At this point, I couldn’t think of a more pertinent question to ask.
“Yes,” Bri said. “That is my question. Why didn’t the anticurse work?”
The pipin closed its eyes, remarkably solemn for a talking powder puff. “Ahhhhh,” it squeaked, as though it were about to say something of great importance.
We all leaned forward, holding our breath.
It nodded, which was more of a bob of its entire body, considering it had no neck. “It didn’t work because you aren’t cursed.”
“Wait, what?” Bri and I shouted in unison.
I growled, ready to squash the gribbly little critter with my fist, but there was nothing to squash. The pipin exploded in a cloud of pink glitter, which flew in every direction, coating all of us in sparkly dust. I coughed and Bri blinked in rapid succession, her eyelashes heavy with sparkles. We’d be pulling glitter out of every nook and cranny for days to come. Harmless, indeed!
“What is that supposed to mean?” I asked, feeling more desperate than ever. “Not cursed?”
“It’s wrong, clearly!” Bri shouted. “Look at the book again. There must be something else in there we can ask.”
“It would explain why the anticurse didn’t work,” Finlay offered, wiping glitter off his shoulders.
“But if I’m not cursed, what is wrong with me?” Bri asked, her eyes now wet with pink, shimmery tears. “Does that mean I was born this way and there’s nothing that can be done about it, ever? I’ll never be able to touch anything without worrying I’ll cause some sort of harm?”
Finlay only hesitated for a moment, apparently deciding that if it was good enough for Bri, it was good enough for him. He wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close. “No, of course not. We’ll think of something else.”
“There is nothing else!” Bri shouted, pushing him away. “I’ll never be able to go home. I’ll never see my parents again.” She sobbed into her hands, her entire body shaking. I’d never seen her look so dejected, not even when we were in an inescapable prison cell.
“Oh yes, you will.” I rose in a cascade of glitter and finally, finally, did what I should have done all those weeks ago, when Bri first told me about her curse. I’d been far too selfish to admit it, but deep down I’d known what I needed to do. All this time, I’d had the answer to Bri’s problem sitting in my shoppe, and I had refused even to consider it as an option. That one wish was mine, and while I still had no idea how I planned to use it, I wasn’t about to waste it on some outlander girl in an oxblood cloak.
But that wasn’t who she was to me anymore. She was Brianna. Bri. She was kind and trusting, a person who had nearly sacrificed her life for mine on several occasions. She deserved to hug her parents again. She deserved to be free. Breaking the curse might not solve all her problems—and it damn well wouldn’t solve all of mine—but it was the right thing to do. Just like dropping the dragon egg into the ocean had been. And letting Finlay go would be, if that was what he wanted.
The wolpertinger had been bang on when it told me to beware the girl in the oxblood cloak. Because back then, she was everything I feared, everything that threatened to turn my world upside down. It must have foreseen that she would be my undoing, in the end. That if she touched me, this thing I’d buried so far inside of me I didn’t know it existed would emerge.
But she was also exactly what I needed.
“Where are you going?” Finlay asked as I headed to the back of the shoppe.
I looked back at the two of them, Bri’s head still buried in her hands, Finlay looking on the verge of tears himself.
“To make a wish.”

The wolpertinger was back on its pedestal between us, still asleep or inert or dead; I wasn’t sure which.
“You can’t do this, Willow,” Bri said for the seventh time. “That wish is yours to use as you see fit.”
“Exactly. Which is why I’m going to use it to break your curse. Or whatever it is that’s ruining your life.” I placed my hand on the wolpertinger’s back. “I’d like to make my wish now,” I said, hoping those were the right words to use. This thing had been asleep for far too long. Maybe it wouldn’t wake up again.
Finally, after I was starting to worry that even my last resort might not work, the wolpertinger cracked open one small, dark eye with aggravating sloth. For a creature without eyebrows, it was gallingly expressive. “What do you want?” it asked in that deep, incongruous voice.
“I want to break Brianna Hargrave’s curse.”
The other eye opened. “The pipin told you she wasn’t cursed.”
“Well, it was wrong,” I said. “When Brianna was a baby, a man cursed her pregnant mother, and that’s why everything Bri touches turns to magic.”
