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Chapter One


Edith Darling’s bright-red face was not going to make a good first impression, but traveling without servants to hold her parasol didn’t give her much of a choice. She had convinced the coachman to take her part of the way with a lie about calling on a friend in Bletchley, but that had still left her with a whole day’s walk to the city. Good thing her family’s coachman was a recent hire, or he’d have known she actually had very few friends.

She examined the crimson skin of her cheeks in a compact mirror. Autumn was nearly upon England, but they’d been struck with an unseasonably sunny day. She snapped the compact shut. It was barely midday, and the sun was only going to grow harsher. Maybe it was good that she looked a little rugged, a little edgy. That was the kind of thing these people respected.

Tucking the mirror into her leather satchel, she set off down the road. Bletchley was long behind her now, and the green of the countryside stretched around her in all directions. She swore a blister popped with every step, and her back ached horribly. Edith relished the pain, though. It meant she was finally in the midst of a real adventure.

She would be lying if she said she didn’t flinch at the sound of carriages passing or trees rustling beyond the road. This was her first time traveling alone, and on foot at that. The world could be a dangerous place for a young woman on her own. But Edith reassured herself that people were good when given the chance, and as long as she gave them that chance, then no harm would come to her.

The afternoon wore on, one painful step after another. Edith counted birds, greeted passersby, and wondered if her parents had noticed her absence yet. She doubted it. There were often stretches where she laid eyes on no one but servants for days.

When she spotted a sign confirming she was indeed on the correct road heading for London, Edith rewarded herself with a rest. She found a nice rock, brushed off the dirt as best as she could, and sat down gingerly. She retrieved a roll and a miniature jar of jam from her satchel. As she unwrapped the freshly baked bread from the wax paper, she heard an arrogant voice call to her, “Hands up.”

Edith raised her arms, bread and jam clutched tightly in her fists. She looked up to face her very first encounter with danger, expecting a rugged gang of highwaymen wearing the bones of their enemies, covered in blood, wielding axes. What she saw was somehow even more impressive. It was a woman, probably only slightly older than Edith herself, standing in the shadows of the trees and pointing a gun at Edith’s head.

She was alone, dressed in a dark-blue linen dress with a black laced-up bodice over top. The blue of the dress brought out the striking color of the woman’s eyes, and her dark hair was piled atop her head in a messy knot. Her features were rough and precise all at once: Wide slashing cheekbones and a perfectly straight nose. A strong jaw and square chin paired with plush, delicate lips.

Her appearance should have been that of a common peasant, but she was more. Her expression, her demeanor, it could only be described as ruthless, and the fact that everything else about her should have detracted from that description only made it more impressive that she managed to be so imposing.

“Why are you smiling? I’m robbing you.” Moving closer, the woman cocked the gun. The click of the hammer locking into place should have alarmed Edith, but she couldn’t stop smiling. There were letters scrawled across the woman’s knuckles and little black symbols across her fingers. Tattoos!

“Are you a highwayman—sorry, highwaywoman?”

The woman’s brow furrowed, and she gestured with her gun. “Obviously.”

“Wow,” Edith breathed. “My very first brush with crime—and it’s a fellow woman robbing me! I’m honored, truly.”

The woman’s face scrunched in confusion as she took another step toward Edith. “Are you doing a bit?”

Edith jerked her head back to look up at the woman, who was now only a couple feet away and towering over her. “No! As a female adventurer myself, I have nothing but respect for your profession.”

“Adventurer?” the woman said, skepticism dripping from the word.

Edith straightened her shoulders and said importantly, “Indeed. And as we are both women blazing our own trail, I humbly ask you not to rob me.”

The woman considered Edith for a long beat, scratching her temple with the barrel of her gun. Finally she said, “I’ve never not robbed someone.”

Edith smiled. “Well, there’s a first time for everything.” She reached into her satchel, and the woman jerked, the gun rapidly coming back down to aim at Edith’s head.

Edith froze, opening her hands slowly to reveal a second wrapped bread roll and jam jar. “Why rob a stranger when you could share food with a friend?” She smiled cautiously, tilting her chin up to meet the woman’s eyes.

The woman harrumphed and then seemed to come to a decision. Edith’s shoulders sagged with relief as the woman shoved her gun back into the leather holster wrapped around her waist. Edith extended the food to her, and the woman took the bread and jam. With a wary eye trained on Edith, she unwrapped the bread and took a large bite. She nodded to herself as she chewed. After she swallowed, she looked down at Edith with a hesitant smile. “I suppose robbery is just a really aggressive form of sharing.”

Edith laughed, the tension of the situation fading away completely. “My thoughts exactly.” Edith scooted over, offering the woman a place on the rock next to her, but she waved away the offer and stuffed the rest of the roll into her mouth.

“I’ve got things to do—crime—you get it.” She chewed as she spoke, muffling the words.

“I understand completely,” Edith called to her retreating form. “Have a good day!”

Without turning back around, the woman threw her a sharp wave, her hand gripped tight around the jar of jam. Moments after she disappeared back into the trees, Edith heard hoofbeats galloping away.

Edith stood from the rock and continued her trek toward London, smiling to herself. She hadn’t expected to be able to prove her philosophy about the goodness of people so quickly. The high of that success distracted her from the pain in her feet and back. Before she knew it, the city had wrapped around her so thoroughly, it was as if the countryside didn’t even exist anymore.

She was in a world of rickety buildings that slanted and slumped together. Of uneven cobbled alleys that slithered like snakes. And it was so loud that all the voices blended together. There were merchants shouting from behind their stalls and people in threadbare clothing haggling back. There was so much happening for such a cramped space. It made Edith’s head spin.

The stench was something she hadn’t anticipated, but as she stepped delicately around a pile of goo that she did not care to identify, she still did not doubt that this would all be worth it.

Already, she had seen and done more than she had ever thought she would. Every horrid smell and unseemly sight was a gift that she did not intend to waste, because for the first time in her twenty-seven years, her every move wasn’t being picked apart and scrutinized by the ever-watchful eyes of her tutors, or her father, or every other person who had come to expect only disappointment from her.

On the streets of London, she was thoroughly invisible. Not a single soul spared her a glance. Soon, once she found Excalibur, all these people would look at her with awe, and not because of who her family was or how much money they had, but because of what she had accomplished herself.

For now, though, Edith was more than content with the blank slate.

With one hand raised to shield her eyes from the sun, she peered down at the wrinkled map she had apologetically stolen from the coachman. With a finger, she traced the path to the Oleander Inn.

It was early evening, and she wondered if they would be open at this hour. Did criminal syndicates have regular business hours? Surely they’d have to, otherwise how would people know when they could come round to hire their services?

These were the logistical factors that had never seemed to come up when Edith and her grandmother had spoken about the quest. They’d spent hours upon hours theorizing about King Arthur’s resting place; neither believed that the tomb at Glastonbury Tor marked his true gravesite. They debated whether Merlin’s magical powers were allegory or actual fact—they both agreed it was the latter. But never once had her grandmother offered any concrete advice on how Edith should actually navigate the vast country all on her own. Probably because she was never meant to do this alone. They were supposed to have been conquering the journey together.

Edith turned the final corner, hoping that the criminals weren’t only available to speak to in the dead of night. She really was tired and not keen on the idea of having to wait up that late.

The sign dangled from an iron rod hammered into the crooked rows of stone. For confidence, Edith tucked a hand into her satchel, her fingers tracing the designs of the ceramic jar within. Foregoing any more preamble, she stepped inside.

The floor was sticky. On second glance, even the walls looked sticky. And the people too. The entire establishment seemed draped in shadow, smoke, and grime. A rough, tattered-looking patron who had been lingering by the entrance took a deep puff from his pipe and blew the smoke directly in Edith’s face. The cloying taste of it sat heavily on her tongue, and she shuddered to think how many baths she would need to wash the smell out of her hair.

Lifting the hem of her dress, she delicately waded through the mass of bodies and toward the bar. It took her far longer than she would have expected to signal the barman. She was shocked that so many people were drinking already, and by the behavior of some of the men in there, they were already quite deep in their cups.

The barman gave her a scathing look as he approached her.

“Good afternoon, sir.” Edith smiled at his stone-hewed expression.

“What’ll it be?” His grumble was barely audible over the noise of the crowd.

Edith leaned close, discreetly checking the bar for spills before resting her elbows against the wood. “I’m here to speak with him.” At the barman’s blank look, she added, “You know, your boss.” She threw in a wink for good measure.

“Girlie, I think you’re confused …” He trailed off, looking at her like she was a strange bug.

Edith huffed and drew even closer. “I was told this was where I could meet with the Sunless Syndicate.” She had overheard her father discussing the legendary gang with his business associates. They had spoken of them disparagingly but also, somehow, with great importance. Phrases like “the moral decay of the country” and “death of civility” had been thrown around with no small frequency.

The barman barked a laugh that sounded more like a cough. “You have no idea what you’re talking about.”

He started to turn away, but Edith reached out and grabbed his arm. “Yes, I do!”

The barman’s expression turned murderous as his eyes drifted down to where she held him in place by the arm. Edith felt the urge to retreat, but she gripped him harder. “I demand to be taken to him.”

Before she knew what was happening, the barman had twisted his wrist so that he was the one gripping her arm. He yanked her forward, and she fell against the bar. When she tried to stand, his large hand came down on her head, holding her in place.

She kicked her legs uselessly. “Let me go this instant!”

Nothing happened. As far as she could tell, every patron in the inn was entirely ignoring her predicament. Perhaps this was where civility came to die. She truly hadn’t expected this to be the most dangerous part of her quest.

The pressure against her head let up. “It’s time for you to go,” he growled, releasing her arm and shoving her back. The aggressive barman lumbered around the counter, then came to loom over her. He took her arm once again, this time in an even more punishing grip.

“I am not leaving until I speak to the Sunless Syndicate!” She tried to tug her arm from his grasp. He ignored her attempts, fully focused on all but dragging her out the door.

Edith did the first thing that popped into her mind. She went limp, letting her body drop to the sticky floor like a stone. It was disgusting and painful, but it also surprised the barman so much that he lost his grip on her completely.

She straightened her body into a log and rolled right against his shins. Just as desired, he toppled over her and only barely caught himself before landing face-first on the floor.

Before he could make it back to his feet, Edith took off for the door behind the bar. Just as she was reaching for the handle, a strong hand clapped down on her shoulder and whirled her back around.

“How dare you,” the barman growled at her. His cheeks were blotched with red, and spittle flew from his lips.

“How dare I?” Edith straightened to her full height, which was markedly average and nowhere near the height of the man before her. “How dare you treat a lady like this.”

“There aren’t no ladies here.” He smiled brutally at her and raised his hand.

Edith closed her eyes, but the blow never came. She opened one eye to see a slender man with close-cropped chestnut hair and an impressive scowl whispering in the barman’s ear.

With a curse, the barman spit on the floor and thrust Edith toward the newcomer, who caught her by the shoulders and looked down at her with a barely restrained snarl. “The boss wants to see you.”

Edith brushed the wrinkles from her skirt and threw a pointed glare at the barman. “That’s what I thought.”

She was led not through the door behind the bar but instead up a shadowy staircase near the back of the room. She counted the flights as they went, and on the seventh and final floor, they stopped in front of a door that was painted pitch-black.

The slender man knocked three times, turned the handle, then pushed Edith through the doorway before slamming it closed again between them.

She stumbled alone into the dimly lit room. It was a long, rectangular chamber, with slanted walls that came to a point above her. The attic. What an odd place for a crime boss, Edith thought, her eyes widening at the almost cozy feel of the little chamber.

A tapping noise drew her attention to the far side of the room. There, shrouded in shadow, was a figure in an uncomfortable-looking wooden chair. Not that one could tell from the way the person was lounging in it. Their back rested against one arm, and their long legs were carelessly thrown over the other.

Edith cleared her throat and stepped forward. “Are you in charge of the Sunless Syndicate?”

“That’s what they tell me,” came a low voice with just a hint of raspiness. The figure’s head tilted up, and although Edith could make out a mass of long curly hair, the features were still lost in shadow. “What can I do for you, sweetheart?”

Edith felt her cheeks flush at the endearment. The cadence of the person’s speech was vaguely familiar, but she brushed the thought away due to its impossibility. “Actually, it’s what I can do for you,” she said.

“Oh, really?” The figure swung their legs from the armrest.

After a steadying breath, her fingers tingling in anticipation, the words that she had practiced fell from her lips. “My name is Edith Darling, and I have an opportunity for you. An opportunity to change the world.”

“Tell me more.”

Edith opened her mouth to continue her speech, but all thought fled from her mind when the person in the chair leaned forward and into the light.

Because the most dangerous criminal, the boss of the most feared syndicate in England, was a woman. And not just any woman, but the highwaywoman herself.

“It’s you,” Edith breathed, absolutely stunned by her good fortune, but also struck by the oddness of it. She couldn’t fathom why a crime boss would be out committing petty thievery alone. Whatever the reason, though, she was glad for it.

“It’s me,” the highwaywoman said with mock surprise. “Thomasin Shaw, leader of the Sunless Syndicate, at your service.” If the woman had appeared ruthless before, she seemed deadly now. Her hair, released from the knot, was an unruly mane of curls, darkest brown, almost black. Something like charcoal or ash was smeared across her brow and painted around her eyes, giving the impression that they were staring out at Edith from a night sky.

Laced all the way up to her neck was a leather contraption somewhere between jacket and bodice. The trousers, too, were black leather that clung tightly to her form. Edith could barely move past the fact that the woman was wearing trousers at all, let alone contemplate the sheer number of knives strapped along her legs. More than seemed reasonable.

The woman cleared her throat, and Edith dragged her attention back up her body, only to be newly impressed by the pistols hanging at her hips, and the even more knives buckled along her torso that Edith hadn’t noticed at first.

Catching Edith’s rapt attention, the syndicate boss laid a hand on the pistol that she had pointed at Edith only hours earlier. She smiled at Edith’s perusal of her.

For a split second, Edith wondered what in the hell she was doing. Fear mounted in her throat, and she wished that she were safe at home, among her familiar things and favorite books, with people who maybe only tolerated her but who would never actually harm her. With her grandmother right down the hall if she got too lonely.

But the fear was gone as quickly as it had come. This criminal didn’t scare Edith. She looked like a villain plucked straight from the pages of her favorite stories, and that was what Edith had always wanted—to live in a story. So it wasn’t fear that sped up her heartbeat now; it was excitement.






Chapter Two


The girl with her fancy dress, bright-red face, and mouth hanging open like a fish was quite possibly the most adorable thing Thomasin Shaw had ever seen. To be fair, though, adorable things didn’t come along often in her line of work. Gruesome things, vile things, sometimes even funny things. But never adorable ones, and never twice in one day.

So consistent was the monotony of terrible that those gruesome, vile things had all just faded into boring. Thomasin’s instincts told her that this bizarre girl who had shared bread with her was anything but boring, and if she had learned anything, it was that her instincts were never wrong.

Edith’s round face was framed by loose strands of sand- colored hair. They must have fallen from the elaborate style that held the rest of her locks prisoner atop her head. She tucked the strands behind her ears. Ears, Thomasin noted, that had gone very red. Thomasin’s lips tilted up into the beginnings of a smile.

“This isn’t a very convincing pitch,” Thomasin drawled.

The girl’s mouth snapped shut, and she straightened her shoulders with awkward urgency. One of her hands came to rest purposefully on something in her bag. “I am here to hire your services. You see, I am embarking on a quest that will change the world’s understanding of history, science, even religion. All I need to accomplish this is an escort. The journey will be perilous, and I unfortunately do not possess the worldly skills that someone in your profession might have.” She finished her obviously practiced speech with a huff of breath.

“So, you want someone to do your dirty work?” Thomasin pointed a lazy finger at Edith.

“No! Not anything so nefarious. It’s quite a noble que—”

“Noble? You’ve lost my interest there, dear.”

Edith’s jaw clenched, and she almost looked as if she were about to stomp her foot. “Well then, I’ll do the noble part and leave all the nefariousness to you.”

Thomasin pushed off her chair, and the room spun only a little bit. Christ, she really did need to stop drinking before dinner. She placed one foot in front of the other until she was only a few strides away from Edith. “All this talk, and you still haven’t told me what exactly you want from me.”

“Again, I’m offering you an opportunity—”

“The only opportunities I’m interested in are the ones that end with me sleeping in piles of gold.”

“Gold?” Edith looked flummoxed. “But this is so much more important than riches.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” Thomasin smirked.

Edith swallowed, tilting her chin up as if fortifying herself. Thomasin had no idea what she was going to say next. When people came to hire her, she always knew what they were going to say. Steal this. Kill her. Burn that building down. But this—this was new, maybe even exciting.

“I’m on a quest to find Excalibur, along with the lost treasures of Camelot. The sword has been lost since the age of King Arthur, and only I can find it.”

Exciting indeed, she thought. Edith sounded so earnest that Thomasin really did try to keep the grin off her face. But she just couldn’t help it. “Excalibur? King Arthur?”

Edith must have missed the mocking in her tone. Instead, that one little question, Thomasin’s slight show of interest, seemed to open the floodgates of Edith’s enthusiasm. “Yes. My ancestors lived in Camelot, and an artifact has been passed down through every generation. With this artifact, I can find where Excalibur and the treasures are hidden.”

Thomasin raised her brow, the charcoal on her skin creasing. “Camelot isn’t real. King Arthur is a fairy story written for children.”

“That’s what they want you to think. The best way to hide something is to convince everyone that it’s stupid.” Edith punctuated every sentence with dramatic hand gestures.

“ ‘They’?” Thomasin wasn’t sure why she was even entertaining this conversation. It had to be the girl’s impeccable grooming and fancy clothing. Those things spoke of money, and even if she was a lunatic, she’d make a good mark.

Edith looked at her as if she were the one being ridiculous. “Merlin and Arthur. They hid the treasure so that only the worthy could find it.”

“What makes you worthy?” Thomasin asked, noting the way Edith’s hand once again drifted down to hover over something in her satchel.

“I’m worthy because I believe in chivalry and goodness. Magic and honor. All the ideals that have been lost with time,” she said as if she were giving a stump speech, and then tacked on at the end, “Also because I have the artifact.”

“Is that what you keep stroking in your satchel? The artifact?” Thomasin reached for the bag, but Edith tugged it behind her back.

“No.”

“Then what is it?” Thomasin stepped into her space, reaching around for the strap of the satchel. “C’mon, I’m curious.”

They grappled for control of the bag. Thomasin could have had the satchel in seconds if she wanted to, but she was having far too much fun needling the girl. Not to mention she smelled better than anyone Thomasin had ever known. Like lilacs and vanilla.

Edith pulled back roughly. “It’s my grandmother’s ashes, okay! Are you happy?”

Thomasin dropped her hands, and Edith clutched the bag protectively to her chest.

After an awkward beat of silence, Thomasin asked, “Are they like, loose in there? Or is it an urn situation?”

“Ugh! Obviously, an urn. Can you imagine trying to clean—you know what, never mind.” She unbuckled the satchel and pulled out not an urn, but a heavy iron key. The metal was ancient, flaking and curling with rust along the rod. The teeth of the key were thick and intricate. Thomasin couldn’t imagine a door with a keyhole so big. “This is the artifact. On the riverbank where Arthur was killed, there’s a stone with an inscription. Part of it is in Latin, but the rest is in Ogham. No one has ever been able to translate it, but my family has passed down the true meaning, along with this key.”

A sharp knock on the door cut Edith off. Thomasin strode across the room, impatience nipping at her heels. There was only one person who would dare to interrupt. She jerked open the door just an inch. “What?” she growled in Worthing’s annoyingly stern face.

“I thought you might want to be saved from the crazy girl. I can take care of her for you.”

“Who’s in charge here?”

Worthing’s eyes flicked to the floor. “You, boss.”

“Exactly. So if I want something, I’ll tell you. Until then, you do whatever the fuck it is you do all day and leave me the hell alone.” Thomasin slammed the door in his face before he could reply. The men under her needed a harsh structure. Thomasin was their boss, and there could be no room for doubt, or even freethinking. Especially with Worthing, who was always watching for opportunities to undermine her. But it was fine. It just meant that Thomasin couldn’t afford to let her guard down. One didn’t come to lead a network of criminals at just thirty years old by being weak.

Although she didn’t have to try particularly hard anymore. Her name and reputation were enough to have anyone cowering no matter how she behaved.

But, she had pushed it a little bit too far as of late, finally pissing off someone so badly that she wasn’t sure fear would be enough to stop them coming after her. That was a problem for another time, though.

She breathed roughly through her nose and turned back to face Edith, who met her stormy expression with a bright grin. She hadn’t cowered once, Thomasin realized with a jolt of unexpected delight. “You were saying?” Thomasin smiled as she walked back over to her throne. She only called it that in her head. To say it out loud would be far too fanciful. She collapsed into it and gazed up at the girl.

“Right, so the Latin inscription is just a red herring. The true inscription reads ‘Those who seek the lion’s treasure, descend here to the path of Avalon.’ ” At Thomasin’s nod, she continued. “The key unlocks the stone, which of course leads to said path of Avalon.”

“And why do we want to go to Avalon?”

She gave a small laugh. “Because Excalibur lies with Arthur, and Arthur lies in Avalon. So we find Avalon, we find the treasure.”

“Alright, what’s my cut?” Thomasin asked with a jerk of her chin.

“All of it.”

“Excuse me?”

“The treasure, all of Camelot’s riches, they’re yours. I just want Excalibur.”

“Why?” Thomasin searched her face for mistruth, trying to suss out the angle Edith must be playing, but she saw not even a hint of deception in her eyes.

“Riches are riches. They don’t mean anything to me. But Excalibur, that’s proof that he was real, and that’s all I care about,” Edith said.

“So let me get this straight, you want me to take you to this stone, which is …”

“Along the banks of the Camel River, right next to Slaughterbridge.”

“Slaughterbridge? Is that really what it’s called?” Thomasin watched Edith attempt to school her features, but an infectious smile won out quickly.

“I know. It’s ridiculous, isn’t it?” she said through a laugh.

“Tourism must be shit with a name like that.” Thomasin laughed along with her, ignoring the pleasure she took in making someone laugh instead of scream for once. “Anyway, I take you to Slaughterbridge”—another snort from Edith made Thomasin’s smile grow—“and then your key opens a stone, we find a chamber full of gold, and I get to keep it all.”

“That’s about it,” Edith said, her smile becoming a bit pinched. Thomasin chalked it up to nerves, which she was more than happy to put to rest.

“You have yourself a deal.” Thomasin didn’t think about what she was getting herself into before she said it. She rarely did. Consequences were something she thought about only when they appeared. And at that moment, her mind was filled only with images of gold coins and the girl who was just naive enough to give them all to Thomasin.

Edith’s expression turned blank and then blossomed into sheer ecstasy. “Thank you so much,” she squealed, bouncing on the tips of her toes. Thomasin had always associated squealing with stuck pigs and other annoying creatures. But the way Edith did it, like she just couldn’t possibly contain her enthusiasm, was oddly endearing. It sure was going to be depressing when there turned out to be no secret treasure or magical sword.

Thomasin relished the girl’s endless stream of gratitude and excitement as she ushered Edith from the attic and deposited her in one of the unoccupied guest rooms. The inn wasn’t just a front for the syndicate’s more illicit dealings. She made her way downstairs and behind the bar to pluck a bottle of rum from the shelf. Taking a large swig, Thomasin prepared herself for how annoying it was going to be to listen to Worthing’s reaction when she told him of their newest scheme.

Thomasin trudged upstairs, ruing the fact that she couldn’t just kill Worthing. Hell, maybe she could. Marshall was dead and Thomasin wasn’t a fool. She knew that dead meant gone. He wasn’t watching over them, and he certainly didn’t have wants or wishes anymore. But still, every time Worthing crawled under her skin with his lectures or snivelingly underhanded advice and she wanted nothing more than to at least cast him out, she remembered Marshall and how highly he had valued Worthing’s loyalty.

Near the end, she had been summoned to Marshall’s quarters. He was a large man, and even after being ravaged by sickness, he dwarfed the bed. Thomasin had perched on the stool next to him. He had looked at her without any emotion marring his features. He had been everything that a crime boss should be. Hard, unfeeling, authoritative. Thomasin knew that he expected those things from her as well, so she hadn’t reached out to hold his hand, or to brush the sweat from his clammy forehead.