The wolpertinger rolled its eyes. “The man did not curse your mother, Brianna. He removed the containment spell she put upon herself when she met your father.”
“What?” we all exclaimed in unison.
“Your mother is a witch,” it said.
Bri began to splutter in protest, but it continued on, as monotone and disinterested as a professor giving the same tired lecture.
“She met your father, a Foundationalist, and fell in love. But he could not, or would not, be with someone who possessed magic. Therefore, she put a spell upon herself that would contain her magic, rendering her powerless. The spurned architect, Montrose, knew this, and he went to a witch to ask for a spell to remove whatever was hiding who your mother truly was, believing that she would recognize her folly and take him back. Unfortunately, the spell was not quite specific enough, as the witch did not know your mother was pregnant. The spell removed the containment from you, her unborn child, but only partially. Just enough to prevent you from controlling your magic at all.”
“I don’t understand.” There were rivulets of tears streaming down Brianna’s face. “Why wouldn’t they have told me this?” she asked in a voice that was hardly more than a whisper.
“Because,” the wolpertinger said, “they did not want you to know you were a witch. They were afraid that you would embrace your magic if you knew the truth, and so they let you believe you were cursed.”
I supposed I’d been hoping for a slightly less selfish answer, because this kindled an explosive anger on Bri’s behalf. “That’s a terrible explanation!”
“It is no explanation, Willow Stokes. It is the truth.”
“If my mother is a witch…” Bri trailed off, allowing the wolpertinger to finish her thought.
“It was her own magic that caused her accident, not yours.”
Finlay and I held our breath at this terrible revelation.
“Did she know?” Bri whispered.
Marcail had warned me that a witch concealing her magic would face the consequences, so I wasn’t entirely shocked when the wolpertinger replied solemnly, “Yes.”
Bri collapsed against me, looking so broken I could hardly bear to see it. I wrapped my arms around her, wishing I knew how to comfort her, or that I could at least murder someone on her behalf.
Every single thing I learned about Bri’s parents made me despise them more, but this was the worst betrayal of all. Her father had told her not to come home unless the curse was broken, knowing all along that she wasn’t cursed in the first place. In essence, he’d sent her away, forever, not even allowing her to say goodbye to her mother.
And Bri would never heal, because she hadn’t been broken to begin with.
“Why didn’t you tell us this before, when Bri showed up in my shoppe?” I asked the wolpertinger. “You could have saved us all an inordinate amount of pain!”
“You never asked me,” the wolpertinger replied, a tad defensively.
I held Bri closer. “So now what? Bri is doomed to turn everything she touches into magic forever?”
“Of course not,” the wolpertinger replied. “A wish can remove her magic entirely. Or restore her full witch powers.”
“Then I wish for that. I wish for Bri to have whatever it is she wants.”
The wolpertinger sighed. “Child, you have no wishes to use.”
I almost hurtled it across the room. “Why the hell not?”
“Because a family line can only claim one wish from me, and I’m afraid your father has already used it.”
I blinked, once again at a loss for words. I’d spent more time in the past two days flummoxed than in my entire life.
“What are you talking about?” Finlay asked for me.
It sighed again, clearly ready to be finished with the lot of us. “After his wife’s passing, Edward Stokes traveled to a far-off land with all the money he possessed to purchase me. A man he’d once considered a friend, Oliver Wexley, was on the hunt for a powerful witch’s bones, and he knew that his only daughter held such power. He also knew that Wexley would discover it for himself soon enough, now that your mother wasn’t here to protect you. So he made a wish, his one wish, that you, Willow Stokes, would be safe.”
“But I’m not safe!” I protested.
“Of course you are,” the wolpertinger said, its patience starting to wane. “Because of the wish, your magic was suppressed, just like Brianna’s mother’s, so that Wexley would not detect it. Aware he’d been foiled but not exactly how, he tried to buy the truth from Alfred, who refused and was poisoned as a result. Wexley later scheduled a meeting with your father, supposedly regarding a trade, though the real purpose was to blackmail him. Wexley would pay off his debts in exchange for your mother’s ring, which he believed was what was keeping your magic hidden. Your father refused, and Wexley poisoned him and stole the ring.”