“I’m naming you my successor.” His voice was raspy, and his breath stuttered through the words. Thomasin had thought she misheard him. She’d only been twenty years old then. Worthing was eleven years her senior and had been at Marshall’s side far longer than she had.

“I don’t understand,” she had said dumbly. “What about Worthing? Everyone expects—”

“He doesn’t have your mettle. You’ve been a killer since you were a child. Worthing is loyal, and he’ll serve you well, but in order to lead the syndicate, the syndicate must be all that you are. You cannot have any life, any meaning beyond it.”

It was true. She was a criminal and nothing else. Thomasin had nodded blankly.

“The Sunless Syndicate is yours. Do not let anyone take it from you, and do not fail me.”

“I won’t fail you. I promise.”

He had dismissed her with a wave of his hand, and the next time she had seen him, his body was being lowered into his grave.

She had kept her promise to him. She led ruthlessly and kept Worthing at her side. Thomasin couldn’t bring herself to go directly against Marshall’s wishes, no matter how weak she knew that sentiment made her. Ironically, if Worthing knew that such emotion existed within her, he’d use it to his advantage without blinking. Even if it was the only thing keeping him alive and employed.

Thomasin shoved the past from her thoughts with another long drink, the rum burning her throat. She barged into her second-in-command’s quarters with a well-placed kick to the door. He jolted from where he lay on the bed.

“Napping in the middle of the day?” Thomasin barked. Better to start him off on the defensive.

It didn’t last long. The further Thomasin got into explaining Edith’s plan, the more she found herself being the defensive one.

“You can’t possibly think it’s smart to galavant across the country on a treasure hunt right now! The Metropolitan Police have it in for you. You finally pushed them too far, and now you want to do this? It’s not like the old days of the constabulary. The Metropolitan are well organized, well funded, and well connected. It’s going to take a lot more than a bag of gold and a few favors to get them to turn a blind eye.” He drew out each word, speaking to her as if she were unbelievably stupid. “We’re this close from having to flee England, and instead of conserving resources and making a plan, you want to waste our time on some hysterical girl’s fairy tale? If we don’t figure out how to deal with the chief inspector soon, we’re all dead.”

Thomasin stepped closer, forcing him to stumble back against the bed. “You overstep.”

His chin dipped in deference, but his eyes remained hard. “I apologize, but we have absolutely no room for mistakes right now, and that’s what this would be.”

“No.” Thomasin drew a dagger from the strap across her bicep. She pressed the length of it to his stubbled neck and pushed until he had no choice but to fall onto the mattress. She towered over him now. “This is not a mistake. It’s a plan. A plan to make so much money all our problems will disappear.”

“Please don’t tell me you believe in treasure,” he whined, his face screwing up with condescending pity.

Thomasin smiled. Her life had spiraled out of her control in more ways than one. Even when everything was going well, she was still miserable. Something had to change, and there was only one thing in this world powerful enough to alter someone’s fate. “No, I don’t believe in treasure. But I do believe in ransom money.”






Chapter Three


Edith brushed the dust from the nightstand with the edge of her sleeve and set her grandmother’s urn down delicately. The finely crafted urn looked wrong among the squalor of the guest room. But this was what her grandmother had always wanted—adventure. And adventure certainly didn’t happen in fancy tea rooms with lace doilies and impeccably shined floors. Even the urn itself was a rebellion. Her grandmother, Eulalia Camborne Darling, had found a way to piss off society from beyond the grave—or urn, rather. The thought made Edith smile fondly. A coffin, a burial, a shiny headstone, those were the things that were expected. But her grandmother had said that the idea of her body rotting for eternity made her sick, and so she had put a clause in her will that said if she wasn’t cremated, then all her money was to be donated to the poor. Of course, Edith’s father couldn’t stand to see his inheritance go to those who actually needed it, and had thus chosen the lesser evil of respecting his mother’s wishes.

As Edith inspected the paper-thin mattress for bugs, she thought of all the hours she had spent with her grandmother in the pristine rooms of their family’s manor. The two had always been close, her grandmother being the one to encourage her love of books and history. But after her older brother, Jonathan, had become more interested in affairs of business than family, and her younger sister, Marigold, had fallen in love and became more interested in her brand-new family, Edith’s grandmother became the only person who hadn’t left her.

Her parents were still around, but they never seemed to care too much for Edith. They loved her, of course, but they preferred her personality in small doses. It was her siblings that Edith thought of when she thought of family, and their grandmother had taught them all that family should be the most important thing in one’s life. As the three had entered adulthood, everyone but Edith seemed to outgrow that notion. She didn’t blame them. It was what one was supposed to do. She was even pleased for them, that they had found things to make them happy. But it wasn’t easy being the one who sat at home waiting for the others to have time for her.

She remembered sitting on the sofa, curled into her grandmother’s side on the eve of Marigold’s wedding. Edith couldn’t stop crying over the prospect of Marigold moving away.

“Why would she want to leave?” Edith asked. “We’re so happy here.”

Her grandmother stroked her hair. “She’s found her adventure. It’s time for her to create her own happiness in the world.”

“First Jonathan, now Marigold. Why am I the only one who cares about keeping things how they are?”

“It’s not that they don’t care about you, they’ve just found a future that makes them happier than their past does.”

Edith sniffled, and her grandmother handed her a satin handkerchief. “Don’t worry, sweet girl. You’ll find your happiest place.”

“This is my happiest place, and everyone is leaving it.” Every now and then the loneliness became too much to bear. She had no one in her life except her family, the people who had no choice but to be around her, to love her. No one had ever chosen to love Edith.

“Hush now, that’s not fair. They’re just moving a little faster than you, that’s all.”

“I don’t want to move at all. Like I said, I’m happy.”

“Safe and happy are not the same.”

“Well, they’re also not mutually exclusive,” Edith grumbled.

Her grandmother pulled back to look her sternly in the eyes. “What about the quest?”

Edith swallowed thickly, her pulse ticking up at the mention of the quest. “What about it?”

“We’ve spent years planning our adventure, and you’re just as excited about it as I am. You do realize you’ll have to leave the house in order for us to find Excalibur?” Her voice was teasing, but there was a hint of censure behind it.

Edith loved nothing more than spending the days hunched over old texts and illustrations depicting King Arthur, the wizard Merlin, and the ethereal Lady of the Lake, but the thought of disrupting the comfort of her daily routine was too scary. “I’m just not ready yet,” she said. “We still have more planning to do before we can depart.”

Her grandmother kissed her firmly on the temple. “Well, when you’re ready, you know where to find me.”

Edith plopped down on her mercifully bug-free bed. She did know where to find her grandmother. She was right in that urn, where she always would be now. She stood abruptly, forcing away her grief-addled remembrances. There was no use in dwelling on the depressing. Not when there was adventure to be had.

Thomasin Shaw had never specified when exactly they would be embarking, though. She hoped they wouldn’t delay for too long. Edith reached for where she had hung her satchel on the bedpost. Even if they were only to be here for a night, she wanted to unpack. She would never be able to sleep in a room that didn’t feel properly hers. There was nothing that a few homey finishing touches couldn’t fix.

A single shelf hung on the wall above the chest of drawers. On the slightly slanted surface, she laid her collection of Arthurian texts, her shoulder twinging as she reached up. Her back would probably be sore forever from the effort of carrying the tomes all this way. But it was worth it. The scent of tea and buttered pastries clung to them. Her grandmother had been a terribly messy eater, despite Edith’s constant attempts to preserve the delicate pages. Now, she was glad for the smell.

Edith hadn’t brought much clothing. Sacrifices had needed to be made in order to fit all the books. But she had commissioned a custom adventuring outfit from the seamstress. She folded the garments carefully and placed them in the drawer. She couldn’t wait to wear them. They’d turned out beautifully and were more than worth the derisive judgment she had endured from the seamstress.

There was a collared cream tunic made from a thick but breathable linen. It had a flowing fit around her torso and arms. Wide cuffs, adorned with magenta and gold buttons, cinched the sleeves at her wrists. To pair with the top, there was a high-waisted skirt in deep green that fell to just above her ankles. Modest, but movable. Especially since her brand-new leather boots would cover the rest of her exposed skin. She arranged those by the door, laces undone and waiting, so she would be ready to go at a moment’s notice.

The rest of her supplies, an archaeology kit, and most importantly, the key to Arthur’s Stone, she kept tucked in her satchel. She didn’t want to risk forgetting the essentials. Not that her treasure-hunting garb and books weren’t essential. They were, of course, but she needed to do something to make herself feel a little bit less out of her depth. Seeing the proof of her preparedness calmed her.

At least until someone knocked on the door and then swung it open before she even had the chance to respond. Thomasin stepped into the room like she owned it. Which she did, Edith supposed. The woman was even more striking now than when she had been all cloaked in shadows and candlelight. The late evening sun streaming in through the window suited her. It brought out the green flecks in her hazel eyes and the warmth of her golden skin. The whole ensemble of knives and leather was fascinating in the sunlight.

Thomasin’s eyes drifted around the room. “You’ve made yourself right at home.” It might have been a disparaging comment, but her tone landed closer to fond amusement.

“You know what they say about idle hands.” Edith smiled and moved aside to give Thomasin room to enter the small chamber.

Her brow furrowed in genuine confusion. “No, what do they say?”

“Oh, idle hands are the devil’s workshop,” Edith said.

Thomasin seemed to ponder that as she stepped toward the shelf. “Devil’s workshop, huh?”

“That’s what they say.” Edith shrugged, watching as Thomasin traced a finger over the spines of her books. Her curls, unbrushed and wild, hung almost to her waist. Edith resisted the bizarre urge to run her fingers through them and untangle the knots.

“What do you suppose he makes in this workshop?”

Edith weighed her response in case this was somehow a serious inquiry, until Thomasin glanced at her over her shoulder, a smile curving the corner of her lip.

“Probably … porcelain dolls or—”

“Porcelain dolls?” Thomasin laughed, the sound rough and musical. “What’s wrong with porcelain dolls?”

Edith scrunched her nose. “I find them really creepy. Their soulless eyes and tiny little noses.”

Thomasin pulled The History of the Kings of Britain from the shelf and sidestepped Edith to plop onto the bed. She leaned against the headboard and stretched her legs out in front of her. “I kind of always wanted one, though. Only wooden dolls for me, I’m afraid.”

“How about we trade? I have a whole room of dolls stashed away so that I don’t have to look at them.” Edith laughed. “After this, you can have them all, and I’ll gladly take the innocent wooden ones off your hands.”

“Is that an invitation to your castle? I’ve never received an offer from such a fine lady before,” Thomasin teased.

Edith knew her words were in jest, but she couldn’t help the blush that heated her cheeks. She cleared her throat. “It’s a manor, not a castle. But yes, you’re invited.”

Thomasin’s eyes softened, an emotion flicking across her face. It was replaced by that sharp humor before Edith could identify it. “Where exactly are you from, Edith?”

“Springwood Manor, outside of Northampton,” Edith replied, images of summers spent roaming the grounds with her siblings, and winters curled by the fire with her grandmother filling her mind.

Thomasin nodded, then her eyes dipped to the book in her hands. Edith perched on the stool near the foot of the bed and watched Thomasin flip through the pages. “That’s one of the very first accounts of Camelot and King Arthur,” Edith said, her heart rate ticking up in excitement as it always did when she got to talk about this subject.

“I haven’t read a book in … ages,” Thomasin said without looking up from the page.

“What do you like to read?”

Thomasin looked startled by this question, and her eyes flicked up to meet Edith’s. “You’ll make fun of me.”

“I will not!”

“No, no, you will.” Thomasin laughed. “Besides, I have a reputation to uphold.”

Edith laid a palm against her heart. “I’ll not tell a soul, I promise.”

Thomasin squinted her eyes at Edith for a long moment. Oddly enough, Thomasin’s most threatening glare seemed rather silly at the moment. Edith had to try very hard not to burst into laughter. Eventually, Thomasin slammed the book down on the bed.

“Careful!” Edith said without thinking. “That’s antique!”

Regret instantly colored Thomasin’s face, and she gingerly picked the book back up. She grimaced as she bent forward to hand the book to Edith. “Sorry.”

Edith took it and held the volume to her chest. Tilting her chin up, she said, “Now you have to tell me. As recompense.”

“Fine.” Thomasin nervously fidgeted with one of her many buckles, absentmindedly pulling out a knife and flipping it back and forth between her fingers. She looked pointedly at the oppressively beige bedspread as she spoke. “I have been known to occasionally enjoy a romance novel.”

“Romance!” Edith burst out before Thomasin even finished speaking. From the look on Thomasin’s face, Edith could tell she expected to be ridiculed. But Edith had never been so happy to hear an admission. “I adore romance!” she said breathlessly.

It was the subject of the very worst of her and her grandmother’s debates. Her grandmother maintained that romance was a frivolous waste of time for foolish girls, while Edith maintained there was nothing more beautiful, more thought-provoking, than a well-written romance.

Thomasin looked at her with a cautiously pleased expression. “You do?”

Edith practically bounced from the stool to the bed. She sat at the end, near Thomasin’s outstretched feet. “Oh yes! If I’d have known you did, I would have brought some of my favorites to share. I tried, actually. But with those and the books on Camelot, I couldn’t even lift my pack.” She sighed, shrugging her shoulders. “But never mind that. This is so exciting! I’ve never had anyone to talk about this with.”

“Neither have I,” Thomasin said.

Edith didn’t know if the word shy should ever be attributed to a crime lord, but there was no other way of describing the hesitant manner in which Thomasin had spoken. “Well, do you have any favorites? Could I borrow one?”

The corners of Thomasin’s mouth tightened.

Edith backpedaled quickly. “I’m sorry, I know that is terribly presumptuous of me.”

Thomasin waved a dismissive hand. “Not at all. It’s just …” She paused for a breath, creases appearing in the space between her brows. “I burn them after I read them.”

Edith very nearly gasped in horror, but she stifled her utter dismay with a polite, “Oh?”

“Like I said, reputation and all.”

The idea that Thomasin would have to destroy something she loved to maintain her image as an unfeeling mercenary was horribly sad to Edith. She understood why Thomasin would feel like she had to do it, though. After all, Edith found that she often muffled aspects of her own personality so she would be more palatable to people.

“Waste not, want not,” Edith said with a smile. At Thomasin’s confused look, she added, “You probably saved a lot of coin on firewood.”

Thomasin seemed quietly surprised once again. The only reply she offered was a small nod that seemed to hide a slightly bigger smile.

As the conversation lulled into a companionable silence, Edith realized how strange their current situation was. They had been conversing as if they were old friends, and now they were just enjoying each other’s company. This crime boss was one of the most delightfully entertaining people she had ever met. But still, they hardly knew each other, and surely Thomasin had an actual purpose for coming to speak to her. It would make absolutely no sense for the mercenary to seek Edith out a mere hour after their first—well, second—meeting for nothing more than a social call.

“Was there something you wanted to discuss with me? Perhaps the first leg of our quest?” Edith prompted.

“Quest.” Thomasin snorted. “I love that you call it that. Actually adds some goddamn whimsy to this whole crime business.”

“I find most endeavors lack whimsy these days.”

“Most people, more like.”

“Quite.”

Thomasin cleared her throat. “Anyway, yes. I wanted to let you know that we’ll be setting off at dawn tomorrow.”

Edith’s heartbeat jumped into her throat, and she swallowed thickly. She had to remind herself that this was what she wanted. It would be the height of idiocy to delay any further.

“Wonderful news,” she said, standing from the bed to place The History of the Kings of Britain back on the shelf.

“Come down for a drink to celebrate?” Thomasin asked, her voice sounding closer than it had been. Edith turned around, starting slightly when she saw that Thomasin was now standing only a foot away from her. The woman seemed larger than life, and yet she had moved absolutely silently. This spoke of exactly the kind of skill that they would need to find Excalibur. Edith needed someone resourceful and physically capable, both to defend her from dangers and to face any challenges the quest might pose. Her grandmother had first thought to hire an official escort, or to bring along a member of their guard. But Edith’s father had forbidden the guards from accompanying them, and then he had paid off all the escort services too. Really, it was his fault that Edith had been forced to turn to more unseemly options. She never thought she’d find someone so perfect for the job, though.

A large part of Edith did feel like celebrating. She wanted to be the kind of person who accepted offers to go have drinks with strangers. She wanted to be a fun person. But it had been an unspeakably long day, and Edith’s brain felt like a puddle. The thought of meeting new people, of drinking alcohol, which she had never actually done, of just existing in a crowd, seemed intolerably exhausting at the moment.

She had reached her quota of new experiences for the day, and she feared that anything more would send her into a nervous breakdown. Her insides already felt jittery and weak. So Edith smiled politely and shook her head. “I appreciate the offer, but I want to get some more research in before we leave.”

“Suit yourself,” Thomasin said as she retreated toward the door. “I’ll see you in the morning.”

When the door closed behind Thomasin, Edith collapsed onto the bed. Her arm ached, and she lifted her sleeve to reveal a pattern of bruises from where the barman had gripped her. Battle wounds, she thought contentedly. Despite her exhaustion, she smiled to herself. After all her worry, it had been marvelously easy to hire a crime boss.






Chapter Four


When one was hungover, there was nothing more mortally offensive than the sunrise. Thomasin scowled at the sun as it rose mercilessly over the horizon. On a typical day, Thomasin didn’t roll out of bed until at least midmorning. In the early days of her career, when she had just been an orphan that Marshall had picked up off the streets, she would awaken before the sun itself. Back then, nothing came easily, and she had to work herself nearly to death just to scrape by. She couldn’t imagine possessing that kind of drive anymore.

Worthing’s face had been annoyingly shocked when Thomasin informed him they’d be leaving at dawn. Despite what he thought, she wasn’t stupid. For the first time in their syndicate’s history, the Metropolitan Police had actually set a bounty on their heads. If they had any chance of making it out of London, then they needed to be well and gone before word got out that they were on the move. This wasn’t like when Thomasin slipped out of the city in disguise to terrorize the country roads on her own. Multiple members of the syndicate, and Edith, of course, riding out of London on horseback would be more than enough to call the constables down on them. After all, they had been staking out the Oleander Inn for months.

Thomasin trudged to the small stable behind the inn where the rest of the crew was already preparing the horses. Her favorite horse had died three years ago, and she made a point of not getting too chummy with any of the four horses they had left. But Thomasin didn’t anticipate needing much manpower for the simple task of escorting a rich girl across the country to an imaginary treasure. She assigned Worthing and a relative newcomer named Jay to accompany her and Edith. She obviously didn’t want to spend any amount of time on the road with Worthing, but if she left him with the rest of the gang, she’d only have a mutiny to come back to. Worthing was older than Thomasin, and he believed this meant it was his God-given right to occupy a higher position of power than her. As for the new guy, he was quiet and didn’t irk Thomasin in any notable way yet.

To Thomasin’s surprise, Edith was already in the stables as well. It appeared that Jay was teaching her how to saddle a horse. Edith paid close attention to Jay’s work, eagerness etched across every line of her face.

“Good morning!” Edith said brightly when she noticed Thomasin lingering outside the stables. Worthing surveyed her with his usual put-upon look, while Jay nodded in acknowledgment.

“I took the liberty of readying your horse for you,” Worthing said.

Thomasin couldn’t bring herself to thank him for the passive-aggressive move. “I’m more than capable of readying my own horse.”

“Of course, boss. I merely thought to be economical with our limited time.”

“Fine, fine, very well.” Thomasin rolled her eyes as she skirted around him, barely sparing him a glance. She was used to the rage she felt roiling in her gut whenever she laid eyes on him, but the guilt was new. Now whenever she saw his face, she thought of the ransom note currently making its way to Edith’s father.

She had sent it herself last night. The letter demanded an astronomical amount of gold and told Edith’s father to meet them at Slaughterbridge in six days’ time to collect his daughter. If he didn’t show, then the next ransom letter would be sent along with a body part of Edith’s. Thomasin hadn’t decided which yet. Toes didn’t hurt too bad to lose, but an ear would send a more severe message.

She mentally shook herself for even considering it. Of course she’d have to send an ear. She wasn’t this person who felt guilt or pondered the least painful course of action for her victims. Kidnappings were just another job, and she never failed to execute a job.

When she came around to mount her horse, Edith smiled at her. It was earnest and open, and certainly not the smile of a person who was even beginning to suspect that this might be their last week in possession of two ears.

Before she could think better of it, Thomasin held out a hand to help Edith mount her own horse. That was when she got a good look at Edith.

“Is that an adventuring outfit?” she blurted.

Edith flicked out her skirt and gave a little twirl. “It is,” she said delightedly. “Do you like it?”

It was the kind of thing that a learned archeologist would wear but infused with femininity. The waistline emphasized Edith’s full figure, and the flow of the skirt hinted at the curves beneath it. The top was practical, loose and airy, yet flattering. It was buttoned up, but the V of the collar still showed off just a sliver of her collarbone. None of these words made it out of Thomasin’s mouth. Instead she said, “Yeah. Yeah, it’s good.”

This still seemed to please Edith, who blushed as she took Thomasin’s waiting hand. Her skin was soft, and Thomasin closed her fingers around Edith’s hand so that she could feel more of it as she helped her onto the horse. She guided her on with a touch on the small of her back, the heel of Thomasin’s hand pressing into the curve of Edith’s spine. When she withdrew, Edith wobbled slightly.

“You set?” Thomasin asked.

Edith steadied herself and grabbed the reins. Once her feet were properly situated in the stirrups, she nodded down at Thomasin. “The last time I was on a horse, I was five, and it bucked me off. I never thought I’d get on one again.” There was pride in the breathy admission.

This girl is brave, Thomasin thought, something akin to fondness kindling in her chest. Insane, certainly, but also brave.

“You’re a natural,” Thomasin said as she mounted the horse next to her. She would make sure to ride alongside her so that she could assist if Edith lost control of the reins.

The four of them departed from the stables and into the sun-drenched morning. They kept their horses at a casual pace. Anything else would be cause for suspicion. Thomasin scanned the streets as they went, her eyes darting from one shadowed alley to the next. She held the reins with one hand and rested the other on her pistol, ready at any moment for an ambush.

As they reached the outskirts of London, the shackles of the city clanking off behind her, Thomasin almost relaxed her guard. The smog of the city had given way to clear country air when she heard the thunder of galloping hooves racing up behind them. She whipped around, positioning her horse at the center of the road, her companions falling into a line behind her. Four horses came into view as they crested a hill. Leading the charge was a burly man with a thick red goatee in a constable’s uniform.

“Fuck,” Thomasin cursed under her breath. The Metropolitan Police were not the most effective organization. For the most part, they looked the other way with bribes or other incentives. It was only when a criminal did something really abhorrent that they actually put in any effort to track them down and haul them in front of the justice of the peace. In her opinion, Thomasin hadn’t done anything so awful. But she had pissed off exactly the wrong person, and unfortunately there was a very, very long list of crimes that they could put on her wanted sheet if the mood suited them. Which, after ten years, it finally did.

She felt a horse pull up beside her, and she did a double take when she saw Edith next to her. “Don’t worry,” Edith said to Thomasin. “I know how to handle the authorities.”

Before Thomasin could stop her, Edith trotted ahead of her and called out to the storm of constables, “Good morning, gentleman!”

They skidded to a stop before her, all four pistols trained on her immediately.

“Well, that’s really not necessary,” she said, fighting to keep her horse facing the right way. “We’re more than willing to cooperate.”

“Out of the way,” said the burly one up front who just so happened to be the chief inspector.

“Where are your manners, sir?” Edith said.

“Now.” The chief cocked his pistol. Edith, apparently lacking in any survival instinct, scoffed indignantly and remained planted where she was.

Thomasin threw a quick command over her shoulder, telling Jay and Worthing to stay put, then clicked her tongue and urged her horse forward before Edith could get herself killed. It obviously hadn’t occurred to her that, in her current dress and with her choice of company, it would not be clear to these men that she was a wellborn lady.

Thomasin smirked at the chief as she fell in line with Edith. She said the first thing she could think of that would pull their attention from Edith to her. “How’s your wife?”

It worked a little too well. The man snarled and fired a recklessly aimed shot at her, which she dodged easily. Thomasin wished she could say that she hadn’t known that the woman she’d seduced at the market was the chief inspector’s wife. But she had known, and that had made everything more fun. It wasn’t like she had done anything bad to Grace. In fact, she’d probably given her the best night of her life. But that didn’t seem to dampen the inspector’s ire.

“That is no way to treat a lady!” Edith shouted, her face turning red with indignation.