Bri straightened a little, perhaps sensing that I was no longer capable of holding up both of our weight, as I’d just felt my entire body go numb.
“Still, your magic did not emerge,” the wolpertinger continued, “but Wexley was watching you closely, biding his time. Your father’s wish sent Finlay Barrow, so that you would not be alone. When you were in financial despair, the wish brought you Brianna Hargrave, who helped save your shoppe. Their friendship allowed you to be safe enough to come into your powers, because you are now capable of protecting yourself.”
“But why?” I shouted. “He had one wish. He could have used it to protect himself, and instead he wasted it on me!”
“Your father did not see it as a waste, Willow Stokes. To him, there was no greater treasure in the world than you.”
I was weeping openly now, viewing everything with new eyes that hurt to see through. I’d give it all back—Finlay and Brianna and my stupid magical powers—to have one more day with my father.
Would you? a voice asked in my head. Not the usual annoying know-it-all version of my own voice. This was the wolpertinger speaking, only to me. Because I can make that happen.
How? I asked it back. You said I couldn’t make a wish.
Wolpertingers are not malicious spirits. We want our wish receivers to have what their heart most desires. If and when a wish fails, we always offer to undo it. If you would rather have a few more months with your father, I can make that happen. But it will not prevent him from being poisoned by Mr. Wexley. You will not remember any of this. You will never meet Finlay Barrow or Brianna Hargrave.
So I ask again, would you like me to undo your father’s wish? This is the last time I will make this offer, so consider it carefully. I’ll wait.
I looked at Bri and Finlay, expecting to find them watching me, but they seemed frozen in time, suspended where they’d been the moment the wolpertinger began to speak to me.
I stepped toward Bri, whose eyes were still full of tears at the revelations the wolpertinger had shared—not just for herself. For both of us. If I undid my father’s wish, I might never know what it meant to have a true best friend, someone who loved me, warts and all, in the purest way. Someone who had my back at all costs, even to herself. Someone who would ride with me into danger or die trying.
And Finlay. I turned to him, my eyes falling on the soft lips that hid his perfectly crooked tooth. His twinkling blue eyes that brightened even my darkest moods. The person who made me want to be a better person, just to be worthy of his love. I thought back on the last two years without my father, what I would have become if I hadn’t had Finlay to distract me from my own self-pity. Again and again and again, he had shown up for me, despite my commitment to grief and misery. I thought I’d pulled myself out of that deep well, but looking back, I could never have done it without him.
It was no wonder I couldn’t confront that truth before now. I had only seen two paths, then: the one where I stayed alone, put my head down, and survived; and the one where I had someone else to love, someone to rely on, and they inevitably let me down, even if they didn’t mean to.
But Bri and Finlay had shown me a third path, a new way forward. One foot in front of the other, even if it led us off the edge of a cliff. Because we would always be there to catch one another. I loved both of them so much. Not in the same way I’d loved Da, perhaps, but in a way I wasn’t willing to risk losing, not even to see the person I would always love most of all for one more day.
“I don’t want to break the wish,” I said finally, firmly. “I don’t want to lose what it brought me.”
If I’d hoped for some kind of confirmation that I was making the right choice, I was disappointed. The wolpertinger simply twitched its nose, and then time was normal again. I touched my cheeks, where the tears were still fresh. I turned to my friends, who were both crying as well. My greatest treasures, just as I had been to my father.
“Now,” the wolpertinger said to Bri. “Brianna Hargrave, if you would like to make a wish, I am at your disposal. You may unwish the magic you possess, the suppressant spell holding it back, or you may wish for anything you want. A castle in the clouds, if that’s what you’d like. Though I recommend against clouds. Rather insubstantial things, really.”
I wanted to bite my tongue, but keeping my mouth shut had never been my strong suit. “Listen, Bri. Whatever you decide … if you want to go to Carterra, I’ll journey with you, if you’d like the company, no matter how seasick I get. But if you want to stay with us here in Ardmuir, you have a place for as long as you want it.”