They ignored Edith entirely, and Thomasin only had a moment to be grateful that Edith couldn’t seem to figure out how to make her horse approach the constables, because another shot fired, and Thomasin’s horse buckled underneath her. She leapt from the saddle before the horse could fall and take her down too. When she hit the ground, she rolled into a crouch, pistol in one hand, knife in the other.

Red filled her vision as she saw the chief take aim at Edith, who was still dressing down the men with a loud lecture on respect.

Thomasin sprinted toward her, then pulled Edith from the saddle. The bullet zoomed through the air where Edith’s head had been mere heartbeats before. Thomasin shoved Edith in the direction of Worthing and Jay, pushing her head down in a silent command to keep low.

“Wait.” Edith grabbed her wrist. “Don’t kill them! I can handle this properly!”

Thomasin took Edith’s biceps in a firm hold, forcing the other woman to look at her. “You hired me to do this, so let me do it.”

“I hired you to protect me from ruffians! These are constables. Good, reasonable men.”

“They just fucking shot at you!”

“It was an accident!”

Thomasin growled, and then the growl became an aggressive string of curses when Edith slammed her heeled boot down on Thomasin’s toe. Shocked, her grip on Edith faltered for just a second, but it was enough for Edith to wiggle away and sidestep Thomasin.

“Good sirs, we are out of London, and therefore out of your jurisdiction. Furthermore, I have never once committed even the smallest of crimes. The same cannot be said for my friend here, but I vouch for her, and I promise you that as long as she is under my employ, there will be no wrongdoing whatsoever. Now, if you will just allow us to continue on our way—”

“Shut your peasant mouth, bitch,” the chief inspector spat. “I don’t care how innocent you are. I’ll shoot whoever stands between me and that whore.”

“You wouldn’t! That’s against the law!”

“I am the law.” The chief fired at Edith’s heart, but Thomasin was there, ready to yank her out of harm’s way. They took cover behind her now-dead horse.

“Still think that was an accident?” Thomasin roared over the cacophony of gunfire.

“Obviously not!”

“Get yourself to Worthing, and try not to get shot,” Thomasin ordered, pushing Edith in the right direction before rising to her feet and vaulting over the dead horse.

Thomasin stalked toward the constables, grateful for the narrow, tree-lined pass that kept them from flanking her. She didn’t think, she just fired. One bullet went right through the forehead of the closest constable. His body slumped sideways, and his horse galloped forward in a confused frenzy. Thomasin didn’t flinch as a bullet grazed her shoulder, nor as one flew so close to her head, she could hear it slice through the air.

The next constable dismounted his horse to get a better shot at her. She feinted left, sidestepped around him, and sliced her knife across the man’s throat. She held his body against her to block the shots raining down on her from the chief and his last remaining constable.

With all her strength, she shoved the dead body at the feet of the constable’s horse, which startled the horse enough to buck off his rider. There was a bullet in his heart before he hit the ground.

Her pistol had one bullet left. She turned to aim it at the chief, but all she saw was a cloud of dust. Once it cleared, she could just make out the retreating form of the chief inspector atop his horse as he galloped full speed back to safety.

She sighed and wiped her bloody hands on her pants. She ambled back toward her companions. Worthing and Jay waited on their respective horses. Jay looked vaguely bored, while Worthing was nothing but smug.

“There’ll be a warrant out for our arrest by the end of day,” he said. Thomasin ignored him.

Edith stood by her horse, fingers fidgeting with the buckles of the saddlebag. Thomasin hesitated as she approached her. The girl watched her with wide eyes, her mouth hanging slightly open. Thomasin swallowed thickly, knowing that whatever good humor had existed between them had now been thoroughly destroyed. Edith would fear her like everyone else did. Thomasin opened her mouth but closed it again when she realized that she had nothing to say. There was no excuse or apology that she could offer. She wasn’t sorry, and there was no denying that she had just violently put an end to three men’s lives.

She knew what would happen now. Yes, Edith had hired a criminal of her own free will, but now, faced with the horrific reality of what that actually meant, she would abandon her quest, attempt to flee back to her cushy palace, and then Thomasin would have to be much more monstrous about kidnapping her. She supposed it was better that way; it was what she was good at after all.

Resolute in her musings, Thomasin readied herself for Edith to run. Nothing could have prepared Thomasin for the arms that wrapped around her middle. The hands that clasped behind her back and pulled her in tight against Edith’s warm body. Her temple pressed against Thomasin’s collarbone.

“Thank you for saving my life,” Edith whispered.

All coherent thought evaporated from Thomasin’s mind, so she did the only thing she could think of. She let her arms fall around Edith’s shoulders and hugged her right back.






Chapter Five


Being a treasure hunter was everything that Edith had ever imagined. She was roughing it! She slept under the stars, roasted squirrels over the fire, and even urinated in the open air, crouched behind trees and bushes. The last five days spent traveling west to Slaughterbridge were some of the best days she had ever experienced. She was on an actual treasure hunt! She was an adventurer forging her own path, in the noble pursuit of knowledge and truth.

Not to mention she had underestimated the thrill of being around new people. She had never spent this much time with people who weren’t her family before. Time with her family was pleasant, comfortable. But the newness of her travel companions brought life and excitement to every conversation. There were no stale anecdotes, no worn-out topics of conversation.

Edith was used to being around people who already knew everything there was to know about her, but Thomasin actually seemed eager to learn more about her. On the nights spent lounging around the fire, Thomasin and Edith would talk for hours about everything and nothing all at the same time. Most of these conversations even ended with both of them buckled over in laughter. Edith seemed to be endlessly amusing to Thomasin, for reasons she could not comprehend, while Thomasin could always be counted on to catch Edith off guard with a hysterical or outrageous remark. Spending time with her was like holding a firecracker. Slightly scary, but you knew something exciting was about to happen.

Jay was also a fascinating character. He was on the quieter side, but that meant when he did have something to say, it was really worth listening to. He also knew everything there was to know about herbs and plants. When they stopped to eat or rest, Edith made Jay tell her the scientific names of every plant they saw. At first Jay participated rather grumpily, but by the third day, he was offering up facts and classifications without any prompting.

As for Worthing, Edith steered well clear of him. She knew from the moment she saw his scowling face in the Oleander Inn that she wanted nothing to do with him. He was a miserable man who seemed more than content to stew alone in his own miserableness. From what Thomasin had told her—Worthing never stuck around for their nightly chats—he was only her second-in-command because the original boss of the Sunless Syndicate had appointed him. When the boss, Marshall, died ten years ago, it had been a shock to everyone when he named Thomasin his successor instead of Worthing. Edith thought Worthing should feel lucky that Thomasin kept him around. Instead, he just moped around, bristled at every order, and questioned his superior’s every breath.

In the quiet moments, like when everyone else was dangling on the edge of sleep, grief still crept up on Edith. She was having so much fun, but she knew that her grandmother would be having fun too if only she were here. But she wasn’t. She was missing all of it, and that sapped the fun from Edith’s heart no matter how hard she tried to keep her mood bright and cheery.

Luckily, though, Thomasin was quite the distraction from even the most terrible of sadnesses. As dusk slowly fell, and the Camel River came into view, Thomasin was in the midst of loudly serenading them with a particularly raunchy drinking song. Edith was glad that the fading light hid her blush. She wanted Thomasin to think she was worldly, and worldly people did not blush at the mere mention of certain lewd acts.

At Thomasin’s cue, they slowed their horses to a stop and dismounted. They would make camp nestled into the forest near the riverbank, and then the next morning they would only have to follow the river a short way upstream before finally reaching Slaughterbridge and Arthur’s Stone.

Butterflies danced wildly in Edith’s stomach as she unlaced her bedroll. She was so close now that she could practically feel the magic in the air. Tomorrow, she would prove that the key was a genuine artifact from Camelot, that she hadn’t wasted her life, that her grandmother hadn’t wasted hers, believing Excalibur was hidden away with the lost treasures of Camelot.

However, magic wasn’t the only thing in the air. Edith toed off her boots, and an ungodly stench rose to her nostrils. Discreetly, she lifted her arm and gave herself a sniff. She nearly retched. Never in her life had she been so outstandingly filthy. It had been six days filled with horses, sweat, and dirt since she last bathed. Her braid was barely holding on, and when she combed her fingers through the loose strands, she was disgusted by the sheer amount of grease.

Good God, she realized with a start. She had been sitting rather close to Thomasin for the duration of the previous evening. How Thomasin had stomached the nearness of her was unfathomable. She must have spent the whole time swallowing her revulsion for the sake of not hurting Edith’s feelings.

Edith did her best to shake the thought from her head before it could take root. Thomasin was not the type to mince words. If she thought Edith stunk, she would have said it outright. Thomasin was likely used to ripe travel companions. She lived her life on the edge after all.

But while Edith was thoroughly enjoying her time on said edge, she also firmly believed that adventure and luxury should not be mutually exclusive. So, she took the little vial of vanilla-scented soap and her loofa from her satchel, and made her way to the riverbank. At the waters’ edge, her cheeks flushed a violent shade of red.

Usually when they made camp, they dispersed to complete their separate tasks. Edith built the fire, which Thomasin had taught her how to do on the first night. Thomasin scouted the nearby area for any other people or dangers, while Worthing and Jay hunted for dinner. Edith had assumed that tonight would be no different, and had thus thought she would find privacy at the river. But there were already three haphazard piles of clothing dotting the shore, and submerged in the water were three very naked people. She supposed it was only fair that they were shirking their duties for the sake of hygiene, because she was currently doing the same thing.

Edith must have gasped when she saw them, because Thomasin’s eyes found hers in the waning light. Waning being the key word, because it was still nowhere near dark enough to be galavanting around in the nude. Not that any of them seemed to care. The water lapped against Thomasin’s collarbone. She must have been sitting on a rock or something because the water was definitely not deep enough for her to be standing. She could tell because out of the corner of her eye she saw Jay, who was fully upright, and the water only reached his mid thigh. She refused to look at him fully. Edith had never seen a naked man before, and while she could admit that she was curious, and that Jay had a rugged beauty about him, she was not prepared to witness his nudity in such a public setting.

Besides, she found that her eyes did not want to stray from Thomasin’s watchful gaze and barely-there smile. For a long moment, Edith stood stock-still, hypnotized by the intricate tattoos that adorned almost every visible inch of Thomasin’s upper chest and all the way up along the slender column of her neck. Her shoulders and arms were inked too, the tattoos snaking down past her elbows, where they disappeared under the waterline. Edith hadn’t been able to properly study them yet. They were an eclectic patchwork of symbols, images, and words. From a distance, she could make out a knife, a broken heart, a flower with delicate petals, and a tree with roots that swirled down her left arm. Edith wanted to examine each and every one. If she knew Thomasin, which she was beginning to think she did, she knew there would be a remarkable story behind each one.

Edith blushed even deeper at the thought of being that close to an unclothed Thomasin. Her thoughts ricocheted to the hours they’d spent sharing a horse since Thomasin’s had met an untimely demise. To the way Thomasin’s front felt pressed against Edith’s back. The fluttery feeling that would kick up in Edith’s stomach whenever Thomasin rested a firm, steadying hand on Edith’s waist.

Just thinking about it, she was starting to feel a little breathless. Or maybe it was just that Thomasin was still standing naked before her. Edith shook herself and looked away before she could really see anything more improper. Besides, she didn’t want to be rude, and until she knew the rules of decorum for such situations as outdoor public bathing with one’s treasure-hunting companions, she would err on the side of caution.

Worthing, thank God, was set away from the two of them and largely concealed by the shadows of an overhanging tree. Edith did not want to see anything that he had going on over there. He wasn’t unattractive per se, but his personality was just so unpleasant.

“Edith!” Thomasin called happily, when it became clear that Edith had no plans beyond standing dumbly at the shore. The water splashed as Thomasin’s arm shot up in a wide wave. Edith pointedly did not look at the additional bare skin that this gesture revealed. “The water’s fucking freezing, but it’s a nice shock!”

“Oh, um. That’s alright. I wasn’t planning—I don’t really need to wash. I’m—”

“What’s that fancy sponge you got there, then?” Thomasin waded closer to the shore with a move somewhere between a paddle and a crawl. When Edith instinctively took a step back, Thomasin stilled immediately, studying her closely with narrowed eyes.

Edith swallowed, squirming under the close attention, and wrapped her arms around her middle to conceal her sponge and soap. She’d wait until everyone else had fallen asleep. The thought of disrobing in front of them was too mortifying to consider, especially when they were all so unashamed and confident.

This obvious contrast between their free, shameless nature and Edith’s bashfulness suddenly made her feel silly and small for the first time since she’d embarked on the quest. It was all too clear that she was wildly out of her depth, just like her father and siblings had warned her she would be.

Not to mention that Thomasin and Jay were remarkably toned. Their bodies, what she could see of them, were muscled and—well, there was no other word for it—beautiful. Edith couldn’t compare to them with her round body and soft edges.

Just like that first night at the Oleander Inn when Edith had turned down Thomasin’s offer to celebrate, this was a painful reminder that Edith was not the brave, easygoing, spontaneous sort. No matter how much she wanted to be, her brain always seemed to get in her way with endless spirals into insecurity and fears of inadequacy.

“Out!” The gruff order made Edith jump, and her heart raced until she realized that Thomasin hadn’t been shouting at her, but at Jay and Worthing.

Worthing scrambled out of the water to his pile of clothes, while Jay waded out casually. Edith took a discreet step away from the bundles of clothing and examined the twilight sky with much thoroughness. She didn’t look down until she heard two sets of footsteps retreating to the camp.

That was a mistake, though. Her eyes met Thomasin’s. The woman was halfway out of the water, and she paused under Edith’s gaze.

How’s your wife? The taunt that Thomasin had thrown at the constable slammed into Edith’s mind with considerable force. Thomasin had been implying that she’d had a dalliance with—and that meant that Thomasin liked—Gah! Edith was having a hard time piecing together coherent thoughts.

“I’d be impressed too if I were you,” Thomasin said, gesturing to her body. The flat planes of her defined stomach. The V of her hips. Edith didn’t dare let her eyes travel above her tattooed rib cage. Thomasin laughed quietly to herself and retrieved her clothes.

“I’m sorry. I was going to leave,” Edith said, looking down at her filthy nails. “I didn’t mean to chase you all away.”

A damp hand fell on Edith’s shoulder. She turned to see Thomasin leaning into her, thankfully fully clothed. It wasn’t that Edith found Thomasin unappealing. Quite the opposite, really. Edith just wasn’t entirely sure what was happening to her. Everything felt so real all of a sudden. She had read many a romance book. She knew about love, about attraction. But that had all been theory. The sight of Thomasin in the river—that went far beyond theory. Farther than Edith knew what to do with. She was worried that if she let herself want, she might want Thomasin too much, and she didn’t want to embarrass herself. Edith had desired people before, but she was comfortable keeping those desires locked safely away in her imagination. Desiring Thomasin, though? That was terrifying. It was also unattainable, Edith reminded herself, trying to rein in her spiral. A person as interesting as Thomasin would never look twice at a girl as pathetic as herself. It was foolish how far out of her league she was dreaming.

“No apology necessary,” Thomasin said.

Edith’s eyes darted down once again, and she felt one of Thomasin’s fingers reach out to push a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Edith cringed at how dirty her hair must feel. But when she dared a glance back up, there was an amused smile on Thomasin’s face.

She jerked her head toward the river. “Take as long as you want. I’ll stand guard.”

“Why are you being so nice to me?” Edith blurted out.

Thomasin laughed and gave her a playful nudge. “Can’t have your big moment finding the treasure while you’re covered in dirt.”

“Fair enough.” Edith laughed grimly, the statement sending a flutter of anxiety through her stomach. There was a small matter that Thomasin wasn’t quite aware of yet. It wasn’t that Edith had lied to her. She had just implied certain things, and then let Thomasin fill in her own blanks.

She had never said the treasure and Excalibur would be at Slaughterbridge. She had said that was where they needed to go to find the treasure. And that was true. Only it was more complicated than she had let Thomasin believe. As she said, this was where the path to Avalon began, not where Avalon actually was.

In a mere matter of hours, Thomasin would learn that what lay beneath Arthur’s Stone was not the treasure itself, but a clue to lead them on the next step of the quest.






Chapter Six


Thomasin had never been good at resisting temptation. If she wanted something, she usually did whatever she could to get said thing. She didn’t see the point in denying herself pleasure. The life of a crime boss was a short one, so why would she waste her very limited time on the wanting phase when she could just skip to the fun part?

All that being said, Thomasin now found herself staring resolutely into the darkness, solemn in her vow to stand guard. Even as she heard the rustle of fabric and the clank of a buckle being undone. The soft splash of water, and Edith’s sharp intake of breath. She didn’t consider turning around once, nor did she make a single suggestive comment.

When she closed her eyes, she could see Edith’s bright-red face, her endearing embarrassment. Thomasin was more than tempted to storm back into that river and make Edith blush all over again, but she didn’t want to overwhelm her. Which was odd, because Thomasin didn’t usually make a habit of considering other people’s feelings. Edith had charmed her somehow. If she hadn’t been so naively sincere, Thomasin would have thought it was a strategy, that she was being manipulated.

And now, Edith was bathing beneath the moonlight, and Thomasin was not looking.

“You were right.” Edith’s strained voice drifted over to her like a gentle breeze. “It’s freezing.”

“Nothing better than an ice bath after sweating your ass off on a horse all day,” Thomasin called back.

“Speak for yourself! Not all of us wear head-to-toe leather. Maybe you’d sweat less in something more practical.”

“Never. Every drop of sweat is worth it.”

Edith laughed. The sound was strangled with cold, but it warmed some forgotten part of Thomasin. “It does cultivate a certain aesthetic.”

“What aesthetic is that?”

“You know.”

“No, please enlighten me,” Thomasin said, picturing Edith’s face. Lips turning up into a smile despite her best effort. Red flush across her round cheekbones, delicate nostrils flaring.

“It’s … striking,” Edith said.

“Striking. That’s all I get?”

“Yeah, striking. You know, it sends the message that ‘hey, I could kill you with my bare hands, but don’t worry, I’ll look really stylish while I do it.’ ”

Thomasin laughed loudly, her head tipping back. Beads of cold water dripped from the ends of her hair and onto her back, seeping through the thin material of her shirt. “The aesthetic doesn’t seem to work on you, though. You smiled at me when I tried to rob you, and then, the same day, strolled into my inn very confidently for someone who had no earthly clue how to hire a mercenary.” Thomasin said it teasingly, but there was real curiosity beneath the words.

Edith huffed a laugh, and Thomasin heard a splash of water. Edith’s voice sounded closer, as if she had swam up to the shore. “I think I was too busy being impressed by you to be scared of you killing me.”

Impressed? A strange feeling squirmed in Thomasin’s chest. She was impossibly flattered. Edith must have interpreted the silence very differently because she added with a tone of forced humor, “You aren’t planning on killing me with your bare hands, are you?”

Thomasin turned her head to face her before remembering midway through the movement that she shouldn’t look. So instead, she froze with her head half turned, eyes fixed on the ground behind her shoulder. “No. I’m not going to kill you.”

I’m just going to betray you and sell you back to your father, she thought bitterly. But Thomasin couldn’t allow herself to feel guilty. Not when her entire career and reputation rested on her getting enough money to bribe the constables into forgetting her transgressions, and not with Worthing lurking over her like a vulture over a not-quite-dead-yet body. Being a legendary mercenary was all she knew, and if she lost that, she didn’t know what she’d be left with. She had never spent much time thinking about who she was outside of her work. As Marshall had told her on his deathbed, she was nothing without the syndicate.

Thomasin thought of how passionate Edith had been about her books, her key, the treasure hunt as a whole. Thomasin hadn’t been passionate about anything in so long.

“Why did you decide to go on your quest?” she asked Edith abruptly.

She heard a ripple of water and imagined Edith tracing her fingers through the surface of the river. “One of my earliest memories is my grandmother telling my siblings and me bedtime stories about King Arthur. She told us that she had the only key to his treasure and that someday she would go on the adventure of a lifetime to find it.”

“She never did, though?” Thomasin surmised.

After a long silence, Edith said quietly, “No, she didn’t. But I promised her that I’d find it, so that’s what I’m doing.”

Thomasin understood that more than she wanted to admit. “So it’s all for her, then?”

“And myself. I believe in the treasure as much as she did. I spent my childhood following her around the manor, begging her for more stories.”

“Stories you think are true?”

“I do,” Edith said confidently. “And when I find Excalibur, I’ll be able to prove it to everyone else.”

“Why didn’t your grandmother ever try to find the treasure?”

There was a long silence, and it took all of Thomasin’s admittedly weak self-control to not turn around and look at Edith in that moment. In the week she’d spent with her, she’d come to appreciate how openly the girl’s emotions played on her face. Edith hid nothing, and Thomasin could read her like a book. It was a relief to not have to worry about a person’s hidden motivations or secret agendas for once. Edith was honest and free with her emotions to a strangely naive extent. Usually, Thomasin would find such behavior weak, but she actually liked knowing what Edith was feeling. There was a safety in it. With Edith, Thomasin didn’t feel like she was always waiting for the trap to spring shut.

But now, the bonds of propriety kept Thomasin from seeing if her question had offended or upset Edith. “You haven’t drowned, have you?”

“No, sorry!” Edith called back with a forced laugh. “It’s just a long story, and I’m so cold I can hardly feel my teeth.”

There was splashing, and then Thomasin listened to the sounds of Edith getting dressed. The shaky clanging of metal was followed by Edith’s soft voice calling out from behind her.

“Could you—do you think you could help me with this buckle? My fingers are numb, and I can’t quite get it.” She gave a short, frustrated laugh.

Thomasin pivoted on a heel and strode over to where Edith stood near the river. Her hair was wet and unbound, falling to just below her shoulders. Thomasin had never seen her look so disheveled before. Even throughout their travels, Edith had managed to maintain the perfect image. Her hair was always done up, and her face was always painted precisely with cosmetics. Now, her pale skin was bare and every part of her looked softer, more vulnerable.

A few strands of wet hair stuck to her cheeks. Without thinking, Thomasin reached out and brushed them away. Edith stilled under her touch, eyes widening. Her cheeks and nose were already bright red with cold, but Thomasin imagined that if they weren’t, she would be blushing. “Sorry,” Thomasin murmured under her breath.

Edith looked up at her through her eyelashes and offered a shy smile. “Nothing to be sorry for.”

The air between them pulled tight, and Thomasin couldn’t help but stare at Edith, the soft glow of her beneath the moonlight. She looked away only when Edith fidgeted with the buckle at her waist. “Right,” Thomasin shook her head with a little laugh. She reached for the belt that held Edith’s skirt in place. The metal was frigid beneath her fingers. As she threaded the fabric through the buckle and clasped it in place, she tried to ignore the brief accidental brushes of her fingers against Edith’s stomach. Even through the linen of her shirt, she was drawn to the soft warmth of her.

She dropped her hands as quickly as she could.

“Thank you,” Edith said, bending over to put on her socks and shoes.

“Anytime,” Thomasin said casually.

Edith stood and smiled up at her with her too-easy-to-read face, and Thomasin’s heart twisted. She didn’t want to be the person who taught Edith that it was stupid to trust people, didn’t want to be her first lesson in betrayal. But Thomasin had to look out for herself. She led Edith back to the camp, and as they walked side by side through the forest, she convinced herself that she was doing Edith a favor. After this, Edith would know that if she didn’t look out for herself, no one else would.

“Why were you out ambushing people all alone?” Edith’s question pulled Thomasin from her depressing thoughts. “When we first met, I mean.”

“I get bored.”

“I go for walks in the garden when I get bored,” Edith said.

Thomasin laughed. “Rob a lot of people on these walks of yours?”

“Not unless you count picking roses. Although my father owns them, so I suppose that’s not really robbery.”

“That’s what I thought.”

Edith shrugged and mused aloud, “Roses, robbery—to each their own.”

“I don’t think my victims would share your cavalier attitude.”

“Hey.” Edith nudged Thomasin’s side with a gentle elbow. “Technically, I was one of your victims, and look how well that’s turned out!”

“Good point.” Thomasin smiled, trying to mask the bitter taste of the words.

“Why do you get bored? I would have thought the life of a criminal to be never-ending excitement.”

Thomasin considered for a moment, lifting a tree branch for Edith to pass under. “It used to be. I’d wake up every morning not knowing what was going to happen, or if I was even going to make it through the day.”

Edith grimaced, but Thomasin shook her head, looking for the right words to explain how those early days in the syndicate had felt. Once the terror and grief had worn off and she started to thrive in her new way of life. “The uncertainty … it gave things weight. Everything was a challenge, and every success was a massive celebration. I was always pushing myself for more gold, more women, more power.”

“What changed?”

“I got bloody promoted. Turns out management is a lot more delegation and a lot less doing whatever the fuck I want.”

“That must be a lot of pressure,” Edith said with a sympathetic twist of her lips.

Thomasin shrugged. “Just less fun than it used to be. Anyway, that’s why I sneak away when I can. Hold up some rich bastards to remind myself of the good old days.”

“Well, I’m very glad that you held up this rich bastard,” Edith said with a proud smile. Thomasin barked a laugh, and they let the conversation fade away into a companionable silence.

Once they reached the camp, Edith sat at the fire across from Jay, who smiled at her. They quickly became engrossed in conversation, and Thomasin was shocked that Jay had so much to say. She had categorized him as the sullen, silent, boring type almost immediately upon meeting him. But Edith, it seemed, could get anyone talking.

Thomasin would have joined them, but she didn’t feel like stabbing herself in the face with guilt anymore, which was what being around Edith was starting to feel like the closer they got to Slaughterbridge. She walked until she was out of earshot of their quiet voices but could still see the red bursts of the fire. There, she laid out her bedroll to try to get some sleep.

Edith and Jay went to bed, the fire faded to embers, and the scurrying of nocturnal animals echoed through the trees, but Thomasin found no rest. Lying on her bedroll, one arm tucked beneath her head, the other fidgeting with her knife, Thomasin stared up at the sky. She used to be able to name almost every constellation. She had the vaguest memory, so fuzzy it very well could have just been an imagining, of her mother pointing at each star and speaking to her in a soft voice. Funny, she hadn’t thought about that in at least a decade. Her mother had died, and there had been much more important things to remember than which constellation was a ram and which was a fish.

The cluster of stars that might have been a ram was now eclipsed by Worthing’s face. Thomasin scowled instinctively and sat up. She stabbed her knife into the earth next to her. “What?”

“Did you send the ransom letter?”

“Of course I did.” Thomasin had dispatched their fastest rider with a letter for Edith’s father, telling him where to meet them and when. Assuming the letter had reached him, and assuming he wanted his daughter back, he would show up at Slaughterbridge tomorrow to claim her.

You’ve been a killer since you were a child. Marshall’s parting words spun circles in her head. What she was doing to Edith wasn’t murder. It was nowhere close to being the worst thing she had ever done. But somehow, this was the guiltiest she had ever felt, which was ridiculous. What Marshall had said was undeniably true. She was a killer. It was who she was. It was all she was.

“I don’t ask because I doubt you,” Worthing said in a tone that made it obvious that he had indeed doubted her. “I’m just trying to plan my day tomorrow.”

“Fuck off.” Thomasin glared up at him. “You don’t get to plan, you only get to do as you’re told.”

He raised his hands placatingly. “Very well, boss. For all our sakes, but especially yours, I hope everything goes to your plan tomorrow.”

Worthing slunk back off into the night, and Thomasin dragged her hands down her face, growling into them. Worthing couldn’t wait to watch her fail. He probably assumed she didn’t have a plan, but she did. It just wasn’t a very complicated one. She would let Edith use her key and have a few precious hours where she could live out her fantasy and follow her quest. Then, when there was no treasure, and her world came crumbling down around her, Thomasin would hand her over to her father and demand an exorbitant amount of money, thus shattering whatever would be left of Edith’s dreams and ideals into a million little pieces.






Chapter Seven


Arthur’s Stone was beautiful. It lay on the ground, nestled against an outcropping of rock, perpendicular to the river. The rectangular slab was just over ten feet long, with edges curved and worn by time. The damp earth around the river was lush, coated in lichen and greenery. The stone was covered with patches of moss and slick with a green sludge. Edith stroked her fingers over the cold, damp surface of the stone. The moss was spongy and thick with morning dew.

The Latin and Ogham inscription was barely visible in the early morning light. So many scholars presumed to know what it meant, but only Edith’s ancestors carried the true translation, passed down from generation to generation, starting with those who had laid the stone in the first place. That secret knowledge made Edith proud to be of the Camborne line. She didn’t care about her family’s money, or the properties, or the business. Like her grandmother before her, Edith only cared that once, long ago, there had been something noble, something special in her bloodline.

The stone’s true purpose was twofold, which was hinted at by the dual languages of the inscription. First, it was a memorial of King Arthur’s fall. In this very spot, he had received a mortal wound from his nephew, Mordred. As Arthur lay dying, he gave his final instructions to the knight Sir Bedivere. He ordered him to throw Excalibur into the lake so that it would return to Avalon. After that, Arthur himself made his last journey to Avalon, where he remained to this day.

The second purpose of the stone was to mark the beginning of a trail that only the worthy could follow. If an honorable soul possessed the key, then they could find the first clue that would lead them on a quest to find Arthur’s resting place in Avalon. Edith could only hope she was honorable enough. The treasures that lay with him, Excalibur included, were far too important to be lost forever, so the knights who had hidden the entrance to Avalon knew they must also leave behind a way for the artifacts to be found.

Edith felt Thomasin come up behind her to study the stone over her shoulder. The wild mess of Thomasin’s hair brushed up against Edith’s cheek.

“Isn’t there supposed to be an X?” Thomasin asked.

“What?” Edith glanced up at her, spitting out a strand of Thomasin’s hair that had gotten stuck in her mouth while she spoke.

“ ‘X marks the spot,’ right? That’s how you know there’s treasure.”

Technically, there was no treasure here, but Edith planned on putting off that revelation for as long as humanly possible. “That’s only in storybooks,” she scoffed.

Thomasin gave her a pointed look and said, “I’m sorry, we’re currently on a quest to unearth a mythical king’s magical sword and all his mighty treasure, but you draw the line at ‘X marks the spot’?”

Edith considered that for a moment. “Yes. An X makes no logical sense. If every treasure came with a giant X, then everybody would be finding treasures right and left. Besides, if the goal of hiding treasure is to keep it from being found, then why would you announce its presence with a universally recognized symbol?”

“I didn’t realize that logic was an intrinsic value of the treasure-hunting process. I thought all you needed was a strong imagination.”

Edith reared back, turning to face Thomasin head on. “King Arthur is not imaginary. I can show you dozens of historical texts and scholarly accounts that prove Camelot, Merlin, and the knights of the Round Table were all very real. Just because the rest of the world has decided they’re mere legends, solely because nobody has any faith in magic or wonder or goodness, does not mean they’re made up.”

Thomasin raised her hands placatingly and rocked back on her heels as Edith finished with a dramatic huff. “Touchy subject,” Thomasin commented.

“It is my life’s work.” Edith crossed her arms over her chest.

Thomasin raised a skeptical brow. “Aren’t you a little young to already be declaring a life’s work?”

Edith disagreed wholeheartedly. If anything, she felt as though she was already hopelessly behind. If she didn’t accomplish her life’s work soon, she would never catch up to her siblings, to where she should be, to where everyone else her age already seemed to be: settled, content, and with every item on their life’s to-do list well in hand.

“I’m not that young,” she simply said.

This made Thomasin laugh. “C’mon, you’re what? Twenty-two?”

“Twenty-seven,” Edith grumbled.

Thomasin shrugged lazily as if the five years’ difference didn’t mean anything at all, when in Edith’s mind it meant five years wasted, because she should’ve started this quest at least that much earlier.

“Wait.” Thomasin caught Edith by the arm as she turned back to the stone. “Shouldn’t you be married?”

Edith’s cheeks flushed so intensely she thought she might faint. Mortification was an anvil in her stomach. Yes, she should be married by now, but she wasn’t going to stand there and tell Thomasin all about how no one had ever shown the slightest interest in her. How Edith had never so much as held hands with someone with romantic intent, or how her father’s attempts to marry her off had gotten increasingly desperate before he had just given up entirely, resigned to the fact that Edith would have to live in his house and rely on his money and good graces forever. How she had wanted to be courted so badly, and yet no one ever wanted her.

“No,” she gritted out between her teeth, yanking her arm out of Thomasin’s grip. Beginning the quest was supposed to be one of the happiest days of her life. She would not let Thomasin ruin it by reminding her of the complete social failure that was her normal life.

Edith kept her back turned, resolutely staring at the inscription but not really reading it. She heard Thomasin say softly, “Their loss, mate. That hoity-toity countryside crowd doesn’t know what they’re missing.”

Edith still didn’t turn around to face her. It was no longer out of shame, but to hide the tears that had begun to pool in her eyes. No one besides her grandmother had ever said such a kind thing to her before. She swallowed thickly and blinked away the tears as best she could. “Thank you,” she murmured. Thomasin clapped her gently on the back in response.

Worthing and Jay’s arrival gave Edith the distraction she needed to wipe her eyes without Thomasin seeing. She didn’t want the gruff highwaywoman to know she could be so easily affected by a kind word. Especially when it was likely only said out of pity.

“Horses are all taken care of,” Worthing said. The men had stayed at camp to tend to them while Edith and Thomasin scouted ahead to the site. Or at least that’s what Thomasin told them. Edith had woken up before the sun, jittery with excitement, and at the very first hint of dawn, she’d taken off toward the stone, unable to wait even a second longer for the rest of the group to rouse.

She had left a note next to Thomasin’s sleeping form, letting her know where she’d gone, and figured they would meet her at Arthur’s Stone when they were ready. But five minutes into her walk, Thomasin snuck up behind her, and the startle of it had probably taken a good chunk off of Edith’s life. According to Thomasin, the noise of Edith’s trouncing through the woods was enough to wake a bear from hibernation, let alone a mercenary with insomnia.

At that point, Edith had asked Thomasin if she wanted to talk about what was troubling her so much as to cause insomnia, to which Thomasin had responded, “There are two kinds of mercenaries. Those who don’t sleep heavily, and those who are dead.”

Jay did not seem to fall under either category, though, because as he lumbered over to where they stood, he still seemed half asleep.

“Where’s the treasure?” he asked, looking down at the stone over Edith’s shoulder. Worthing stepped in front of her, cutting off her view of the stone.

“I do hope you’re right about this, boss,” Worthing said. “We really do need the funds to pay off the chief inspector after—well, you know,” he finished with a condescending look at Thomasin, whose eyes flicked skyward in irritation.

Before Thomasin could respond, Edith shouldered her way past Worthing. “You’ll get your treasure, just like I promised.” She pulled the key from where it hung on a leather cord around her neck, trying not to think about what Worthing might do once she came out with a clue instead of treasure.

“You two stand guard out here,” Thomasin commanded.

They took their posts while Thomasin and Edith crouched before the stone. “I don’t see a lock,” Thomasin murmured in Edith’s ear.

“Trust me.” Edith ran her fingers along the underside of the stone, tracing a ring around the edge. At the left end of one of the long sides, right before it met the corner, Edith’s fingers dipped up into a slender gap. She felt along the ridges of the small, carved-out space and smiled.

With a firm push, the key slotted right into the gap. She twisted, and with a rough clunk, the stone loosened from the ground. In the sliver of space that had opened, Edith could see that the stone had not been lying against the earth. It had been attached to a stone frame that had been dug into the ground.

“Help me lift this,” she said to Thomasin.

The two of them slid their fingers into the gap and heaved the stone up, letting it fall back against the rocky ledge. What was revealed beneath Arthur’s Stone had Edith’s heart beating with furious joy.

Within the stone frame was an earthen set of stairs that led into the darkness below the ground. Without delay, the two of them stepped into the narrow entrance and began their descent. The stairs went so deep that by the time they reached the end, the light from the opening only provided the faintest glow. Edith could barely make out the shape of her own hand in front of her.

From what she could tell, they now stood in a slender passageway. The walls were cobbled stone, and the floor was packed dirt. The thrill of being in a place no one had walked in for centuries spurred Edith onward despite the dark. She kept her left hand on the wall as she followed the tunnel, Thomasin close at her heels.

The further they walked, the more complete the darkness became. Thomasin took hold of the strap of Edith’s satchel so as to not lose track of her. Each step became slower, more hesitant. There was no way to tell if her foot would find solid ground or not, but she kept moving.

She only screamed once. The cobweb that she walked right into clung to her face, and she batted at it.

“Stay still,” Thomasin ordered. Edith managed to obey, and Thomasin’s rough fingers brushed the webs away from her skin.

“Thank you,” she breathed.

“It’s nothing,” Thomasin said, giving her bicep a bracing squeeze.

They continued down the passage until, finally, a pinprick of orange light broke up the dark. Edith picked up the pace, her heart beating a wild rhythm in her chest as she followed the light. The passage came to an end with a stone archway that led to a circular chamber. Thomasin had to duck her head to step through the threshold.

The very moment they passed into the room, a loud mechanical thunk shuddered through the walls. Thomasin and Edith spun around to face the archway, but it was too late. A wrought iron portcullis slammed into place, trapping them inside the chamber.

Edith’s mouth dropped open, equal parts terror and glee. Yes, she was in an underground room and the only exit had been sealed, but on the other hand, this proved that there was something here. Thomasin, though, did not seem to appreciate this silver lining. She stormed the portcullis the same way she’d stormed the constables. Unfortunately, wrought iron bars did not respond to brute force the same way humans did. Thomasin pried at the edges of the gate, trying with all her might to lift it back up. She kicked and shook the bars, growling ferociously all the while. The low sound coming from deep in her chest set off an odd flutter in Edith’s stomach.

It wasn’t until Thomasin whipped out her pistol that Edith intervened. She grabbed hold of Thomasin’s arm, pulling it down as Thomasin tried to aim at the portcullis.

“Bullets ricochet!” Edith bit out as she struggled with the effort of wrestling Thomasin away from the archway. “Thomasin!” Edith shouted.

This finally seemed to get her attention. She slumped against the wall, chest heaving with frustration and the effort of trying to engage a door in hand-to-hand combat. Edith slowly released her grip on Thomasin’s arm and said, “We can’t get out of here with brute force. We have to be smart.”

“Well, that’s your department,” Thomasin replied with a sardonic smile.

“Hey,” Edith said, ducking her head to meet Thomasin’s eyes. “That’s not true. C’mon, help me figure this out.”

Edith turned and took in the odd scene of the circular chamber. At the center of the room was a pedestal with a flickering candle underneath a glass dome. The source of the light. She approached it and ghosted the tips of her fingers over the glass. She could feel the heat of the flame.

“This candle has been burning for centuries,” she whispered.

“Or someone comes and lights it every day,” Thomasin said.

“Agree to disagree,” Edith said distractedly.

Past the candle, at the far left side of the room, was a marble statue carved into the shape of a tree. There was a perfectly round hollow halfway up the trunk. Edith drifted toward it to examine it up close. It was a beautiful piece of artwork. The rough divots in the marble gave the appearance of tree bark, and the branches were impossibly delicate. They looked as if Edith could reach up and snap one off like an icicle. Inside the hollow, there was a little gold tray set into a recess carved into the base. She touched it, and the tray dipped under the weight of her fingers with a little click. Nothing else happened, though.

Edith furrowed her brow and stepped away from the tree. On the right side of the chamber was another marble statue. This one was even more peculiar but just as eerily beautiful. It was shaped almost like a cauldron, but the surface wasn’t flat. It resembled a roiling sea, with crashing waves and bubbling sea-foam. On top of the circular sculpture, at the direct center, was a large basin. The marble was veined with shimmery blue. At the bottom of the basin was a little opening, like a drain. Edith leaned forward to look directly down into it, but she saw nothing but blackness.

She moved back to the center of the room and surveyed the two sculptures before her. Edith looked over her shoulder at the locked portcullis and smiled. This was a puzzle.






Chapter Eight


Thomasin supposed she had to give it to Edith. She really hadn’t thought there would be anything here but an old stone. So in that regard, she could give Edith a win. However, Edith was now smiling like a maniac even though they were going to starve to death in this dank little cave. Not to mention the fact that there was clearly no treasure. Thomasin was just about to recommit herself to trying to shoot the portcullis when Edith started digging in her satchel.

“What are you doing?” Thomasin asked.

Edith looked up at her with a crazed smile. “It’s a puzzle,” she squealed, fishing around in her bag some more and pulling out a cloth pouch. She shook it at Thomasin, the sound of gold coins jangling inside.

“As much as it pains me to admit, gold is not going to save us from starving to death.”

“Ugh, no!” Edith gestured dramatically toward the statues. “It’s just like the story, don’t you see?” At Thomasin’s blank look, Edith took her wrist and all but dragged her closer to the tree. She put her hand in the hollow, and Thomasin felt the gold slab wobble.

“It senses weight,” Edith said, pushing Thomasin’s hand against the platform over and over again, “but nothing happens.”

“Okay …” Thomasin said. “And we want nothing to happen?”

Edith’s hands went to her hips as she fixed Thomasin with a look of exasperation. “Of course not!”

“Then why are you so happy?” Thomasin yanked her hand from the hollow.

“Because I’ve ruled this out as a possibility, which means that I’m right.”

Edith moved to turn away, but Thomasin pinned her in place with firm hands on her shoulders. “Right about what, you crazy woman?”

Edith laughed, not offended in the slightest. “About how to solve the puzzle!”

It had not once occurred to Thomasin that there was a puzzle in this room. Nor would she ever have considered that a puzzle would be the thing to rescue them from their fate.

“Slow down and explain,” she commanded Edith.

Edith took a deep, beleaguered breath before beginning. “King Arthur received a mortal wound at this site. Before he was taken to Avalon, he gave Sir Bedivere a task. He told him to cast Excalibur back into the lake, where it would be safe from falling into the wrong hands. But Excalibur was extremely valuable and Bedivere wanted to keep the wealth for himself, so he buried Excalibur under a tree, then lied about it to Arthur.”

“It’s a dick move, but I can’t say I wouldn’t do the same,” Thomasin interjected.

Edith shot her a withering look and continued. “But Arthur had a connection to Excalibur, and he would have felt it once the blade returned to Avalon. He gave Bedivere another chance, only the knight left the sword buried again. King Arthur knew that Bedivere was a noble man, and so he gave him one last chance in the hopes that his chivalry would finally overcome his greed. And it did. Sir Bedivere threw Excalibur into the lake, which summoned the fae of Avalon, who received the sword and King Arthur, then ferried them both to their resting place.”

Thomasin opened her mouth to ask how in the hell any of that would help them, when Edith gestured expectantly first at the tree, then the basin. The answer to her own question hit her like a ton of bricks. She pulled Edith in for a rough hug. “You little genius!” she said into Edith’s hair. Thomasin pulled back, giving her an excited shake before letting her go.

Edith laughed and rubbed the back of her neck.

“Well, go on,” Thomasin urged.

Edith started, shaking herself, then hurried over to the basin. She unlaced her pouch of gold, and as she poured the entire contents into the basin, said, “We must surrender our desire for wealth and release it to the water.”

The clanging of gold on marble echoed through the chamber as each coin spiraled around the basin before falling into the drain and out of sight.

The last gold piece fell, and silence blanketed the room. At first, nothing happened. Thomasin watched as Edith’s face began to fall ever so slightly.

Suddenly, there was a gravelly crunch as one of the cobblestones in the wall swung open to reveal a secret compartment. Behind them, the gears of the portcullis groaned and the iron lattice stuttered back up into the ceiling.

Thomasin was so happy about the prospect of not starving to death, she almost forgot about the compartment. Maybe there was a treasure after all! This chamber was clearly meant to protect something. She strode over to where Edith was bent over the compartment, examining the contents. As Thomasin came up behind her, Edith straightened. Thomasin’s gaze flicked down to Edith’s fingers, which were fidgeting with a roll of parchment. Thomasin looked into the compartment, expecting gold or jewels, but it was empty.

“Is that it?” Thomasin pointed a finger at the parchment. “Where’s the treasure?”

“About that,” Edith said haltingly. “The treasure isn’t actually here. This is just the next clue.”

“What do you mean, ‘clue’?” Thomasin ground out. Edith’s eyes darted frantically around the room. She tried to sidestep, but Thomasin blocked her path. “Edith, did you know there would be no treasure here?”

“I never lied!” Edith insisted, her shoulders curling in.

“Well you sure as fuck didn’t tell the truth.” In the back of her mind, Thomasin knew it was beyond hypocritical to be mad at Edith for lying, but she couldn’t help it. Edith’s sincerity had completely blinded her. She had thought Edith was wrong about the existence of the treasure, but she had never once doubted that Edith believed what she was saying. Thomasin never considered that Edith might be lying to her, and that made her feel like the worst kind of fool.

“I said the path to Avalon began here, not that Avalon itself was here. And that’s true! The path to the treasure does start here, with this first clue.” She waved the parchment in Thomasin’s face. “The treasure is still all yours! It’s just going to take longer than you thought to get to it.”

“You know what, I’ve got a treasure already,” Thomasin said in a slow, menacing drawl.

“What?” Edith’s brow dropped into a straight line as Thomasin brushed past her. She could feel Edith following close behind as she charged toward the marble basin.

“Who needs Arthur’s treasure when I’ve got a handful of gold right here?” Thomasin reached into the basin and shoved her fingers in the drain.

Edith tried to push Thomasin away from the basin, but she didn’t budge an inch. “You have to leave them. You have to surrender your greed!”

“Absolutely not. If there’s no treasure, then I’m sure as hell not leaving behind handfuls of gold.”

“You can’t,” Edith cried, pulling on Thomasin’s arm.

She yanked away from her grip and drew her thinnest dagger from the strap on the inside of her forearm. She angled the blade into the drain and scraped around, hoping to hit a gold coin with the tip. She didn’t know how deep it went, but it was proven to be worth the try when she was able to get the point of her blade wedged beneath a coin. Carefully, she dragged the coin up the side of the pipe.

Thomasin palmed the coin triumphantly and then was tackled to the ground.

“What the fuck,” she growled. Edith was lying half on top of her. Thomasin tried to elbow her off but froze at Edith’s sharp gasp of pain. Thomasin craned her head to look at her. Edith’s face was paler than usual. She grimaced in pain, and Thomasin followed her line of sight to see an ancient-looking arrow sticking out of Edith’s shoulder, just below her collarbone.

“Booby traps,” Edith whimpered hoarsely.

Thomasin firmly, but gently, extricated herself from beneath Edith’s tense body. With an arm wrapped around her waist, she helped Edith to lie flat on the ground. Edith gasped in pain when her arm touched the stone floor.

Thomasin kneeled over her, right next to the wound, examining it closely. The arrow, likely blunted by time, hadn’t gone all the way through. She had no idea what kind of damage she would be doing if she tore it out. But she also couldn’t leave it in. Thomasin delayed that decision by ripping wider the hole the arrow had torn through Edith’s shirt.

“No,” Edith groaned.

Thomasin froze, pulling her hands back immediately. “Did I hurt you?”

“My adventuring outfit,” Edith moaned. “It’s ruined.”

Thomasin sighed and gave her hand a firm squeeze. “I’ll find you a new one.”

Edith’s skin was bright red where the arrow had pierced her. A mottled purple bruise was already radiating beyond the wound. Thomasin needed to clean it before infection set in, but she couldn’t do that with the arrow still inside.

“Alright, there’s nothing for it,” Thomasin said. “I have to pull it out.”

“It’s going to hurt, isn’t it?”

Thomasin wiped the beads of sweat from Edith’s forehead. She leaned over her, looking her dead in the eyes with an expression that she hoped was somewhere between comforting and commanding. “Yes. But it’ll be quick.”

Tears escaped Edith’s eyes, trailing down her temples, but she nodded. “Do it.” Her voice was shockingly steady, if a little shrill.

Thomasin wiped her sweaty hands on her thighs and forced them to shop shaking. She had stabbed an uncountable number of people in her lifetime. This was just an un-stabbing. Nothing to get all jittery and nervous about.

With one hand, she held Edith’s shoulder down, prepared for her to buck up against the pain. With the other, she carefully wrapped her fingers around the shaft and—

“Wait, wait, wait!” Edith cried, stopping Thomasin just in time. “If I die—”

“You’re not gonna die.”

“But if I do—”

“If you do, it’ll be because you’ll bleed out. Which will take a while, which means you’ll have plenty of time for dramatic last words. So let’s get this over with, and if the moment presents itself, you can compose your own eulogy then. Deal?”

Edith swallowed. “Fine.”