I held my breath, not even entirely sure what I hoped for. If she removed her magic, she could go back to her parents and be the daughter they always wanted. She would never have to deal with magic again, if that was what she preferred. I wouldn’t understand that decision, but I would respect it.
If she kept her magic, she’d be a witch, like me. We could run the shoppe together again. But no matter what she chose, she’d never be able to have the love she so desperately wanted from her parents, what she deserved: their unconditional acceptance of who she truly was.
Life, I’d learned these past months, was a series of choices, and even the smallest ones could have the most profound effect: let a customer leave without a sale, as you’ve done your entire life, or go after a girl in an oxblood cloak; let a storm pass instead of risking death, or allow a life-saving touch to awaken dormant powers; let the boy you’ve always loved go, or tell him everything, consequences be damned.
If Brianna chose to leave Ardmuir, I’d never know what a life with her would look like, but I found myself missing it already.
“I wish to remove the suppressant spell,” Brianna said.
I exhaled loudly, the words “Ohthankgoodness” leaving me in a rush.
The wolpertinger hooded its gaze and glared at me.
“Sorry,” I said, ducking my head and aiming a sheepish shrug at Bri. “It’s just that I’m absolutely worthless without you.”
“Are you sure this is your wish?” the wolpertinger asked Bri. “You will have the full powers of a witch. You will have to learn to control them, as Willow does, but you will not be at the whims of your magic as you have been.”
I grabbed Bri’s hand, capturing her attention. “Look, just because I want you to stay doesn’t mean you should. Your parents—”
She raised her chin, putting on a brave face despite the tears still clinging to her skin. “My parents made their decision a long time ago,” she said, squeezing my hand. “I thought if I could break the curse, they would finally love me. But all this time, they knew the truth and still couldn’t find it in their hearts to accept me. They hid me, punished me, and tried their hardest to make sure I never experienced love. I’m glad I know what I would be returning to if I wished away my magic, because I’m certain it’s not remotely worth what I’d be giving up.” She turned back to the wolpertinger. “I’m sure.”
“Then your wish is granted.”
There was no grand gesture, no shift in the atmosphere. We didn’t even get an explosion of glitter. But I could feel the change in Bri from where our hands were still connected. When I looked at her, it was as if an invisible weight had been lifted from her, making her even more buoyant than she already was. She smiled, radiating joy.
“Hey,” I said, leaning in to embrace her. “Welcome home.”










CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
After a long, weepy hug between Bri, Finlay, and me, I remembered the wolpertinger was still here, watching us. “Does this mean it’s over?” I asked it.
“Not necessarily.” It turned its imperious gaze on Finlay. “Finlay Barrow, you also are granted one wish.”
I’d never seen Finlay look more bewildered, and that was saying something. “Me?”
“Yes, you. I don’t make the rules.”
Rather than overcome with joy, Finlay looked terrified. “I’ve never given much thought to wishes,” he said, glancing at Bri and me.
“You could wish to be as strong as three men, to own a house full of gold, to be the ruler of your own kingdom.” The wolpertinger blinked. “You could wish to fly.”
I turned to Finlay, taking his hand with my free one. “Whatever you decide, we’ll be here for you. Though personally, I wouldn’t go with flying. Highly overrated.”
Finlay squeezed my hand. “I don’t think I want to make a wish for myself,” he said, as I’d expected. “But could I…” He ran his hands through his hair, biting his lip. “Could I wish for my mother to be healthy?”
(That moment, there. That was when I finally acknowledged to myself that I was head over heels in love with Finlay Barrow. Visions of sitting in trees and kissing flooded my brain, but I shoved those thoughts aside. There would be time for all that later. I hoped.)
“You could,” the wolpertinger said. “Or you could let nature run its course. Perhaps she’ll heal on her own. Perhaps she’ll die tomorrow. I cannot say. I also cannot predict, just as Edward Stokes could not, what will become of you either way. Wishes work how they will, sometimes for good, sometimes for bad. It is a gamble. But then, so is life.”
“I understand. But she deserves to have one, after everything she’s been through.”
“Are you sure?” the wolpertinger asked. “This wish will count as yours. You won’t have a second chance.”