“Wonderful.” Thomasin gave her a tight smile and then gripped the arrow. “Ready?”

Edith squeezed her eyes shut, and Thomasin took that as confirmation enough. In one firm, steady movement, she yanked the arrow free. Blood oozed from the now slightly larger wound, and Thomasin instinctively covered the bleeding hole with her hands. Edith’s chest heaved with each shaky breath.

“Am I bleeding out?” she croaked.

Thomasin lifted her hand. “I’m not a physician.”

“She says, after performing surgery on me,” Edith grumbled.

“But,” Thomasin said emphatically, “I’ve seen enough stab wounds to say pretty confidently that you’re going to live.”

“Oh, that’s good.”

Thomasin agreed with a laugh of relief. Only then, once the true danger had passed and with her adrenaline waning, did she realize the sheer insanity of what had happened. “You saved my life,” Thomasin said hoarsely.

“I tricked you into coming here. It was the least I could do,” Edith said quietly.

Thomasin took Edith’s hand and pressed it to the wound, replacing her own hand. She made quick work of unbuckling her jacket and shucking it off. Beneath it was a sleeveless white tunic. She tore off a long strip of cloth from the bottom of the shirt. The fabric, old and faded, gave way easily.

“That arrow would have gone straight through my heart.” Thomasin brushed Edith’s hand away and pressed the fabric to her skin. “You took an arrow for me,” she told Edith, imploring her to acknowledge the significance of what she’d done.

Edith scoffed, but it turned into a wince of pain when Thomasin gently lifted her shoulder blade from the ground so she could loop the strip of cloth securely around her shoulder and underneath her arm.

Once the bandage was tied off and hopefully holding the rest of Edith’s blood within her body, Thomasin helped her sit up. Edith turned white as a sheet but managed to stay conscious. Thomasin leaned her back against the sculpture with the basin.

“Would you have preferred I let you die?” Edith joked weakly.

Staring down at Edith uncomprehendingly, Thomasin let out a huff of frustration. Then, she crouched down before Edith and took her face roughly between her hands. “Why would you do that? Why would you save me?”

“You would’ve done the same for me,” Edith wheezed.

Thomasin dropped her hands as if Edith’s very skin had burned her. She wouldn’t have. Thomasin wouldn’t have saved her. At that very moment, she was explicitly not saving her. She was in the midst of betraying her, and Edith had gone and jumped in front of an arrow for her. For no reason! She wasn’t playing an angle and gained nothing from saving Thomasin’s life. She had saved Thomasin just because … well, that was the thing. Thomasin could not, for the life of her, understand why Edith would have saved her life.

Thomasin had been yelling at her, acting like a child, trying to steal back her gold from the basin and threatening Edith’s chances of finding the treasure, which was the thing Edith cared most about in this world. Thomasin was a criminal with more blood on her hands than Edith had ever even seen. She was selfish and reckless. Merciless and uncaring.

Thomasin knew one thing with absolute clarity. She was not worthy of being saved. But Edith had saved her. She hadn’t even hesitated. Edith had saved her for no reason at all except that she cared.

Looking over her shoulder into the darkness beyond the archway, Thomasin thought about the scene brewing aboveground. Edith’s father was likely ready and waiting to take Edith away and crush her dreams. Once they walked out of this passage, any positive illusions Edith had about her would be thoroughly snuffed out.

Thomasin let her gaze drift back down to Edith, who smiled up at her, blissfully unaware of how dangerous Thomasin really was. But maybe she didn’t have to be dangerous. Thomasin wasn’t ready to go back. She wasn’t ready to go back to being a person that Edith wouldn’t save. She wanted to stay in Edith’s imaginary rose-colored bubble, where she could maybe be a good person just a little longer. She wanted to help Edith follow her quest, even though none of it could possibly be real. She wanted to save Edith from her father, from the mess Thomasin herself had created.

She opened her mouth, and the truth almost fell from her lips. The ransom, Edith’s father, the scope of Thomasin’s betrayal. She almost confessed it all. But just as the words began to form, dread settled like a stone in her stomach.

It was foolish, but Edith had never seen her as a threat. Even when she’d robbed her, Edith had seen something good in her. She hadn’t ascribed evil intentions to Thomasin or written her off. She’d given her a chance. It was like that act had opened a door in Thomasin’s mind, reminding her of what it felt like to be seen as good. And, all of a sudden, she wanted that again. She wanted to be good. Telling Edith the truth would ruin all of that.

It would make Edith hate her. Thomasin knew she deserved that hatred, and yet she could not face the possibility of it. Not when an alternative plan had already begun unfurling itself in Thomasin’s mind. All she had to do was get Edith away from Slaughterbridge without her seeing her father. If she did that, they could continue their adventure, and Edith would never have to know the depths of Thomasin’s immorality. It was, admittedly, a cowardly plan. But for the first time in her life, Thomasin found that she would rather be a coward than a monster.






Chapter Nine


The underground chamber spun lazily in Edith’s vision. She closed her eyes, but that only made her feel like the floor was tilting. Looking at Thomasin didn’t help either. The other woman was currently staring down at her with a stormy expression. She had seemed grateful to Edith for jumping in front of the arrow, but she was probably still mad that Edith had lied about the nature of the quest. It was, after all, one thing to agree to escort her to a single destination, and another thing entirely to escort her all across the country in search of an undetermined number of clues. It was a massive undertaking, and Edith had not been up-front about it. She had manipulated Thomasin to this point in the hopes that, after reaching the first clue, she’d be so enamored of the quest that she would want to continue.

Edith had justified this manipulation in the same way she had justified most of her decisions lately. She would do whatever it took to reach Excalibur, even if it meant a slight stretching of her morals. But as she stared at the deep crease between Thomasin’s furrowed brows, she felt anything but justified. There was the smallest sparkle of pride at having outwit the greatest criminal of London, though she batted the thought away quickly. It wasn’t becoming.

“I’m sorry,” Edith mumbled, her mouth pinching. Thomasin’s gaze jerked up to meet hers, and she almost looked surprised, as if she had forgotten Edith was there.

Thomasin gave her head a little shake before furrowing her brow even further and saying, “What could you possibly have to be sorry for?”

“I lied to you about the clues and deliberately led you to believe the treasure would be here. I didn’t actually apologize before. So, I’m sorry. It wasn’t fair of me.” Edith’s voice wobbled at the end. She covered it with a cough, hoping Thomasin hadn’t noticed.

A pained groan escaped Thomasin’s lips, and she dragged her hands down her face as she came over to where Edith sat slumped against the sculpture. Thomasin slid down to sit next to her with a huff. She watched as Thomasin drew her knees up and tipped her head back against the marble.

“You have to stop apologizing to me,” Thomasin said, letting her head fall to the side so she was looking at Edith. There was something heavy churning in her eyes. For a second, Edith could’ve sworn she looked horribly guilty. But then Edith’s vision went blurry again, and by the time the green of Thomasin’s eyes had come back into focus, the only thing she saw was concern. “Are you still with me?” Thomasin asked, leaning closer.

Edith nodded, even though just that small movement had her stomach roiling. But she didn’t care about that just yet. She needed to know if this was all over.

“Just tell me,” Edith whispered, unable to meet Thomasin’s eyes. “Are you giving up on the quest, now that you know there are more clues?” She waited for Thomasin’s response to hit her like a slap. Instead, a warm calloused hand cupped her cheek. With gentle pressure, Thomasin tilted Edith’s face up.

Thomasin’s mouth was set in a firm line. “Absolutely not.”

“Really? I don’t know how many clues there’ll be,” Edith said, unsure as to why she was trying to talk Thomasin out of helping her with the one thing she wanted most in the world.

“Five clues. Five hundred clues. I don’t care. I’ll see you through them all. I figure I owe you at least that much.” Thomasin nodded meaningfully at Edith’s shoulder, where Edith currently had her hand pressed to the bandaged wound.

“Thank you,” Edith said.

Thomasin winced. “Please don’t thank me.”

That didn’t make any sense to Edith, but she was too tired to figure it out. Instead, she grimaced and said, “Well, now that we have that figured out, I should probably do something about this.”

At Thomasin’s look of confusion, Edith withdrew her hand from her wound to reveal the blood-soaked bandage. Her hand, too, was slick and sticky with blood.

“Fuck,” Thomasin said, jerking forward to take hold of Edith’s arm. Thomasin hissed through her teeth. “I need to stitch this up now. You’re still losing too much blood and fading fast.”

Edith let herself slump farther against the sculpture. Her thoughts were murky, and the world around her was starting to feel less real. “Well, I did get shot with an arrow,” she said thickly.

“I can stitch it, but maybe we should get you to a real doctor. I don’t want you to—”

“Shh.” Edith attempted to press her pointer finger to Thomasin’s lip, but her hand was weak and clumsy, so she ended up very lightly slapping her on the side of her face, right under her cheekbone. “This makes me a real treasure hunter. I’m not gonna stop now just to see a stupid doctor.”

“Treasure hunter isn’t technically a real profession.”

“Says the crime boss.”

“I’m not sure how you’re winning arguments while delirious,” Thomasin said as she pulled her flask from the pocket of her jacket. “But I’m going to cut my losses and just let you have this one.”

“That’s nice,” Edith sighed.

“Do you have a sewing kit?” Thomasin’s voice sounded far away.

“In my bag,” she said.

Thomasin fished the little tin container from one of the many organizational pockets in Edith’s satchel, then returned to her side to help her lie down on the cold stone. It felt amazing against her sweaty skin. She let her eyes flutter close, finally giving up on the battle of keeping her vision focused. Edith was content to listen to the sound of Thomasin rustling around. At least until the shock of cold water being poured on her shoulder jerked her back to clarity. Her eyes flew open to the sight of Thomasin kneeling over her, canteen still in hand.

Craning her neck, Edith dared a glance at the wound. Washed clean, it didn’t look quite as bad. It was a small but deep puncture, and while blood still pooled, it was no longer spilling down her arm. Lying down must have stemmed the flow. When she looked back up at Thomasin, the canteen was gone. In its place was a threaded needle. Gripped in her other hand was her flask.

“You probably don’t want to watch,” Thomasin warned before taking a deep swig from the flask. That wasn’t the most reassuring sight.

“You’re probably right. I’ve never been queasy about needles, but then again, I’ve never been the embroidery cloth.” Edith laughed, but it came out like more of a wheeze.

“This will hurt,” Thomasin said, the flask poised above the wound. A breath later, sharp pain exploded in Edith’s shoulder. She gasped and attempted to bolt upright. Thomasin must have been ready for that, though, because her hand was already there to hold Edith in place.

“That wasn’t much of a warning!” Edith seethed, straining against Thomasin’s hold.

“It’s best not to think too much about what’s going to happen.”

True to her word, Thomasin slid the sharp point of the needle into Edith’s skin without any further preamble. Edith clenched her teeth and used every ounce of willpower she had to lie still. Luckily, it seemed she only needed a few stitches, and Thomasin’s fingers were fast and sure as she knitted the wound together.

“I’m impressed,” Thomasin said to Edith after she finished. “This is a big milestone in the career of any good adventurer.”

Edith peeked hesitantly at the wound. A jagged weave of turquoise thread held her skin together. “It’ll leave a scar,” she said, somewhat regretfully.

Thomasin shrugged as she tore another strip from her tunic. “Scars are hot.”

If Edith weren’t already flushed and clammy, she would have blushed the brightest, most embarrassing shade of red she ever had before. Her blank look and lack of witty response was embarrassing enough on its own, though. She just hoped Thomasin was focused only on bandaging her shoulder back up and not on the way Edith was currently melting into the earth.

With an arm around Edith’s shoulders, Thomasin helped her sit up. Thankfully, the stitches held, and the bandage stayed white. “We should probably get out of here,” Thomasin said. “Do you think you can stand?”

“Only one way to find out.” The ground beneath Edith’s feet lurched violently, or at least felt like it did, as she rose to her feet. She leaned against Thomasin, who supported her with a strong arm around her middle. When Edith’s legs didn’t buckle, Thomasin slowly let her arm drop. Despite herself, Edith wished that she would have stayed close just a little longer. But that was a foolish thought, spurred on by exhaustion. Her body felt all jangly and heavy. She couldn’t be expected to think straight so soon after being speared by an arrow. A smile ghosted her lips. Edith Darling was shot by a booby-trapped arrow. She imagined the people back home saying it. Her family, the servants. They would all be so surprised at her daring, and Edith would be so wonderfully vindicated. Pride bloomed deep in her chest, and that feeling was worth the pain still throbbing in her shoulder, and the shakiness of her legs as she forced them to take one step after another.

“Careful,” Thomasin said as she followed close at her heels. “No need to rush.”

The more Edith moved, though, the more her senses returned to her. This had been arguably the best day of her life, but she was ready to be aboveground again. She wanted fresh air and the sharp breeze against her skin. “I’m okay,” she reassured Thomasin.

Slowly, they made their way back through the dark passage. Edith’s strength did ebb the farther they walked, and Thomasin was there in an instant, taking Edith’s wrist and slinging her arm over her shoulder. Edith tried not to put too much of her weight on Thomasin, but she feared she wasn’t very successful. By the time the stairs came into view, Edith felt like crying at the sight of them. The prospect of dragging her utterly worn-out body up each and every one of those steps made her want to curl up and die. She was already out of breath from the slight upward slant of the passage. Her feet stuttered to a stop of their own accord, and she felt Thomasin’s eyes on her.

“Why don’t you wait down here for a couple minutes? It’ll probably be best for me to talk to Worthing alone first. He won’t like that there’s no treasure yet, and it’ll take some persuasion to get him on board with finding the next clues.” Thomasin’s voice was uncharacteristically hesitant, unconfident even. “Worthing can be volatile, and I don’t want him to lash out at you.”

Edith did not fear Worthing, and she thought Thomasin was perhaps being a little overdramatic. She also did not relish the idea of waiting out of sight like some fragile flower. But the idea of taking a rest before marching herself up the steps was too good to resist. Especially because she wouldn’t have to admit to Thomasin that she needed a break.

“Are you sure?” Edith lifted her arm from around Thomasin’s shoulders, and leaned back against the cold, cobblestone wall.

Thomasin’s eyes flitted around the room. Her jaw clenched as she swallowed, and her nod was stiff. With a quick, tight smile in Edith’s direction, she said, “I’ll be back quick as I can.”

Edith smiled back, hating that Thomasin had to put up with someone so hostile as Worthing. As Thomasin turned to leave, she paused, looking back at Edith for a long moment. Her lips parted, and she seemed almost about to speak. That dark look was back in her eyes. But then, with a sharp exhale, she pivoted back around and strode up the stairs, her long legs taking them two at a time.

Wiping the sweat from her brow, Edith tested her shoulder, rolling it ever so slightly, only to be rewarded with a lance of pain. She thought about sitting, but worried she would be too wrung out to get back up. Instead, she closed her eyes and tipped her head back. Just this once, she was content to wait alone in the dark.






Chapter Ten


Thomasin was a terrible person. She had always known that. And yet, being a terrible person had never felt so, well—terrible, before. But if Thomasin had told Edith the truth about the ransom, then Edith would have been so angry she likely would have run off back to her father and never finished her quest. She would be devastated, and her dreams would be dead. So, if one thought about it, Thomasin was really preserving Edith’s dream by concealing the truth from her. Maybe if she kept telling herself that, it would start to feel true.

The daylight filtering into the passage grew brighter, and Thomasin gritted her teeth. She drew a dagger in one hand and her pistol in the other as she took the last few steps, preparing herself for whatever scene was brewing aboveground. If Edith’s father was already here she would—

Damn it. She had no idea what she would do. Thomasin couldn’t very well kill Edith’s father to get them out of this. Whatever she did, it had to be quick. If Thomasin knew Edith, and she really did think she was starting to, then Edith would not wait out of sight for long.

The first thing she saw when she emerged from Arthur’s Stone was the back of Worthing’s greasy head. He and Jay turned to face her at the sound of her metal buckles and knives clanging against the stone rim. Heart in her throat, Thomasin looked past them, scanning the trees. The forest was mercifully, miraculously, empty. Her entire body sagged in relief. She had never felt so wildly fortunate in her entire life, and she thanked whatever stupid god had allowed her this stroke of luck.

“Where’s Edith?” Jay’s tone was stark, and concern lined his features. “Did you find the treasure?”

“She’s fine. And no.” Thomasin brushed by them, holstering her pistol. “Edith’s father isn’t here?”

“Not yet,” Jay answered, impatience simmering in his tone. If Thomasin weren’t so distracted, she would have reprimanded him.

“Good. We need to leave immediately. Get the horses ready while I get Edith.”

Jay jumped into action at once but still threw the question over his shoulder. “What about the ransom?”

Thomasin stilled, halfway turned to Arthur’s Stone. She felt their eyes on her. Jay’s carefully blank, Worthing’s mutinous. “We’re not ransoming her anymore,” she said.

Jay nodded once, then went to saddle the horses. Worthing stalked over to her and said in a deep growl, “I don’t know what the fuck you think you’re doing, but we need that gold.”

She knew he was right, and that angered her more than anything. The syndicate’s survival rested on Thomasin’s ability to pay off the Metropolitan Police. But she couldn’t use Edith after the woman had just saved her life. If she were to tell Worthing that her decision was being made to preserve a sentimental, newly found moral code, he would never respect her authority again.

“We’re gonna help Edith find the treasure like we were hired to.” Worthing began to object, but Thomasin cut him off with a deadly glare. “If the treasure doesn’t exist, or isn’t as bountiful as Edith believes, then we’ll revisit the ransom plan.” That last part was a lie, but it still fell easily from her lips.

“That doesn’t make any sense!” Worthing roared. He jutted a bony finger in her face, standing close enough that she could feel the rancid warmth of his breath. “Why would we waste our time on this fucking imaginary quest when we already have the real prize? And in case you don’t remember, the treasure”—he spat the word with mocking vitriol—“was supposed to be here, which of course it’s not, because it doesn’t exist! Why the hell do you think it exists somewhere—”

In one fluid movement, Thomasin slid a knife out from one of the hidden sheaths in her sleeve and stabbed it into Worthing’s shoulder. Right into the fleshy part beneath his collarbone. Deep enough to hurt, but not enough to truly wound. She closed the distance between them until they were nose to nose and twisted the blade. She felt him fighting the urge to curl in his shoulders, to rear back from the attack.

“Do not question me.” Her tone was hard. She had spent years perfecting it, the way she needed to sound to get people to follow her. Unfeeling, merciless, monstrous. The one thing that Thomasin knew she was good at was getting people to fear her. So what if it left a sour taste in her mouth and a pit in her gut? It was a skill that had made her successful beyond reason, a legend even among the worst criminals. At least now she was wielding her monstrosity to help Edith.

She ripped the blade from Worthing’s body. He gasped but managed to stay on his feet. Wiping his blood from the knife on the sleeve of his opposite arm, she said, “I read about this thing once. They called it death by a thousand cuts.” She grazed the blade down his sleeve, to the exposed skin of his forearm. She angled it, pressing the sharp edge ever so slightly into his skin. “I wonder how many cuts it would take you to bleed out?”

Worthing drove his knee against her thigh. In the second it took Thomasin to regain her footing, he reached toward the knife. His fingers closed around her wrist, but just as he began to twist, Thomasin drove her other elbow right into his nose. Bone cracked, and he dropped her wrist. Thomasin wrapped her hand around his throat. Blood dripped from his nose and onto her fingers. She squeezed hard enough to make him gasp, to leave bruises. She had him now. She could see the obedience, the fear creeping back into his eyes.

Thomasin lowered the blade back to his forearm. His lips flattened into a line as she sliced into his skin, a slash of red welling up. “How many can you stay standing for, do you think?” She drew another line of blood, and a muffled groan of pain fell from his lips. A smile split Thomasin’s lips. “I heard that.”

She sliced one more time, deeper than all the rest. “You will follow my orders, or you will be punished. You might not like what I tell you to do, but I promise you that the consequences for disobeying will be much worse. In fact, the next thing I cut might be your tongue.”

His throat bobbed as he swallowed instinctively, then nodded. It was a quick, jerking movement. Thomasin released him with a shove. He still hated her, would still look for opportunities to take power from her. But she was confident he had been sufficiently reminded that he should at least be scared of her. The way he stumbled back from her clutching his bleeding shoulder told her everything she needed to know.

Jay approached with the horses as Thomasin stepped back into Arthur’s Stone. “Any objections?” Thomasin asked, her voice low.

He shook his head slowly. “Edith doesn’t know about the ransom. That’s why she’s still down there.”

It wasn’t a question, but Thomasin answered anyway. “Yes.” She tilted her chin up, daring Jay to push her further, to criticize. She could feel the disapproval radiating from him, but he just clenched his jaw and inclined his head.

“You’re the boss.”

Thomasin almost laughed. She had never felt less in charge. “Be ready to move,” she told them before ducking back down the stairs.

Just as predicted, Edith was already halfway up the steps by the time Thomasin reached her. “Patience is not your strong suit, is it?” Thomasin quipped as she looped Edith’s arm over her shoulder and took some of her weight so they could quicken their pace.

“No, not really,” Edith responded. Her voice was tight, and Thomasin knew she was trying to hide how out of breath she was. But Thomasin couldn’t let them slow down. They had to get away from Slaughterbridge as fast as humanly possible. Edith’s father could show up at any second. When they reached the surface, Thomasin lifted Edith out of the stone frame, ignoring her squawk of protest. Jay smiled when he saw Edith, but Thomasin could see the tension in his eyes. She gave him a sharp glare over Edith’s head.

“I see the persuasion went well,” Edith said quietly. Thomasin, focused on ushering Edith to the horses, was confused by the remark until she followed Edith’s gaze to Worthing, who was still seeping blood. Not enough to render him useless, though. Thomasin still had some sense about her.

“It was an aggressive form of persuasion.” Thomasin’s pulse thundered in her throat as she guided Edith onto a horse. It occurred to Thomasin as she mounted behind Edith, swinging her leg up and over as smoothly as possible so as to not jostle her, that this might be the first time in her life that she had ever run away. She hated the squirrelly, pathetic way it made her feel, but the alternative was worse. She needed to get Edith away from the danger of the ransom. That was all that mattered. If there was one thing she was good at, it was compartmentalization. She took her guilt and her cowardice and shoved them in a box at the back of her mind. The only truth that existed was that she wanted to help Edith with her quest, and if running away was the way to accomplish that, then that’s what she would do.

Jay came up next to them on his own horse, one hand on the pommel of the saddle. He seemed to startle at the sight of Edith’s bandaged shoulder. “Are you alright?” he asked her, voice gentle.

Edith smiled. With no small amount of smugness, she said, “It was a booby trap.”

Jay gave a short laugh, somewhere between surprised and impressed. “Are you serious? What kind of—”

“We don’t have time for this,” Thomasin interrupted. She wrapped her arms around Edith and urged the horse into a trot, not even sparing a glance to check if Jay and Worthing followed.

Thomasin kept them at a punishing pace, or at least as fast as she dared with Edith’s body becoming progressively more limp against hers as they rode on. When they finally made camp, after about two hours’ ride, Thomasin was holding up what felt like Edith’s entire weight. The two of them dismounted rather ungracefully, the belt of Edith’s skirt catching on the buckle of the saddle at one point, then Thomasin led the horse over to Jay to be tended. The man seemed to enjoy the work of feeding, brushing, and watering. When she wasn’t looking, she swore that she could hear him softly murmuring to the horses while he cared for them.

Night had fallen quickly and so had the cold. A damp chill fell on the forest clearing where they set up their bedrolls for the night. Worthing disappeared into the trees, where he was hopefully hunting, but probably spending just as much time sulking. Thomasin handed Edith the canteen with the most water left. The woman still looked like a ghost, and after the day she’d had, Thomasin certainly didn’t blame her. Sleep, food, and warmth were what she needed now. One was supposed to rest after being shot by an arrow, not trek through underground passages and ride horses at pulse-pounding speeds.

Thomasin set about making a fire as quickly as possible. Edith tried to help, insisting that the fire was her only responsibility, but Thomasin forced her to sit on a mostly dry log near the circle of firewood she was piling up. She struck her flint against a rock, casting sparks onto the logs and kindling. She blew on it, coaxing the little flames to take root. Once the fire was roaring and warmth was seeping back into the air around them, Worthing returned with three squirrels slung over his shoulder. He tossed them at Thomasin’s feet before storming away to his bedroll. The three of them chewed their stringy pieces of squirrel meat in silence. Edith retired to her own bed immediately after ripping the last stubborn tendril of meat from the bone.