Finlay smiled, his eyes sliding to mine. “Chance has worked out pretty well for me so far.”
My stomach cartwheeled straight out of my body, along with my brain.
“Then it is decided,” the wolpertinger said. “My work here is done.”
I scratched at my head, confused about wolpertinger protocol. “Ehm, what does that mean, exactly?”
“It means that if one of you with opposable thumbs would please open the door, I’ll be on my way.”
“Right.” I hurried to the front of the shoppe, and we all watched in amazement as the up-to-now immobile wolpertinger hopped down from the pedestal it had rested on for so many years and made its way through the front door. It sniffed through its rabbity nostrils, wiggled its rump, and spread its magnificent pheasant wings. Then, without so much as a backward glance, it leapt into the air and was gone.

We watched in silence for a few minutes, our arms around one another, none of us fully processing what we’d just experienced. Naturally, I was the first to speak.
“That was really something.”
Bri laughed. “It really was.”
“What now?” Finlay asked. “Do we just … go home?”
“Yes,” I said. “But, if it’s okay with you, can we talk for a minute?”
Bri nodded. “Right. I’ll head to the bakery. Something about having a lifelong suppression spell lifted really works up an appetite.”
“Get me some biscuits?” I asked as we disentangled.
She winked. “A whole dozen.”
“One question,” Finlay said hesitantly as Bri went to the door. “If the curse wasn’t lifted, then why did you hug me when you came back from the Sapphire Isles?”
Bri shook her head and ruffled Finlay’s hair with her fingers. “Because I took one look at you and knew for certain that there wasn’t a whiff of magical potential in you, Finlay Barrow.” She winced. “No offense.”
He laughed and batted her hand away. “None taken.”
When the door closed behind Bri, I turned to Finlay, who still had an amused grin on his face. I took his hand, waiting for him to shake it away, but he didn’t, and my heart lit with the smallest glimmer of hope. “Come with me.”
“Why? Is there something else in the storage shed I should know about?” he asked as I led him toward the back of the shoppe.
I smiled, squeezing his hand. “Maybe.”
I wasn’t sure why it was easier to confront him in this tiny space. Maybe it was that it allowed me to feel like we were in a bubble, away from the prying eyes of the world. But it was time to know, once and for all, what Finlay and I were without a wish or a curse or anyone else around. I knew what he meant to me, but I really didn’t know anymore what I meant to him. His rejection last night had felt so final, and despite all of today’s revelations, I wasn’t sure how we could move past it.
“I’m sorry,” he said, before I could speak.
I couldn’t help chuckling. “For what?”
“For behaving like an arse yesterday. Before you left, I’d convinced myself that you’d changed. That maybe after that night at the burn, you’d figured out what you wanted. That what you wanted included me.”
“It does,” I insisted.
He was still holding my hand, and he brought it to his chest, cradling it against his heart. “But you didn’t change, Willow. You did things your way, like always. And my stupid pride was hurt. Because all this time, I thought I knew what was best for you. I thought that in order for you to love me, you’d have to see things my way.” He sighed. “All this time, I should have been encouraging you, not judging you. You have a beautiful heart, Willow. I’m sorry if I ever made you feel otherwise.”
I lowered my gaze, unable to meet his eyes. “I’m the one who should be apologizing, Finlay. I took you for granted for so long. Even worse, I treated you as though you were the one who couldn’t be trusted, when I was the one who deceived everybody.”
“Willow.”
“Let me finish,” I said gently, even though I felt like I was stripping my soul bare, and every word hurt. “I should have thanked you every day, for feeding me and keeping an eye out for me, for Argyle, for the pies! Crivvens, the pies alone! I was utterly terrible—”
“Willow.” I felt his fingertips beneath my chin, gently nudging it up.
Slowly, I pulled my gaze up to his. “Yes?”
“You didn’t need to thank me for any of that. I wasn’t doing it for praise. I did it because I love you.”
As much as my heart soared to hear those words, there was a part of me that still couldn’t accept them. “But I’ve been awful. I pushed you away every time you showed me kindness.”
He tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. “You have, and for a long time I thought that I loved you despite how you push me away. But last night it dawned on me.”
“What did?”
“That I love you precisely because you push me.”
I lowered my voice to a whisper. “Oh. Are you a masochist, then?”
He smiled, a soft curl of his lips. “No, silly. What I mean is I love that you challenge me. That you never hide who you are. You always say exactly what you’re thinking, for better or worse. With everyone else, it’s all pretense and politeness, asking each other how we are without waiting to hear the answer.”
“What if that’s because I’m broken? What if Da’s death changed me forever and I can’t love the way I used to?”
His hand cupped my face and I leaned into it, relishing the warmth of his rough fingers, his calloused palms. “Well. We’re all a little broken, aren’t we? Like chipped teacups. Imperfect but functional, most of the time, and we don’t discard something just because it’s imperfect. If anything, we should love it all the more, because that’s a reminder of how precious it truly is.”
“I don’t deserve you,” I whispered, kissing his palm.
“I disagree. But if it makes you feel better, you can try to make it up to me,” he murmured against my ear, sending a chill up my spine.
I couldn’t resist the pull of him any longer. I put my arms around his neck and looked up into his eyes. “It’s as if…”
“As if what?” he asked, kissing my jaw.
My breath caught as he worked his way toward my mouth, making it very difficult to formulate a coherent thought. “As if I were a cup of tea, dark and bitter, and then you came along. Like milk and sugar, lightening me and sweetening me until my bitterness faded and I could finally see my true self again.”
“For the record,” he said, lips hovering near mine, “I prefer my tea black.”
I swallowed, my voice shaking as I uttered the words I’d been holding in for far too long. “I love you, Finlay Barrow. I’m sorry I ever made you question it.”
He took his sweet time replying, lips brushing mine in a way that made me want to strangle him and swallow him whole in equal measure. “I love you, too, Willow Stokes.”
Finally, finally, his mouth found mine, and just as he’d promised, he taught me a thing or two about kissing. It was fast and slow, hard and soft, rough and exquisitely gentle. My mind was reeling with all the beautiful incongruity, not just of this kiss, but of everything that had happened these past few weeks. The lies I’d told in order to come to the truth. The suffering I’d endured to find true joy. The fact that my new life, beautiful as it was, had come only from experiencing the worst pain I’d ever known.
Love, I realized now, was as commonplace as a father spinning his daughter in circles, a son taking care of his ailing mother. It was also rare and precious and full of impossible magic. It was every wonderful contradiction I could imagine.
And as for the kissing …
Between you, me, and the rocking horse?
I enjoyed it immensely.










EPILOGUE
“It’s crooked,” I said, motioning with my hands for Finlay to straighten the new wooden sign we’d ordered.
“It’s not,” he insisted.
I hmphed in response but didn’t argue. I’d learned in the past few weeks that I didn’t have to fight everyone on everything. I could save my battles for when they really counted. Besides, being a full business partner with Bri meant I had to compromise often. That, apparently, was a large part of what it meant to be a true friend.
I still wasn’t sure I liked it, but I had learned to accept it.
“There,” Finlay said, hammering in the final nail. He climbed down from the ladder Bri was steadying and they both joined me.
Since that fateful day with the wolpertinger, so many things had changed, and yet everything finally felt right. Mr. Wexley had been arrested following our statements regarding my father’s death, in addition to the confession by Fromme, who was given a lesser sentence for cooperating with the new Ardmuir constable. My mother’s stolen ring was returned, and I now wore it on my thumb, a daily reminder of my parents and how much they’d loved me.
There was going to be a trial in the new year, but truth be told, I didn’t care what happened to Wexley anymore, whether he spent the rest of his life rotting in Blackbay Prison or he was let go.
One thing was certain: he wouldn’t be moving back into his house or spending any more time immersed in his collection. It turned out Wexley owed money all over Achnarach, and people had decided to call in his debts. The house was sold to my landlord, who, to my surprise, had agreed to turn it into an orphanage if I promised to pay him rent at a discounted rate. Now that he knew I was good for the money, he wasn’t nearly as miserly as I’d believed.
Wexley’s belongings had gone to auction, and we’d used what money we had left to bid on the magical objects. We had won some, lost others, but most importantly, we had gotten The Oxblood Book back. It belonged to the Hargraves, and it now had a home on the shelf in Bri’s bedroom.
I’d only wanted one thing for myself: the dragon tooth. I’d purchased it with hard-earned money, and it stood on my own shelf in its golden stand under a glass cloche. I’d probably sell it one day, but for now, it was a reminder of how far I’d come, from the girl scuttling around the docks in the dark to a real businesswoman and a respected member of the Ardmuir community.
Bri had finally written that letter to her parents, explaining that she had embraced her magic and would not be returning to Carterra, at least for now. She would wait for her parents’ response before she decided if there was anything to return to.
In the meantime, Bri had fully settled into the cottage, which I now thought of as properly ours. Someday, she said, she’d like a place of her own, maybe the apartment above the shoppe, but for the moment, we made remarkably good roommates. Every day, I got to learn a little bit more about the person Bri was beneath the person she’d had to become.
Argyle alternated between sleeping in my bed and Bri’s at first, and I tried not to let my jealousy show. I was learning to have enough faith in my relationships, and in myself, to know that no one was going to abandon me. If something happened and we parted one day, I’d be all right, because I knew who I was. More important, I liked who I was.
Still, I reasoned that every witch should have a cat of her own. I surprised Bri with a cream-colored puff of fur that she named Tweed, and it wasn’t long before Argyle was back where he belonged in the crook of my neck. At night, Bri played her violin for our quirky little family, the kittens caterwauling in harmony while I sang the few words I knew. It was times like those I was grateful we didn’t have neighbors.
Finlay’s mother had made a remarkable recovery in the past few weeks, and she was now able to get out of bed and help around the house. Which also meant Finlay had a little more time to spend with me. Once a week, we had dinner in his apartment, and every Saturday, they came to our house. Mrs. Barrow couldn’t walk the entire way, but Jack Turner seemed more than happy to lend us Fergus and his new cart. Sometimes Jack even came along, and unless my eyes were deceiving me, he and Mrs. Barrow had developed a real friendship of their own. Whether that friendship would blossom into something more, time would tell.
“What do you think?” Finlay asked as we stared at the new storefront. We’d repainted, and Bri had discovered a latent talent for window displays. Currently, there was a holiday theme as Yule was only days away now, with magical ornaments and unmagical silver tinsel framing the window. We’d left the original painted words on the glass—EDWARD STOKES’S CABINET OF MAGICAL CURIOSITIES.
But on the new sign, we’d changed our name to something a little more fitting.
STOKES & HARGRAVE’S 
CABINET OF 
(MOSTLY) MAGICAL 
CURIOSITIES
The carpenter had done an excellent job of adding the one detail I’d insisted on: a wolpertinger, antlers curving around the word Curiosities, pheasant wings spread below its rabbitish head. The shoppe was filled to the brim with anything that delighted us, magic or not. Customers came every day to see what new objects Bri and I had added to the collection. We had a trip planned for after the holidays, our first journey to find more magical objects, with Torion to captain the ship. We knew we’d be in good hands with him, and he’d agreed to bring along more of Freya’s stomach-settling herbs when he came.
In the meantime, there were weekly classes with Marcail, where Bri and I were slowly learning just what it meant to be a witch. My affinity was for spells and spellcasting. Not only could I decipher grimoires, but Marcail believed I might be able to write them myself one day.
Bri had more than just a knack for detecting magical potential. Marcail was confident she could become an artificer herself, meaning she’d be able to create her own magical objects. Our magic made our jobs that much easier, and decidedly more exciting.
As I looked at the sign, a little voice in my head insisted, It’s
crooked, but for once in my life, I managed to stifle it. “It’s perfect,” I said instead, wrapping my arms around Finlay and Bri.
“Perfectly us,” Bri agreed.
Finlay cocked his head to the side, hesitating. “I hate to be a bother, but … Is it just me, or is it a bit crooked?”
“Like Bri said,” I whispered, kissing his cheek. “Perfectly us.”
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