Thomasin felt much lighter now that Edith was safe and the worst of her injury managed. She hadn’t realized she’d been so worried about her until the tangle of knots in her stomach eased at the sight of Edith lying on her bedroll, breaths finally coming evenly, blood loss no longer a sword hanging over her head. She laid her bedroll slightly closer to Edith’s than she usually did. Not because she wanted to be near her, but so that Edith could easily get her attention if the stitches ripped, or if she started bleeding again.

The names of the constellations still eluded her as she stared up at the night sky, waiting for sleep to take her. Usually, it took an exorbitant amount of time for her to convince her body that it was safe enough to rest. She settled in, preparing herself for those lonely hours, where time seemed to stretch and warp. Tonight was no different than any other, except for one thing. Being only a few feet away from Edith, Thomasin could hear the slow rise and fall of her breaths. She listened to the sound of Edith breathing the way one listened to the ocean. Those steady waves lulled her to sleep faster than anything else ever had.






Chapter Eleven


It was a treasure map, an honest-to-goodness treasure map. The frayed scroll of parchment that had been concealed in the wall of the chamber sketched out a path leading from Arthur’s Stone back east toward London, but slightly more south. The landmarks of the map were unfamiliar, but the landscape matched up well with the modern maps Edith had studied. She brought the parchment up to her face and breathed in the scent of it, ancient and earthy. A knight of Camelot had penned this map, held it in their very own hands. She couldn’t quite get her head around it, the enormity of that history.

Edith traced a finger along the path, following it across the countryside until it came to an end at—

“X marks the spot. I told you so,” Thomasin said, having snuck up behind her to peer down at the map.

“That’s not really an X.” It was more of a many-spoked star with a circular flower at the center. Each line of the star alternated between green and white. She rolled up the parchment, securing it with an extra hair ribbon, and then tucked it into the pocket of her skirt. She didn’t want to risk not having it directly on her person.

“How’s your shoulder?” Thomasin sat next to Edith, the log she was occupying hardly big enough for both of them. Before Edith could even respond, Thomasin was reaching for the collar of her shirt to pull it aside and take a look.

Shrugging away from the touch, Edith said, “It feels a lot better. I can’t thank you enough for making sure I didn’t bleed to death.” A full night’s sleep truly had brought Edith back to life. She no longer felt woozy or painfully weak. The sharp pain in her shoulder had dulled to a strange, tugging ache. It was a tolerable pain, though, one she could think around easily.

“Ah, it was a shoulder wound. You would’ve been fine.” Thomasin brushed away her thanks with a flick of her hand.

“Well either way, thank you.” She caught Thomasin’s eye as she said it, hoping the other woman could see how grateful she was. Not just for mending her shoulder, but for standing by her. Edith knew it must not have been easy to get Worthing to agree to keep following the quest, and yet Thomasin had done whatever had been necessary to get him to stay in line. Edith couldn’t quite believe how lucky she was. It wasn’t just that Thomasin supported her, but also that Thomasin seemed to believe in the quest herself now. Why else would she be okay with tracking down so many clues?

Edith also had the map. The little piece of parchment that drew an invisible string from Edith to the legends of Camelot. Her grandmother would have been absolutely giddy over it. Edith pictured it over and over again, how her grandmother would react if she were here to hold the map herself. She had to settle for holding the scroll in one hand and her grandmother’s urn in the other. She pressed the objects together, but that oddly felt like she was forcing them to kiss, so she abandoned that thought and just let them take each other in from a distance. That didn’t go on for very long, though, because Edith’s eyes welled with tears, and she knew she had to stop. Instead, she resolved to focus on the sheer joy and excitement of the fact that there actually was a second clue, just as they had always speculated.

“That’s a long journey,” Thomasin said, nodding her head to the pocket where Edith had stashed the map. “We better get going.”

A smile curved Edith’s lips, but she didn’t let her excitement consume her just yet. “You know it’ll probably just be another clue, right?”

“I know what I agreed to.” Thomasin stood and held out a hand.

Edith took it with her good arm, letting Thomasin haul her to her feet. This time, she let her smile stretch wide. “Thank you,” she said, squeezing Thomasin’s hand before releasing it. To think she was going to spend yet another week, possibly longer, depending on travel conditions, adventuring through the countryside with Thomasin. It was almost too wonderful to bear. And that was before taking into account that another clue awaited them. Edith bounced on her heels. The excitement of it all was too much to contain in her body.

“Don’t thank me yet. I still have to get you there alive.”

“I have faith in you,” Edith said, still beaming.

Thomasin opened her mouth, closed it again. She didn’t end up saying anything, just smiled strangely at Edith, and then strode off toward Worthing and Jay.

Their little party convened by the horses. As the saddlebags were being packed, Thomasin asked Edith, “Does your arm feel okay to ride?”

She moved her arm in an experimental circle. Her skin pulled painfully, and the muscles screamed at the movement, but she managed to school her face and hide any winces. “Good as new,” Edith said. It wasn’t just that she didn’t want to delay the quest. She wanted to be tough, like Thomasin was. She didn’t think that the crime boss would respect her if she couldn’t push through a simple shoulder wound.

Edith managed to mount the horse, and although daggers of pain shot up her arm when she gripped the pommel, she held on well enough to keep from falling off. Whatever lingering discomfort her injury caused her, she could handle it on her own.

It wasn’t until the third day of travel that this strategy began to prove problematic. Edith was sweating buckets even though it was a brisk afternoon with not even a single ray of sunshine peeking through the clouds. The sharp pain of her wound had become a radiating hurt that throbbed underneath her skin, trailing all the way down her arm to her fingertips. She refused to look at the wound during the day, not wanting to panic. Instead, she unwound the bandage and surveyed the damage once a night.

The previous night, she had nearly gasped at the sight of it. The skin beneath the stitches was so swollen, it looked like it was eating the thread. Greenish goo lurked within the wound, seeping up through the bright red skin around the puncture. Her whole shoulder was hot to the touch, and Edith knew that all of this was a terrible sign. But it was so grotesque, and Thomasin had already done so much for her. Edith didn’t want to give anyone more reason to think that she wasn’t cut out for this life. She gritted her teeth, dribbled water over the wound, hissing as pain lanced through her body, and re-bandaged it.

Now, as afternoon shifted into evening, and Edith could barely sit up straight, she was beginning to question the validity of her “out of sight, out of mind” approach to healing an infected wound. Especially when Thomasin held out an arm and whistled, signaling the horses to make an abrupt stop. Edith nearly pitched over the front of the horse, and the whole world spun dangerously as she righted herself.

She felt as if she were watching everything through a hazy screen. Thomasin’s hand signal toward Worthing. His sharp nod before he yanked on the reins of his horse and galloped into the shadows of the trees that flanked the narrow dirt path they traveled.

Another hand signal from Thomasin, and they continued down the road, confusingly without Worthing. They rounded a bend, and she saw three figures standing in the road. Behind them, blocking the way forward, was a fallen tree. They must be Good Samaritans attempting to clear the road. Edith lifted her hand to wave at them, but her arm was wobbly, and she didn’t think the gesture came off properly, because the closer they got to the men, the angrier they looked.

The man in the center stepped forward. He had a long beard and a nose that looked like it had been broken more than once. “Tax for safe passage,” he said in a voice as scraggly as his beard.

Highwaymen. The word floated through Edith’s mind, not quite registering the right amount of fear. They weren’t as common anymore, but deep in the country, where the Metropolitan Police hadn’t mananged to gain as much of a foothold, they still lurked.

“Let us by, and I promise to give you safe passage,” Thomasin said.

He barked a laugh. “Lady, you’re outnumbered. Just pay up.”

Thomasin made a show of counting, pointing at Jay, Edith, then herself. She screwed her face up in mock concentration. “There’s three of us. Now math isn’t my strong suit, but I’m pretty sure that makes us even.”

“Do you even know how to fire that gun you’re holding, sweet—”

The bullet went through his forehead before he could finish his sentence. Thomasin peered closely at her smoking pistol. “Did I do it right?”

The other two men drew their guns, but Worthing appeared behind them, slitting the throat of one of them and firing a shot straight through the chest of the other.

Thomasin holstered her gun with an eye roll. “So fucking stupid,” she said as she handed the reins to Edith, dismounted, and moved over to the bodies. “I was actually going to let them live.”

Edith watched as Thomasin and Worthing dug through the dead highwaymen’s pockets.

“Are you okay, Edith?” Jay’s smooth voice drifted toward her, but it sounded funny, as if it were traveling to her from a long distance away.

“Yes, of course,” she heard herself say.

“Boss,” Jay’s voice was louder now. “You better get over here.”

The reins fell from Edith’s hands, and her eyes fluttered closed of their own volition. She heard footsteps racing toward her.

The world careened sideways, and she wasn’t on the horse anymore. Air was rushing against her. Her body was limp, and she prepared herself for the impact of the hard ground. But the next thing she knew, she was cradled in a strong pair of arms, her head lolling against someone’s chest.

Thomasin. The leather of her jacket was warm against Edith’s cheek, and the buckle of a dagger sheath poked against her temple.

“Stay with me, Edith,” Thomasin said, and she could feel the rumble of her voice.

Edith forced her eyes open. The lines of the tattoo swirling up Thomasin’s throat were mesmerizing this close-up. She watched her throat bob as she swallowed and wanted nothing more than to press her fingers against Thomasin’s skin, to feel her heartbeat, to trace the lines of ink. It was such a beautiful neck.

She was lowered to the ground and, almost instinctively, she curled farther into Thomasin, refusing to lose the comfort of her touch. If she were in her right mind, she knew she would be embarrassed. But she was too fuzzy and hurt to care.

“It’s okay,” Thomasin soothed. One of Thomasin’s hands cradled the back of Edith’s head. One-handed, she shrugged off her jacket, then laid it beneath Edith’s head, sliding her hand out from under it.

“What’s wrong with her?” Jay kneeled on the other side of her. Edith was touched that he was so concerned. She considered him a friend, but she hadn’t been sure he returned the sentiment.

“Start a fire,” Thomasin ordered over her shoulder, then undid the top button of Edith’s blouse. Her knuckles brushed the skin just above Edith’s cleavage, making her stomach clench.

Thomasin delicately lifted the fabric of Edith’s shirt and pulled the collar down so that the blouse hung off the shoulder on one side.

Jay hissed at the same time that Thomasin swore loudly.

Edith murmured an apology, but she didn’t think anyone heard her.

“It’s infected. Edith.” Thomasin’s face moved into her line of sight, pinning her with a commanding glare. “You had better live so that I can kill you for not telling me,” she growled.

“I’ll make a salve,” Jay said, and Edith felt him move away from her.

She stared up at Thomasin, enraptured by the woman’s swift, urgent movements. Thomasin dragged her hands through the tangle of curls, forcing them into a knot atop her head. In her sleeveless tunic, her arms were on full display, the lean, powerful muscles rippling. Her tattooed forearms flexed as she poured liquor from her flask over her hands.

“Hurry!” she shouted over her shoulder, before turning back to Edith. She drew a dagger from a sheath on her thigh. Edith couldn’t even handle thinking about her thighs right now.

Pain lanced through Edith, drawing a whimper from her lips, as the tip of the dagger prodded her inflamed wound. The blade pulled at the thread of her stitches. The tiny pressure of the string tugging at her skin before snapping under the dagger was near unbearable. She squeezed her eyes shut until fingers replaced the blade. Thomasin pried the cut strands of thread from her swollen skin. Every touch felt like fire, and tremors overtook her limbs.

“I know it hurts,” Thomasin whispered. “I’m sorry. You’re doing so well, just a little longer.”

“Here.” She heard Worthing’s gruff voice.

Edith willed her eyelids to open. Half of her wanted to slip out of consciousness to where her body wouldn’t be screaming at her, and fear wouldn’t be gnawing at her heart. The other half of her was desperate to stay with Thomasin, to know what was happening to her. To know if she would live.

Through the tears blurring her vision, she saw a flash of molten red. The thing that Worthing had given Thomasin. Her mind couldn’t make sense of it; why Thomasin would be holding a white-hot dagger, the metal smoldering.

Thomasin took Edith’s chin between her thumb and forefinger, tilted her mouth open. A strip of leather was pushed between her teeth, and the part of Edith that wanted to stay awake vanished as she realized with horror what they were planning to do.

She tried to squirm away, but hands held her down. One on her good shoulder, one on her opposite wrist. Her feet too were quickly pinned after she started to kick out weakly.

Tremors became convulsions, and panic narrowed Edith’s already-dimming vision. She was a wild animal, thrashing on the ground. Panic and agony were the only things that existed.

Until the sharp angles of Thomasin’s face came into view, inches from her own face. A hand brushed the sweat-soaked strands of hair from her face and then cupped her cheek. Thomasin’s hazel eyes were soft and hard all at once. Terrified, but determined. “I’ve got you. I’m going to take care of you.”

Something inside Edith unlatched. The panic was still there, of course it was. But she knew that Thomasin would get her through this. If there was anyone she could be strong for, if there was anyone who could make her strong, it was Thomasin. Edith nodded, teeth biting into the leather.

Thomasin’s hand flexed against her cheek, and then in a move that shocked Edith perhaps more than anything else, the woman bent over her and pressed her lips against Edith’s forehead.

Before she could even begin to have a single thought about it, though, her entire being was consumed with inescapable, torturous fire.

Her jaw clamped down, her scream muffled by the leather strap. The smell of burning flesh invaded her nose, making her stomach heave. The pain was fiery hot and ice-cold all at the same time. There was no escape from it, no reprieve as wave after wave of indescribable anguish crashed throughout every nerve ending in her shoulder.

She made the mistake of looking down. At the sight of the red-hot dagger pressed flat against her wound, her ruined skin sizzling and bubbling, she finally lost consciousness.






Chapter Twelve


The inn smelled like damp wood and old lettuce. But they were lucky that it had only been a few minutes’ ride away from where Edith had fallen off her horse. Even luckier that they had a room available. Jay had carried Edith’s still-unconscious form up the steep wooden stairs as Thomasin paid for the room with the silver she’d taken off the highwaymen.

Now, she sat in a rickety chair that made her lower back hurt and watched Edith closely. The slow rise and fall of her chest. Her blonde hair fanned out on the pillow. It had been almost two hours, and she still hadn’t woken. Thomasin had managed to barter with the innkeeper for some clean bandages. The snugly wrapped straps of white linen were a stark contrast against the faded beige of the bedsheets. Beneath the bandages was the thick paste that Jay had applied in an even layer over the burned and blistered skin where the open wound had once been.

Edith’s muffled screams and whimpering cries echoed in her head. Thomasin rested her elbows on her knees and let her head fall into her hands, roughly dragging them through her hair. Thomasin had always believed that the worst that could happen usually did end up happening. But for some reason, she couldn’t fathom the idea that Edith might die. Edith, who lived in a little fantasy world where she could go on quests and find magic swords. Thomasin envied her belief, and she didn’t want to be proven right that only terrible things happened. She wanted Edith to live and prove to her that magic might be real. God, it was stupid of her to think such things. Around Edith, she found she couldn’t help it. Edith was infectious. No pun intended.

The cauterization should’ve burned away the infection. Thomasin thought of the jagged patch of scar tissue right above her hip bone. That had been a much deeper wound, and a far worse infection. But she was still standing. Marshall had made her do it herself. He had held the knife in the fire, handed it to her, and said that this was the only way she’d learn something. Her hands were slick with her own blood, and she had barely been able to keep hold of the hilt. His assessing eyes had been on her, so she knew she couldn’t hesitate. She didn’t know how she had managed to keep the blade against her skin, or how she had kept from blacking out, but she had done it, and she had lived.

She could only hope the infection hadn’t taken to Edith’s blood yet. Jay was good with plants, and he had assured her the salve would help treat any lingering infection. But if the sickness was already inside her, there would be nothing they could do to save her. Thomasin inhaled, forcing air into her lungs.

“Are you okay?” a soft voice croaked.

Thomasin jerked upright. Edith’s pale blue eyes were open, and her lips were tilted into a frown.

“Am I—am I okay?” she sputtered. The legs of the chair squealed against the wood floor as she scooted closer to the bed. “How do you feel?”

Edith swallowed, her tongue darting out to wet her lips. Thomasin scrambled to pour her a glass of water from the pitcher on the bedside table. She pressed the glass into Edith’s good hand, their fingers brushing, then slid her arm very gently beneath her shoulders, watching for the slightest wince of pain. She helped Edith sit up against the headboard, ready to catch her if she passed out again. The color remained in her cheeks as she brought the glass to her lips and took a small drink.

“So?” Thomasin prodded.

Edith set the cup on the nightstand, her movements tense. Her injured shoulder gave an experimental shrug, and she grimaced, a hiss slipping through her gritted teeth. “It hurts, but not nearly as bad as it did,” she said, attempting to turn the grimace into a smile.

“Are you sure? Do you feel dizzy? Sick?”

“Honestly, no. I feel a lot clearer.”

Thomasin nodded to herself, then met Edith’s eyes. “Well that’s good to hear, because now I can murder you myself.”

The smile slipped from Edith’s features. “Excuse me?”

Thomasin smiled, rocking forward in the chair and resting her fists on the bed so that their faces were only a foot apart. “You heard me. I am going to throttle you until you get it into your perfect, ridiculous little head that not telling me about your ragingly infected wound was quite possibly the stupidest thing that any living being has ever done.”

“It wasn’t that bad,” Edith scoffed.

“You were halfway to death’s doorstep!” Thomasin snapped.

“Don’t you think you’re being a little dramatic?”

Thomasin shoved away from the bed, laughing grimly as she began to pace back and forth across the length of the room. “You haven’t even begun to see dramatic.” She pointed an accusatory finger at Edith. “You know what’s dramatic? Letting yourself die from an infection because you just have to keep it to yourself. And for what? Why, Edith? Why on earth would you hide something like that?”

Edith opened her mouth to respond, but Thomasin wasn’t done. She had held in this tirade for far too long, and the rage she felt at Edith’s complete lack of care about her own well-being was bursting from her.

“You know what a normal person would do once they noticed their wound was infected? They would say, ‘Hey guys, my stitches are looking a little gnarly, mind giving me a hand?’ But you, Edith, oh, you didn’t do that, did you? You decided it made sense to wait until your fever was so bad you couldn’t even stay on your feet! And it’s not like that was even a choice you made! That was just your body giving up on you, because it knew your brain was too goddamn messed up to ever do something sensible!”

Edith shrunk against the headboard as Thomasin came to a stop at the foot of the bed, her hands on her hips, brows pressed into a flat, angry line.

“I’m sorry,” Edith said, twisting her lips to one side. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

Thomasin threw up her hands. “What did you think would happen? That it would just heal on its own? Or that you’d die, and I’d just leave your body on the side of the road and say, ‘Oh well, it was fun while it lasted!’ ”

“I don’t know, I guess I didn’t really let myself think too much about it. I just didn’t want to bother you.”

“Bother me?” Thomasin reared back in confusion. “You were actively dying of an infection, and you were worried about how it would affect me?”

Edith shrugged defensively. “I just figured that if I caused problems, I’d be more trouble than I was worth, and then you’d leave.”

Thomasin wondered what in the hell had happened for Edith to get the idea in her head that someone would leave her the second she needed something, even if it was through no fault of her own.

“Edith, you took that arrow for me. Nothing you could have done would have bothered me. Except not telling me!”

“You really care that much?”

Thomasin’s heart sank at the bewildered expression on Edith’s face. “You’re my friend. I don’t want to see you hurt, and I certainly don’t want to see you die.”

A soft smile tipped up the corners of Edith’s mouth. “You’re my friend too.”

The anger inside Thomasin’s stomach deflated, and her shoulders relaxed. She came around to sit on the side of the bed. She took Edith’s hand between her own. “Then promise me that if anything life-threatening happens to you, you’ll let me help.”

The tips of Edith’s finger curled around Thomasin’s hand. Her index finger stroked the side of Thomasin’s thumb. Thomasin pretended the simple touch didn’t send tingles down her spine.

“I promise,” Edith said. “And thank you for taking such good care of me.”

“Any time, you ridiculous girl.”

Edith rolled her eyes but smiled all the same. A moment later, her nose wrinkled, and the smile tightened into a grimace. “Why does it smell like lettuce in here?”

“There’s just no pleasing you,” Thomasin joked.

“I didn’t say it was bad! It’s certainly better than burning flesh.” Edith’s eyes widened as she said it.

“I agree wholeheartedly.” Thomasin rounded the bed and flopped down next to Edith. “Whoops, my bad,” she added when Edith winced, the movement jostling her.

Edith waved away the apology and settled back into the pillow. “We’re still on the quest, right?”

“Of course we are.”

“So, when are we leaving? We have a map to follow.” Her cheeks flushed with excitement, and Thomasin was all too happy to see the color return to her previously deathly pale skin.

“When you’re not on the brink of death anymore.”

Edith dramatically checked her own pulse. “I’m good. Let’s go.”

Thomasin shuffled her shoulders down the headboard until she was lying flat atop the covers. She crossed her arms over her chest and closed her eyes. “We’ll leave when I’m not on the brink of death.”

She felt Edith’s hand on her shoulder and ignored her as Edith shook her arm impatiently. “You weren’t even a little injured!”

“Yes, I was.”

The touch disappeared immediately. Thomasin cracked open an eye to see Edith staring down at her, stricken. “You’re hurt? Was it the highwaymen?”

“No, it was a far more cunning enemy.”

Edith’s brow dropped into a flat, scrunched-up line. “What happened? What did I miss?”

Thomasin propped herself up on an elbow and leaned over to Edith’s side of the bed. She pinned her with a severe gaze. “See, this friend of mine was so stupidly reckless with her own life, I nearly had a heart attack from worrying about her.”

Edith’s shoulders dropped, and Thomasin couldn’t hold her solemn expression anymore. Her laughter broke past the dam, and she plopped down on her back.

“You ass,” Edith said, but Thomasin could hear the smile in her voice.

“I’ve never heard you swear before.”

“Well, the situation has never called for it before.”

“I don’t know about that.”

“So, when are we actually leaving?” Edith said.

“I told you, when you’ve had a chance to heal up some.”

“But—”

“Don’t argue with me, I’m sleeping.”

Edith grumbled, but Thomasin felt the mattress jostle, and when she peeked her eyes open, Edith had lain down fully, arms crossed in a mirror to Thomasin. There was merely a foot of space between them, and although Edith was below the covers and Thomasin above, she swore she could feel the warmth radiating from the other woman. Thomasin had never once enjoyed sharing a bed with another human. Sure, she’d had her trysts, but she was always out the door before anyone had the chance to even begin to doze off. Sleeping in the same bed as someone was the worst kind of intimacy. She knew she’d never be able to relax into the vulnerability of it all. It was why she’d had Worthing and Jay set up camp at the crest of a hill just past the inn, so once she knew that Edith was awake and safe, she could retreat to the peace of her own bedroll.

But she hadn’t gotten up yet. She shouldn’t have even lain down on the bed in the first place. It was a ridiculous thing to indulge, the need to be closer to Edith, to feel that she was well and truly alive. But she had done it, and now Edith was dozing off, looking perfectly content. And Thomasin argued with herself until sleep claimed her too.



The days passed quietly, simply. There was nothing for them to do but wait for Edith to heal enough to travel. It only took one day for Edith to start begging them to set off again. Thomasin had once endured three whole days of torture under the hands of a rival gang. She hadn’t let slip a single piece of information, hadn’t acquiesced to a single one of their demands, hadn’t broken once.

It took Edith only two days to break her.

“Fine! We’ll leave in the morning, you relentless devil.”

Edith threw her hands in the air, wincing before letting her injured arm fall back against her side.

“Careful,” Thomasin scolded.

“You worry too much.” Edith practically skipped around the room in victory, packing her things in her satchel.

“Well maybe if you had even an ounce of self-preservation, I wouldn’t have to,” Thomasin grumbled. She settled in the chair, rocking it onto its back legs and stretching her own legs out to rest on the edge of the bed. She pulled out her flask and took a deep swig. When she tucked the flask back into her pocket, her fingers brushed against the little cloth bag she had forgotten she’d looted from the highwaymen.

She held it up, shaking the contents in Edith’s direction. “Have you ever smoked hash?”

Edith stilled mid-step and pivoted to face her. “Of course I haven’t.”

Thomasin smiled. “Do you want to?”

Drifting closer to where Thomasin lounged, Edith asked, “What does it feel like?”

“Like your mind finally shuts up and your body just gets to kinda … float.” Thomasin tilted her head back, staring at the mildew-stained ceiling as she tried to conjure up the right words to describe the feeling.

“It won’t make me sick or anything?” Edith’s button nose scrunched up, lips pursing in concern.

Thomasin smiled fondly. “It shouldn’t.”

Edith’s eyes went unfocused as she seemed to retreat deep into her thoughts. Her hands clasped together at her waist, fingers fidgeting. Thomasin honestly didn’t know which way she was going to go. She knew that there was a side of Edith that craved danger, new experiences. But she’d also come to learn that Edith often let her doubts have the last word. In fact, Thomasin theorized that this quest was the first thing Edith had ever done to step outside her little zone of perfect, planned safety.

“Let’s do it.” Edith’s voice was quiet, yet resolute. The little self-satisfied smile on her face made Thomasin’s heart soar.

“Yes!” Thomasin let the front legs of her chair crash to the floor and strode over to Edith, wrapping her arms around her in a rough hug. Edith laughed, arms encircling Thomasin’s middle. After a beat, Thomasin pulled back and took the other woman by her shoulders. “I always knew you were a little rebel.”

“Well, I’m doing my best.” Edith exhaled roughly. “I’m a little nervous, though,” she admitted with a laugh.

Thomasin led her across the room, and they sat across from each other on the bed. Edith’s eyes followed her closely as she reached for her bag and pulled out her old pipe. The thing was well loved. She pressed the paste into the pipe, then took the little box of matches from one of her pockets. She lit the pipe and took a long drag. Thomasin held the vapor in her chest for a long moment, then exhaled a smooth stream of smoke, relishing the feel of the drug hitting her blood and softening the edges of her world.

“Your turn.” She held the pipe out to Edith, who took it as if it were going to grow teeth and bite her.

“What do I do?”

Thomasin swallowed. “Just breathe it in. Not too much the first time, though. Try to hold your breath afterward for as long as you can. It’ll feel weird, but you’ll get used to it.”

Edith brought the pipe to her lips but paused. “Don’t make fun of me.”

“Never.” Thomasin smiled and felt quite honored to be here for Edith’s very first foray into the beautiful world of mind-altering substances.

She closed her delicate lips around the pipe and breathed what was possibly the most shallow breath ever recorded in human history. Then exhaled near immediately after. “Did I do it?” Edith said eagerly.

Thomasin bit back her laugh. “You need to actually inhale the smoke. It won’t do anything if it doesn’t go further than your mouth.”

Edith nodded fervently and tried again. This time, she took a slightly longer pull and held her breath, her entire body going still, as if one wrong move could mess it up. Her eyes, locked in on Thomasin, watered, and her cheeks turned red before she finally sputtered out a puff of smoke. A coughing fit bent her over, and she held her hand to her chest as she tried to catch her breath.

“You okay?” Thomasin asked, taking the pipe that Edith held back out to her.

“Did I do it right that time?” she croaked between coughs.

Thomasin took a long drag. “You’re a prodigy.”

“I don’t feel anything.” Her face fell, shoulders slumping.

“Give it a second,” Thomasin promised. She could practically see Edith buzzing with anticipation and anxiety. Thomasin stretched out a leg and bumped her knee against Edith’s thigh. “Relax. You don’t want to get in your head.” She let her knee stay where it was, resting next to Edith’s leg. The other woman didn’t seem to mind.

Edith looked down, fidgeting with the frayed edges of the bedspread. “I don’t know how to not be in my head.”

“The hash is a good first step, I can promise you that.”

“I still don’t really—” She cut off in the middle of her sentence when she lifted her head and swayed slightly, bringing her hands up to press against her temples. Edith met Thomasin’s eyes, looking up at her through her thick lashes. Very solemnly, she said, “I think I am officially under the influence.”

Thomasin finally let herself burst out laughing.






Chapter Thirteen


They were sprawled across the bed, Edith’s feet propped up on the headboard and Thomasin’s hanging off the end. Their heads lay in the center of the bed, only inches apart from each other as they both stared up at the ceiling, entranced by the spiderweb pattern of cracks and rot.

Thomasin’s hair kept tickling Edith’s face. She giggled, batting the curls away. Edith’s own hair was loose around her shoulders. She reached across and started crisscrossing her blonde strands with Thomasin’s dark brown curls. The interlocking pattern of light and dark fascinated her. Her facing one way, Thomasin the other, the way they met in the middle. It reminded Edith of the yin-yang symbol she’d read about in one of her books. She couldn’t quite remember what it meant, though. She kept having thoughts, but when she’d try to follow the path of her thinking, she’d get lost. It was a happy kind of lost, though. It just meant she could jump right into the next thought. She was gloriously tethered to the moment.

The knot she’d tied with her and Thomasin’s hair undid itself. This made her frown for some reason. She felt Thomasin’s head loll against her shoulder. The other woman was watching her with heavy-lidded eyes. Her forefinger poked Edith’s lower lip.

“You’re sad?”

Edith laughed. “Your eyes are really bloodshot.”

“You’re one to talk.”

Pulling one of Thomasin’s curls closer to her face, she said, “You have really soft hair.”

Thomasin reached above her own head and stroked her hand across Edith’s hair like one might pet a cat. “You’re one to talk,” she repeated, which made them both fall into an inescapable fit of giggles.

“I wish my hair was curly like yours, though.” Edith pulled a curl and watched it snap back into a spiral.

“No, you don’t. Mine’s always a mess.”

“You just need to brush it more.”

Edith felt Thomasin’s head shake against her shoulder. “I never know what to do with all that girly stuff.”

“Why not?” Her lower lip pushed into a pout.

“No one to teach me, I guess. Mom died when I was little, and after that there was just Marshall. The only thing he taught me how to do was kill.”

“That has come in handy, though,” Edith mused aloud. “And you’re very …” She trailed off, thinking about the lithe, predatory way that Thomasin moved when she was faced with an enemy. The flex of her muscles and her leather jacket sprayed with blood. The wild mane of her hair curtaining her face and her chest heaving from the exertion. “Fast,” Edith finished.

When Thomasin didn’t reply, Edith tilted her chin against her chest, craning until she could see Thomasin’s expression in the dim candlelight. Her bottom lip was pulled between her teeth, and her eyes were distant.

“I could teach you,” Edith offered.

“Teach me what?” Thomasin’s eyes flicked up to meet Edith’s, but her frown deepened.

“All the girly stuff!”

Her eyes narrowed. “Really? You’d do that?”

“Of course!”

Thomasin swiveled her head to look up at the ceiling once again. “Then yeah, sure. I mean, not that I really want to—need to do all that. And it’ll probably be stupid … but it might be fun too.”

Edith let her head drop against Thomasin’s shoulder this time. She was so strong. Edith liked the way it felt to be next to her, touching her. “It’s not stupid. I’ll teach you whatever you want.”

Thomasin met her eyes, and Edith stifled a laugh. It was like when they talked about romance novels. She hadn’t thought that shyness was in Thomasin’s repertoire, but here she was looking at her with wide eyes and an embarrassed tilt to her lips. In a painfully hesitant tone, she said, “Can you show me how to paint my eyes like yours? I don’t understand how you get the pencil so straight, or how you get the color to be in the same shape on each eye.”

Edith pressed her forehead against Thomasin’s. The angle strained her neck, but she didn’t care. “Thomasin Shaw, I would love nothing more than to show you how to do makeup.”

“Really?” Thomasin’s perfectly straight nose wrinkled.

“Yes,” Edith whispered. “On one condition.”

“Anything.”

“I want to learn how to protect myself. Teach me how to be more like you.”

Thomasin sighed, and Edith shivered at the feel of her breath against her face, at the idea of them sharing the same air. “Oh Edith, the last thing you want is to be like me.” Edith opened her mouth to object, but Thomasin silenced her with a finger against her lips. “But I’ll teach you how to defend yourself.”

Edith wanted to argue with her, wanted to tell Thomasin that she admired her, that she’d be honored to even be just a little bit more like her. She wanted to ask her a thousand questions, like why did Thomasin feel so poorly about herself? How could Edith fix it?

But then a bird landed outside on the windowsill, and in the candlelight, Edith had never seen feathers so beautiful. Only the bird flew away before Edith could get a closer look. That was okay, though, because she noticed then that the stars had come out. The twinkling lights called to her, and they seemed to call to Thomasin too, because they both fell into a deep silence, thoroughly lost in the place between one thought and the next.

Edith awoke, vaguely confused, to the sound of metal scratching against wood. The light coming in through the window was the cushy orange of early morning, and she was all alone in the room. The last thing she remembered was drifting off to sleep with Thomasin at her side.

Memories of the previous night flashed in her head, hazy and rose-colored. She nuzzled her face deeper into the pillow, smiling into the scratchy fabric. Edith Darling had smoked hash. She had officially cut loose and was now a brand-new person. Fearless and reckless. Practically a criminal herself.

She wondered if her grandmother had ever partaken. Edith hoped that she had, because it had turned out to be a wonderfully fun experience. She hated the idea that her grandmother had spent her whole life cooped up in the family manor. It wasn’t fair that Edith got to escape while she never had.

Edith rolled onto her back, huffing a sigh, annoyed at her mind for drawing up such grim thoughts when she had been so happy only seconds before.

She stretched her arms out to the side, wincing as her injured shoulder protested the movement. Funny, under the hash’s influence, she had barely noticed the pain. It was still bandaged, although not quite so intensely as it had been immediately after the cauterization. The salve that Jay had made had soothed the inflammation, and she was endlessly grateful for his assistance. Thomasin’s too. She had helped her change the bandages every day, since it was at an awkward angle for Edith to do herself. Of course, she’d felt guilty for being an imposition, but Thomasin had told her if she apologized one more time, she’d cut her whole arm off and be done with it.

The sheets on the side of the bed that Thomasin had occupied last night were cold. Edith wondered where she was. It wasn’t like she had expected Thomasin to spend the night sleeping in her bed, but it still stung something deep inside Edith that she hadn’t. She dragged her hands down her face. Edith needed to get ahold of herself. It was stupid to let herself want Thomasin. Stupid to admit she loved the way it had felt to fall asleep next to her. The way their arms brushed. Knees bumping into thighs. Edith’s elbow pressed against Thomasin’s bicep, telling herself that it was accidental contact, but being so afraid to move and lose the connection between them.

Thomasin was the kind of woman who slept with the chief inspector’s wife. She probably had a different woman in her bed every night. She didn’t get flustered by a little elbow graze like Edith did. To convince herself that Thomasin might be attracted to her would just be to set herself up for embarrassment. Besides, even if, by some miracle, Thomasin did share her feelings, what would Edith actually do? She had no experience. It felt like playing a game with an expert while she knew none of the rules. She didn’t know how to be with someone. In any sense of the word.

The metal scratching sound started up again, followed by a soft click. Edith didn’t think anything of it until her door burst open. A person with a burlap sack over their head stormed into the room. They wore a floor-length black coat buttoned all the way up to their chin. In their hand was a bloodied axe. For half a breath, Edith stared, stunned, at the little droplets of blood that fell from the blade to the floor.

She had once read about the theory of fight-or-flight reactions. Turned out Edith had neither instinct. Clutching the blanket in her fists, she threw it over her head and curled up in a little ball beneath the covers. Her heart pounded in her ears, and her rapid breath was hot and sticky in her little pocket under the blanket. This was how she died. Too scared to run and too scared to fight. She should’ve known it would end like this. When faced with a difficult decision, Edith had always lingered in the middle ground, frozen and unable to act at all.

To be fair, though, she never could’ve predicted the axe murderer aspect.

“I can see you under there,” came a deep, guttural whisper.

If it was possible, Edith’s terror grew. It was the kind of voice that she’d read horror novels about. She covered her ears with her hands, pressing so tight that her jaw hurt. Pain rippled through her shoulder, but that was the least of her worries.

“Do you not have any fight in you?”

Edith opened her mouth to scream for help, but she couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. The only thing she could force from her lips was a whimper.

Something tugged on the blanket, and then the fabric was ripped free. In a whoosh of air, the cover was gone, and she was horribly exposed.

“Oh shit,” said the voice, and then a hand landed on her shoulder.

Edith scrambled back, too scared to look up at the burlap-clad axe murderer. The hand on her shoulder gripped tighter but remained surprisingly gentle.

“Edith, it’s just me.” It was Thomasin’s voice.

Relief flooded Edith’s body, and she forced her eyes open, expecting to see Thomasin standing over the intruder like an avenging angel. Instead, Thomasin was crouched next to the bed with a burlap sack pushed up on her face, resting on her head like a hat.

She beamed at Edith. “See, it’s only me.” Her fingers undid the buttons of the coat in quick succession. She shrugged it off and held out her arms as if to display that her regular garb had been underneath the coat the whole time. “I didn’t mean to scare you!”

Edith, still curled in a ball on the bed, fought to catch her breath.

“Look!” She brought the axe up, and Edith flinched as the blade came dangerously close to her face. Thomasin grimaced apologetically. “No, it’s okay, look.” She dragged a finger across the flat side of the bloody blade, then brought her finger to her mouth and sucked the blood off.

Edith gasped, her mouth pinching into a disgusted frown.

“It’s just syrup and dye!”

“What—” Edith unfolded her limbs and pushed herself upright only to collapse back against the headboard. Her muscles were weak, addled by the too-quick transition from adrenaline to relief. “What were you trying to do?”

“I was teaching you self-defense, like you asked!”

“I did not ask you to do this,” Edith snapped back.

Thomasin’s shoulders fell, and her dopey smile went with them. “I’m sorry. I thought this was what you wanted, and I didn’t realize it would scare you this much.”

“I thought you were an axe-wielding lunatic! How did you think I would react?”

“I thought you’d fight me off! And then that was where the teaching part would come in,” she said, like it was the most reasonable plan in the world.

“What about me makes you think that I would have the skills or wherewithal to just jump into combat with a murderer who has broken into my room and startled me half to death?”

“I knew you wouldn’t really have any technical skills, but you’re the bravest person I’ve ever met. I figured you’d have no problem jumping into action!”

All of the anger inside Edith evaporated.

“Why are you making a weird face?” Thomasin said cautiously.

Swallowing thickly, Edith said, “You think I’m brave?”

“Hell yeah, I do.”

“Even after what just happened?”

“You ran away from home to hire a mercenary. You’re so brave you’re crazy.”

Thomasin’s conclusion was incomprehensible to her. A minute ago, Edith had been hyperventilating under a blanket. Thomasin had seen all of that, and still she thought Edith was brave. No one had ever thought her brave before. She was the gentle, quiet girl with a delicate constitution.

She leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Thomasin’s shoulders, hugging the woman tightly to her. “Thank you,” she said into her hair. Edith felt Thomasin’s own arms come around her, settling on her lower back.

“Anytime?” The pitch of her voice tipped up at the end of the word, turning it into a question.

Edith pulled back enough to look Thomasin in her bewildered eyes. “For the thinking I’m brave part. Not for the pretending to murder me part.”

“Understood.” The abashed smile was back in full force.

Edith couldn’t withstand the force of it, so she buried her face back into Thomasin’s mess of curls. “Scare me like that again,” she said, “and I’ll axe-murder you.”

“Fair enough,” Thomasin said with a laugh.

Edith summoned back an air of dignity. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’d like to prepare for the day.”

“Of course, my lady,” Thomasin said in a mockingly haughty voice.

The door closed behind her, and Edith got dressed, then went over to the vanity to begin the lengthy process of styling her hair. Once the last tendril had been pinned in place, a knock at the door sounded. Edith’s brow scrunched.

Her face fell when she opened the door to see Worthing and not Thomasin as she had expected. “Can I help you?” Worthing was lucky that politeness had been so deeply ingrained in her.

“Thomasin would like to speak to you at the stables,” he said.

“Why?”

“I don’t presume to know the machinations of her mind.” His words were clipped, irritable.

Edith shrugged and slipped on her shoes. When she reached the stables, she paused. Thomasin was facing away from her, deep in conversation with Jay. She had never seen Jay look so angry before.

“You have to tell her,” he said to Thomasin, not having spotted Edith where she lingered half hidden behind the stable door. She pressed her back to the wooden planks, staying in the shadows.

“There is no point in hurting her now.” Thomasin’s reply was gruff, and Edith had to lean in closer to make out the words. Especially since her own heartbeat was now roaring in her ears.

“You’re already hurting her. She almost died of an infected wound because she wanted to impress you,” Jay said. The roar stuttered as her heart skipped a beat. There went any hope they weren’t talking about her. “She would do anything for you. It’s not right that she has no idea what you did.”

“Technically, I saved her from her father.”

Her father? Dread creeped through Edith’s bones.

Jay barked a sardonic laugh. “You’re better than that.”

“What did you just say to me?” Thomasin’s voice dropped to an octave that Edith had come to recognize, the one that was meant to have her enemies running for their lives.

“Edith is a good person. She doesn’t deserve this. She thinks you’re her friend—”

“What’s wrong with that?” Thomasin interjected.

“What’s wrong with—” Jay sputtered in disbelief, then exhaled sharply. “Jesus, boss. She trusts you, and you ransomed her to her father!”

Ransom. The word clanged through Edith, hit her like a physical blow. It didn’t make sense. Her mind couldn’t wrap around it. Thomasin ransomed her. Thomasin lied. Was Thomasin even her friend? Was all of this still a lie?

Edith felt impossibly foolish. She should have known this couldn’t all be true. She wasn’t particularly suited to adventure, to danger. But she had never really felt like she was suited to her normal life either. Wherever she went, there always seemed to be something off about her. Something strange about her that everyone but her could see. Everyone had seemed to agree that Edith belonged on the outskirts, never to be included, never worthy of having her own story.

These last weeks with Thomasin, though, Edith had finally been beginning to feel like her existence made sense somewhere, that there wasn’t something inherently wrong about her that would always keep her set off in solitude. Had she just been the butt of the joke this whole time?

All she knew was that she couldn’t face Thomasin. But her retreat was clumsy, and gravel crunched beneath her boot. Jay and Thomasin went silent. Before she could make a run for it, Thomasin was swinging the stable door open. Her eyes landed on Edith with such intensity that the breath punched out of her.

“Edith, please wait. You have to listen to me.” Thomasin sounded desperate. That made Edith pause. Thomasin was never desperate. A reckless glimmer of naive hope fluttered in Edith’s stomach. Perhaps she had not imagined all of it. Perhaps Thomasin did have some affection for her.

Edith squeezed her eyes shut and willed her mind to function normally. Thomasin had lied to her in the worst possible way. She had actively tried to cause her harm and had used her for her family’s wealth. But wasn’t that to be expected when working with a mercenary? What she hadn’t expected were the long talks and frequent laughs. The ways Thomasin watched out for her. The companionable silences, and the thrills of adventuring with someone at her side. Edith hadn’t expected to make a friend. Maybe it was impossibly idealistic of her, but Edith hoped that, despite the betrayal, Thomasin felt the same way about her. There was only one way to find out. Terrified at what she would see on Thomasin’s face, Edith turned to look at her.






Chapter Fourteen


Thomasin had never been more afraid. But there was also relief. Edith knew about the ransom, and she was still here, staring at Thomasin with such scrutiny, it felt as though she were trying to see into the depths of her soul.

“Edith, I’m so sorry,” Thomasin said. That seemed the most important point to start out with.

Edith drew her bottom lip between her teeth. Jay brushed past Thomasin and out of the stable. He stopped to put a hand on Edith’s shoulder, then bent his head low to whisper something to her. Edith’s eyes never left Thomasin. Jay cast Thomasin an almost apologetic glance before he left. Finally, Edith spoke. “Tell me the truth. Please.”

“I sent a ransom letter to your father. You thought you hired me; really I just kidnapped you,” Thomasin said with a bitter laugh. “He was meant to meet us at Slaughterbridge, where I was going to sell you back to him for a wagon full of gold.” Thomasin thought about stopping there, but she wanted Edith to hear the full, brutal truth. She wanted Edith to understand just what sort of monster Thomasin was. She didn’t want to hide anymore. “If your father didn’t show up with the money, I was going to cut your ear off and send it to him.”

Edith flinched but was not cowed. “So why do I still have both ears?”

Thomasin dared a step closer to Edith. Her hands itched to reach out to her, but she fisted them at her sides. “I couldn’t do it. You jumped in front of that arrow for me, and you didn’t even have a good reason to do it. You just cared. And I couldn’t stomach the thought of betraying you anymore.”

Edith’s face, usually so readable, was inscrutable now. “And my father? Did he show?”

“I don’t know. I tricked you into waiting belowground while I told Worthing and Jay the new plan, and then we ran away from Slaughterbridge before your father could show.”

“Probably unnecessary. I doubt he was even planning on coming.” Edith swallowed roughly, and not for the first time, Thomasin wanted to punch Edith’s father right in the face. “Why didn’t you tell me the truth then?” Edith asked. “You didn’t want to betray me, and yet you still lied to me. Why?”

With a grimace, Thomasin admitted, “I was scared.” Three small words that Thomasin had never once uttered in her life. To Edith, she said them simply. “I didn’t want to lose you. I was selfish.” Against absolutely all the odds in the world, the corner of Edith’s lip twitched into the smallest smile. Thomasin continued, “I was having—am having—more fun with you than I ever have. I didn’t want it to end, and I certainly didn’t want you to hate me. You’re the first person who has ever seen me.” She would bare her soul to Edith if it meant that Edith would keep smiling. If it would help smooth away the betrayal.

“Do you still want to ransom me?” Edith asked in a small voice.

“Never.”

Edith nodded to herself, that smile widening just a hair, but then her face fell. “But you don’t believe in Arthur’s treasure?”

Thomasin laughed in disbelief. “That’s what you’re worried about? I just told you that I basically kidnapped you, and you’re worried I don’t believe in the treasure hunt?”

Edith shrugged, eyes flicking down to where the toe of her boot dug into the gravel. “When you said you would help me find all the clues, I thought that meant you believed in it.”

“I don’t believe in magic or noble quests.” Thomasin inclined her head, catching Edith’s gaze. “But I want to help you all the same. I’ll go anywhere for you. I owe you that much.”

“So it wasn’t all fake? We’re …” Edith trailed off for a moment, her cheeks reddening. After a long moment, she scrunched her nose and said, “We’re friends?”

“Yes.” Thomasin answered without hesitation, hoping that the truth of it was written plainly on her face.

A second could have passed, or maybe a century. Then Edith squared her shoulders and said, “I forgive you for kidnapping me.”

Thomasin’s posture deflated, and what was possibly a life’s worth of adrenaline collapsed inside her. When she spoke, her voice came out winded. “How? How can you forgive me so easily?”

“You didn’t know me when you sent that ransom letter.” Edith shrugged. “At Arthur’s Stone, you did the right thing when it mattered. And I understand why you didn’t tell me. I would have been scared too.”

Thomasin was in awe of her. “You make it sound so simple.”

“It’s easy to forgive someone when you know they didn’t want to hurt you.” Edith smiled softly at her.

Thomasin disagreed with that sentiment wholeheartedly. Forgiveness was never easy, for anyone. Edith was just something else entirely, and it was laughable how much Thomasin did not deserve her kindness.

“You don’t give yourself nearly enough credit,” Thomasin said. “You’re the kindest person I’ve ever met.”

Edith gave a short laugh, and there was a sudden sadness in the twist of her mouth. “I don’t know about that. I said I forgive you for the kidnapping. But you’ve really lied to me this whole time about believing in the quest?”

There was no argument Thomasin could make. Edith deserved nothing but truth. “I believe in you, and I want to go on the quest with you. But I won’t lie and say that I think there’ll be a magic sword at the end of the road.”

A deep sigh fell from Edith’s lips. “I can live with that for now.” Her mouth scrunched up to the side, the way it always did when she was being supremely stubborn. “But I will prove you wrong.”

Thomasin’s face broke into a wide grin, and she slung an arm over Edith’s shoulder, pulling Edith into her side. “I expect nothing less.”

They walked out of the stables and back to Edith’s room together. When Edith reached for the doorknob, Thomasin caught her wrist. “If there’s anything I can do to make all this up to you, earn your forgiveness, you’ll tell me.” She made sure it was an order, not a request.

Edith smiled, and that spark of chaos Thomasin loved so much was finally back in her eyes. “I can think of a few things.”

Thomasin groaned, but she didn’t think she’d ever felt lighter.

Days later, camped out in a dense forest, she had to admit she was slightly regretting her offer of anything.

“Stay still,” Edith scolded.

“It tickles,” Thomasin grumbled. She was lying on her bedroll, with Edith’s rolled up underneath her head to prop her neck and shoulders up. She peeked one eye open, then immediately closed it when she was met with the sharp point of a charcoal pencil mere inches away from her cornea.

“Don’t be such a baby.” Edith’s thumb pressed into Thomasin’s cheekbone, and her fingers rested along the outer edge of Thomasin’s cheek. She sat criss-cross on the ground, leaning over Thomasin’s upper torso to get the right angle.

Thomasin felt the charcoal trace across her eyelid, right along the lash line. Her eye twitched of its own volition.

“Just relax! If you keep moving, the liner won’t be straight.” Edith’s voice had taken on a huffy edge. They had been at this for a while.

She felt Edith’s forefinger at the outer corner of her eye, pulling her lid taut. Thomasin took a deep breath and held it as Edith worked.

“There!” she said triumphantly.

“Is it done?” Thomasin opened her eyes.

“That was only the first step,” Edith said with a barely contained smile.

“You do this every single day?”

“C’mon, you have to admit this is better than punching each other.”

“You’re the one who wanted to learn self-defense.” Thomasin crossed her arms over her chest, hand accidentally brushing Edith’s hip.

“And you’re the one who wanted to learn how to apply cosmetics.”

“I was high.”

“So was I,” Edith retorted, jabbing the pencil in Thomasin’s face.

“Good point.”

“May I continue?”

Thomasin relented, closing her eyes and screwing up her face in anticipation. “Be gentle with me.”

Almost an hour later, Thomasin examined her face in a silver compact mirror as Edith bounced on her toes behind her. The effect of the cosmetics was not one of delicate femininity like when Edith did her own makeup. That had been what Thomasin was expecting, for Edith to do exactly what she did to her own face to Thomasin’s. Instead, Edith had crafted a look for her that felt like Thomasin, only amplified.

Where Edith’s eye makeup was reminiscent of dew-encrusted flower petals, gentle pinks and shimmery soft edges that blurred into her skin, Thomasin’s eyes spoke of blood-drenched daggers under a moonlit sky. The charcoal was a dramatic slash of black along her lashes that swept out into a dangerously sharp point. Her eyelids were painted with a bloodred pigment that was as beautiful as it was sinister. There was a dusting of silver sparkles traced along her lower lash line. Like the sparks that flew from a blade when you sharpened it. Or stars in a night sky.

“Do you like it?”

“I—” Thomasin was having a hard time dragging her gaze away from the reflection. Her lips were a shade somewhere between black and red. She had never thought she could look like this, never would have tried on her own. She always thought that if she put effort into her appearance, acted like she was capable of being the kind of beautiful that other women were, she’d just end up making a fool of herself. But Edith had made a wonder of her.

“It’s okay if you don’t! We can try something else.”

Thomasin reached out blindly to take Edith’s hand. The other woman’s fingers interlocked with hers.

“I love it,” she said.

“Really?” Edith’s voice tipped into the highest of pitches. The way it only did when she was really, properly excited about something. Which happened quite a lot, actually. Usually at least a couple times a day.

Thomasin finally looked at Edith, hoping she would be able to see how much it meant to her that Edith always saw her in ways that no one else did. “Really. It’s perfect.”

The smile started as a small thing, just a curve of Edith’s lips. But then Edith was beaming at her, and Thomasin thought she’d let Edith paint whatever nonsense on her face that Edith wanted if it meant Edith would keep looking at her like that.

The murder in Edith’s eyes as she stared up at Thomasin the next evening was just as satisfying, though. Thomasin had her pinned with a firm hold on her wrist, twisting her arm at an unnatural angle. Her good arm, of course. She pushed hard enough to make it twinge, but she couldn’t bring herself to really make Edith hurt. Which was foolish, because that was the best way to learn self-defense—with real pain and real stakes. But Thomasin had learned her lesson with the axe-murdering stunt.

Edith struggled against her hold, round cheeks reddening with effort. Her hair had fallen from its elaborate updo of pinned curls and loops atop her head. Thomasin liked seeing her undone. A messy curtain of sand-colored strands framed her face, and beads of sweat dotted her hairline. Thomasin thought she should wear it like this more often. It was true to the wild lunatic she knew lurked beneath Edith’s composed and proper exterior.

A groan of frustration fell from Edith’s lips, and then her shoulders slumped as much as they could in her current position. “I give up. You win—again.”

“I don’t accept,” Thomasin said casually. “Your left arm is free. Use it.”

“My left arm is injured,” Edith grumbled.

“Oh, now it’s injured. Funny how that works, because you’re the one who’s been swearing up and down that it’s perfectly healed.”

With a pout of her lower lip, Edith blew a strand of hair out of her eyes.

“C’mon, you’re not going to muscle your way out of this. Your brain is your advantage, so think.”

“I think you’re overestimating me.” Edith’s neck craned to shoot Thomasin a wry look. “I’m really not that smart.”

“You’re brilliant and you know it,” Thomasin shot back. Edith just rolled her eyes, looking back down at the ground. Perhaps she didn’t know it, which was a terrible shame in Thomasin’s opinion. If Thomasin were as smart as Edith, she’d flaunt it constantly. But if Edith truly didn’t see herself that way, then Thomasin was more than happy to lend a hand.

“Take a deep breath,” she ordered.

“What?” Frustration made Edith more belligerent than Thomasin thought possible. She was learning that Edith really did not like losing.

“You’re flustered. You need to center yourself and then decide on a course of action. Being weak or slow is not the thing that gets you killed. It’s fear. The second you let yourself get scared, you’ll start making mistakes.”

After another moment of fruitless struggle, Edith took an overly dramatic breath. Really more of a petulant huff. “I still don’t know what to do.”

“Edith.” All Thomasin received in reply was a sullen glare. She had to swallow her smile as she said, “You’re not a very good student.”

“I’m trying!”

“Flailing and trying are not the same thing. Listen to me and take a breath. A real one,” she scolded when Edith took another exaggerated huff. Thomasin breathed deeply in example. On the third breath, Edith finally joined in. “Okay, now what can you reach with your left hand?”

Edith scanned the ground in front of where she kneeled. Her borrowed knife that she had started the sparring session with lay at the base of a tree, uselessly out of reach. There were no rocks or pointy sticks in range either. She reached across her body and tried to pry off Thomasin’s fingers from where they wrapped around her bicep but gave up quickly.

“Think, Edith,” Thomasin coached. A smile stretched across her face as Edith reached backward, the tips of her fingers ghosting across Thomasin’s outer thigh. Edith’s hand stilled when it found the buckle of one of her sheaths. With clumsy fingers, Edith undid the buckle and drew one of Thomasin’s daggers. She twisted around and held the point of the dagger to Thomasin’s stomach.

“There, you’re dead,” Edith said.

Thomasin released her arm, and Edith rubbed it as the blood rushed back into the limb. “Good job.” Thomasin smiled down at her.

“If you were really trying to kill me, though, you would have stopped me when you felt me fishing around for a dagger,” Edith said.

“We can work on pickpocketing later. And for future reference, the back of my knee would have been a better target than my liver.”

“You? Without a liver? Your flask is like your most prized possession.”

“You’re not wrong,” Thomasin admitted after a beat. Edith laughed, and Thomasin led them back to the fire at the center of camp.

Her good mood threw itself off a cliff when she saw Worthing hunched in front of the flames. He took the squirrel bone he had been gnawing on out of his mouth long enough to say, “We’ll reach the destination by midday tomorrow. Tell me, how many more random places are you going to drag us to before you make her pay up?”

“This is only the second one,” Edith said defensively. Thomasin shot her a look, and she sank onto a log.

Thomasin weighed her response. Did she believe the treasure hunt was a wild goose chase that would inevitably end in disappointment? Yes. But it didn’t hurt anyone for them to stay in the world of quests and treasure for a while longer.

Well, it hurt the syndicate, Thomasin supposed. But she had given them everything. Surely she was due a little vacation. As long as she kept Worthing here, where he couldn’t organize a coup, the syndicate would be waiting for her when she was ready to go back to her normal life.

“Fuck off, Worthing,” Thomasin said, settling on the ground next to Edith, “and let us get some rest. We have a big day of treasure hunting tomorrow.”






Chapter Fifteen


They approached Winchester only once night had fallen, the better to avoid any police patrols. According to Thomasin, the Metropolitan Police of London had enough reach now that news of their wanted status would have traveled to most towns. Luckily, they didn’t pass a single soul as they crept through the alleyways. When they entered the courtyard of the Great Hall, their boots echoed on the cobblestone. The building of tan stones and gray mortar that surrounded them on two sides was all that was left of a once-sprawling castle.

The rounded arch of the door leading into the hall was at least a story high. The map had led them to this very spot, and Edith felt more than foolish. She should’ve recognized the strange X symbol on the map right when she first laid eyes on it. Instead, it hadn’t clicked in her mind until she’d realized that the village of Winchester was their destination.

It was common knowledge that hanging in the Great Hall was a massive oak table meant to pay homage to King Arthur’s Round Table. Edith wasn’t naive enough to think it was the real thing. After all, this table hadn’t been made until the thirteenth century, and it hadn’t been painted until the fifteenth. But it could have been created to mark the hidden location of a clue.

Edith’s grandmother had always theorized that there could be a group of people who passed down the secret of the quest, guarding the path of Avalon and making sure that the trail of clues was not lost to time, or the rise and fall of civilizations. What if this very castle had been built to protect the clue? And what if the imitation Round Table was the X that marked the spot?

There was only one way to find out.

Thomasin’s hand closed around the curved handle. Her wrist twisted and—it was locked.

“Yeah, I’m not sure why we thought that would work,” Thomasin said.

Edith backtracked a few paces to where she had nearly stumbled on a loose cobblestone. Her stomach was fluttering with nervous excitement. Thinking of her grandmother always made a queasy sense of urgency come over her, reminding her of how far behind she was. Edith refused to spend even a second more waiting. She wriggled the tips of her fingers underneath the stone and wrenched it free from the ground, dirt puffing up in a cloud to settle on her boots and the hem of her skirt.

She walked over to the window next to the entrance and smashed the stone into the glass.

“Jesus!” Thomasin whisper-shouted as Edith used the rock to break away the shards of glass until there was a hole large enough for them to duck through. “I’m supposed to be the impulsive one,” Thomasin said, but she was smiling as she jumped down from the steps that led up to the door.

Edith shrugged. “I’m tired of waiting.”

“Let’s just hope you didn’t bring the police down on us,” Jay chimed in.

Yeah, she hadn’t really thought that through. Instead of letting on to that fact, she just said, “It won’t matter if you all hurry up and get inside.” Edith swept an arm toward the broken window.

Worthing climbed through first, followed by Jay, who could barely squeeze his burly frame through. Thomasin kicked a leg over the sill and said to her, “I like impulsive Edith.”

She ducked her head under the ragged edge of glass and disappeared into the shadows. Edith smiled, feeling her cheeks heat at the compliment. She couldn’t believe she’d damaged a historical site and was now about to commit trespassing. She really hoped these weren’t the original windows. A moment of guilt washed over her as it occurred to her that she might have destroyed something of historical significance. She also spared a thought for the laborer who would be stuck with the task of repairing the window. But the guilt was gone as quickly as it had come. Sacrifices needed to be made in the pursuit of noble truth, and Excalibur was of far more historical value than some window. Besides, it wasn’t even stained glass.

The windowsill rose to just above Edith’s hip, and so her climb through the window was much less graceful than the others’ had been. Thomasin was on the other side, though, and she took Edith’s hands in her own, helping her down from the window.

It was a new moon, and with how dark it was outside, the broken window wouldn’t be noticeable unless someone saw it up close. Winchester was a sleepy little town, and she didn’t foresee too many midnight strolls. They should have until dawn to find the clue and make their escape.

The Great Hall was a cavernous, rectangular chamber with high vaulted ceilings that rounded to meet in the middle. On either side of the room were lines of sturdy columns that rose into the ceiling and connected to an array of wooden rafters.

Their footsteps were far too loud against the stone tiles as they made their way through the hall. Halfway to the other side, they passed towering windows that stretched from ceiling to floor. The stained glass windows depicted a series of crests, one for each pane. The shields were rendered in rich blues and vibrant reds. In any other place, Edith’s attention would have been trapped by the artwork. But there was something far more magnificent that drew her gaze.

At the end of the hall, hanging on its side so it was flush with the stone wall, was the Round Table. The legs were no longer attached. Only the tabletop remained, displayed like a painting. It was nineteen, maybe twenty feet in diameter, and loomed over the space, as if in this room, the ideals that the Round Table represented mattered above all else. Edith was right. The X on the map was a minimalistic rendering of the painted table.

At the center was a Tudor rose, the inner ring of petals white, the outer red. The rest of the table was painted in alternating wedges of green and white. Written in an elegant script, the names of twenty-four knights bordered the circle, one for each wedge.

She drew closer, until she had to crane her neck to look up at it. There was a self-aggrandizing portrait of King Henry VIII perched above the rose. Edith didn’t think that had anything to do with the quest. It was likely painted there to appease the monarch’s ego. It was a beautiful piece of work, though.

“What do we do now?” Thomasin asked, coming up next to her.

Edith nodded up at the Round Table. “This matches the map. It must be the clue.” The problem was that it hung against the wall about ten feet above them. “We need to find a way to get up there so we can examine it closely.”

“I can climb it.” Thomasin brushed a casual hand across the cobblestone wall, her fingers curling into the shallow divots between the stones.

“There’s no way,” Edith objected. “Not even you can scramble up a wall like a spider.”

Thomasin arched a brow at her. “Is that a challenge?”

“No!” Edith said, but Thomasin was already at the wall, searching for a foothold. She found one shockingly quickly, shrugged off her leather jacket, and began to climb. Her feet found purchase in ways that seemed to defy physics, and her nimble fingers gripped the curves of stone with unbelievable sureness. Edith swallowed, her mouth suddenly very dry, as she watched Thomasin’s tattooed, muscled arms. Her forearms and biceps flexed every time she pulled herself up to a new hold.

She thought of those strong arms holding her gently after she’d been shot by the arrow, of Thomasin’s long, powerful fingers combing through her hair, replacing her bandages with the utmost care. She thought of Thomasin pinning her to the ground while they sparred, holding her in place like it was nothing, of her hand wrapping around the back of Edith’s head when she swiped her legs out from underneath her, taking care to cushion her head as she fell. There was something about the gentleness with which Thomasin treated Edith, in stark contrast to the rugged strength of her, that made Edith’s insides melt.

Jay cleared his throat next to Edith, and she roused herself from her thoughts with a sharp shake of her head. Her eyes refocused on Thomasin, who was staring down at her with a bemused smile. “You still with me?” She was balanced on one of the L-shaped wooden pegs that supported the table, both her feet only just fitting on the narrow plank.

Edith forced her lips into a smile. “Nice work!”

Thomasin gave her a peculiar look, then nodded her chin toward the Round Table. “Now what?”

“Um … just look around for anything strange, a switch or lever, or … anything,” Edith finished stupidly.

Thomasin reached for the rose, pushing up on her tiptoes. Edith inhaled through her teeth when she wobbled. Thomasin steadied herself with a palm pressed flat into the table, her fingertips just brushing the outer edge of the rose. The toned muscles of her upper back and shoulders rippled as she stretched her arm up as far as possible.

“Careful!” Edith shouted as Thomasin shuffled her feet so that they were just barely hanging on to the edge of the peg.

Thomasin ran her fingers across the petals, searching for any oddities. Her hand stilled as it crossed the center. “It’s a button!” she shouted down at Edith, her voice breathy with sudden excitement.

Edith watched eagerly as Thomasin pressed the pistil of the rose. It gave with a soft click, and then the entire rose swung open like a door on a hinge. Thomasin reared back as the wooden circle swung toward her, knocking her off balance. Edith leapt forward, arms readying to catch her, as if that would do any good.

“Whew.” Thomasin’s shoulders dropped with a relieved sigh after she managed to right herself.

“What is it?” Edith asked, unable to contain her curiosity any longer. She couldn’t quite see what the rose had revealed from her angle on the ground.

Thomasin ducked her head under the rose. “It’s a tunnel,” she laughed. “It’s an actual tunnel.”

“A tunnel?” Edith echoed back at her. “Can you see where it leads?” She pushed up on her tiptoes, straining to see into the shadowed passage, while Thomasin leaned to the side, her weight precariously balancing on just the ball of one foot. Her fingers curled around the bottom edge of the newly revealed tunnel.

“It’s too dark to make anything out. It looks like it goes down, though.”

“No time to waste then,” Edith said, tightening the strap of her satchel around her body. “We just have to figure out how to get me up there.”

After the logistics were hammered out, and with an awkward maneuver, Thomasin managed to get herself not only in the tunnel but turned around so that her arms hung down.

“Take my hands!” she told Edith, who was currently wobbling from where she was perched unsteadily on Jay’s shoulders. His hands were locked around her shins, and he stood as solid as a pillar, but it had still taken a good five minutes, and much coaxing, to get Edith to actually stand on his shoulders in the first place.

Edith grasped for Thomasin, and the other woman’s hands closed around hers with an iron grip. Her shoulder twinged at the movement, the damaged skin tugging painfully.

“Okay, I’ve got you,” Thomasin said with an authoritative tone that Edith had become familiar with. The one that always seemed to work a little too well on her. “Now you just need to find a foothold that’s a little farther up.”

Edith forced her leg to obey, knee bending and foot lifting from Jay’s shoulder. Her balance careened sideways, but when her panicked gaze swung upward, Thomasin’s own eyes were calm, and her hold on Edith was steady.

Keeping her eyes locked on Thomasin, Edith searched for purchase with her foot. Her boot scratched along the stone until the tip of her foot wedged into a gap between the stones. “Okay, on the count of three, I’ll push off, and then you can pull me up!”

“This is going to kill your shoulder,” Thomasin objected, just as she had when Edith first told them her plan.

“There’s no other way to get me in that tunnel, and I’m damn well not waiting out here,” Edith said quickly. The longer her arm was stretched upward like this, the more it hurt. She was keen to get the worst part out of the way.

Thomasin sighed, seemingly coming to the correct conclusion that there was nothing she could do to dissuade Edith from her current course of action. “Alright, let’s get this over with.”

Edith counted to three and then threw all her weight onto the foot she had propped against the wall. She launched herself with every ounce of strength she possessed at the same moment that Thomasin hauled her upward.

With great effort and clumsy movement, Edith ended up with her torso in the tunnel and her legs dangling out. Her knees were raw from where they had scraped against the stone, and her half-healed shoulder wound was screaming at her, but she was in the tunnel and that was all that mattered.

“Are you okay?” Thomasin was shoved flat against the wall of the tunnel, her body tilted sideways to make room for Edith. Though she was completely squished, Edith felt Thomasin’s hand pull aside the material of her tunic to check her wound. Edith doubted she could even see anything in this light, or from that angle.

“I’m fine.” Edith tried to meet her eyes, but she couldn’t quite make her neck turn that far.

Thomasin’s elbow knocked into her hip, and then the woman’s knee came dangerously close to her face. When Edith made a noise in protest, Thomasin’s body went slack. “You’ll need to go first. I won’t be able to turn around until you’re farther in.”

Edith dug her elbows into the dirt-packed floor of the tunnel and dragged herself forward until her legs made it into the passage.

Thomasin’s order sounded behind her. “You two keep watch, we’ll be back soon.”

The tunnel was just tall enough for them to crawl on their hands and knees, and although Edith’s knees complained, it was far preferable than inch-worming her way down into the darkness. She shuddered to think how dirty her top must already be after lying in the dirt. The last thing she needed was to rake herself through it.

Too soon in their descent, the light faded completely, and they had no choice but to crawl deeper into the tunnel completely blind.

“Another underground passageway,” Thomasin whispered from behind her. “Why does it always have to be underground?”

“Where else would you keep something hidden for this long?” Edith whispered back. The situation seemed to call for it, and their hushed voices bounced between them in an eerie echo.

Whatever comeback Thomasin no doubt had ready was lost when the tunnel suddenly opened up into a larger chamber. It was still pitch-black. The only way she could tell they were in a larger space was the sudden feeling of airy emptiness, the walls of the tunnel no longer pressing in around her.

They mapped their way around the room with hesitant footsteps and hands tracing along the wall. Unlike the grand decor of the underground chamber under Arthur’s Stone, this room was completely bare. Both the walls and floor were dirt, as if the earth had just been scooped out to create this vaguely rectangular nook of space beneath the surface.

The way forward seemed to be a narrow passageway across the room from where the tunnel had let out. This one was tall enough for them to stand, but only about two feet wide. With nothing to do but press on, Thomasin interlaced her fingers with Edith’s and led her into the passageway.

A sick, trapped feeling rose in Edith’s throat. This was somehow worse than the tunnel. The walls pressed into her sides from shoulder to thigh. It was barely wide enough for her to walk through, and her hip bones jutted into the walls with every step. The ceiling wasn’t much better. Thomasin had her head ducked, shoulders hunched, and Edith could feel the crown of her head skimming the top.

They trudged forward for an interminable amount of time, and just when Edith thought it couldn’t get any worse, she felt something skitter across the bare skin of her forearm. Something huge, and fast, and many-legged.

Edith screamed.






Chapter Sixteen


Thomasin whirled, unable to see what had Edith screaming and thrashing against the walls. She grappled in the dark, hands searching for Edith, who had ripped her own hand from Thomasin’s when she started screaming.

She found Edith’s arm, the muscle rigid beneath her skin, but the woman jumped away from her before Thomasin could grab hold. “Edith!” Thomasin shouted, hoping to break her from the wild panic.

“Run!” Edith’s hands slammed into Thomasin’s side and pushed her forward. She had no choice but to stumble into a run as Edith pressed into her, right on her heels. Thomasin could feel Edith’s frantic breaths puffing against the back of her neck.

“What’s going on?” she demanded as they ran.

“Just keep moving!” Edith punctuated the command with another shove. Thomasin was too confused to do anything but follow her orders. She had only ever seen Edith this scared during the axe-murderer incident, and though Thomasin was fairly certain there wasn’t an axe-wielding lunatic down here, she was still alarmed about whatever had made Edith so scared.

“I think we’re clear,” Edith said eventually, her steps slowing.

“Clear from what?” Thomasin came to a stop.

“Spiders,” Edith said, the single word coming out haunted and breathy.

A disbelieving laugh sounded deep in Thomasin’s chest. “We just broke into a bloody sprint for spiders?”

“Oh, and I suppose you would stay perfectly calm and collected if they were crawling all over you?”

Thomasin could practically see Edith’s hands on her hips, her chin jutting out in challenge. “I would,” Thomasin challenged right back. “Because I am bigger than a spider, and smarter.”

Edith snorted in an oh really now? sort of way.

“You know, if I’m smarter than a spider, then you’re definitely smarter than one, so there’s really nothing to be afraid of.”

“You’re so right,” Edith drawled. “Next time, I’ll just read poetry at them and they’ll wither on the spot with shame.”

Thomasin took Edith’s hand again and gave it a firm squeeze. “Now you’re getting it.”

“Just keep going.” Edith’s eye roll was almost audible.

Trailing her hand against the wall, dirt crumbling off beneath her fingers, Thomasin continued. After about fifty paces, her fingers skipped over something metal. She murmured an apology when Edith’s forehead smacked into her shoulder blade. Thomasin followed the thin curling shape of the metal with her finger. She realized what it was when her hand closed around something wooden and cylindrical.

Lifting the torch from the sconce, she dug the little pack of matches from her pocket. There had been no use in lighting them earlier only for them to burn out in seconds. With the practiced ease of someone who smoked hash far too often, Thomasin lit the match and ignited the torch.

The flame roared to life, illuminating the passageway. The first thing Thomasin saw was Edith’s face, eyes round with abject terror, mouth hanging open. For a terrible second, Thomasin thought that it was her that Edith was afraid of, but then she followed Edith’s line of sight, just above Thomasin’s shoulder.

She turned on a slow heel and nearly dropped the torch. Beyond where the torch had hung, the passageway opened into another rectangular chamber of similar size to their room at the inn. This would have been great, except the ceiling of this new room was canopied with spider webs. Thick, lacy, intricate webs all weaving into one tangled mass of horrific white silk. In the little gaps between webs and strands, dark, spindly masses weaved in and out of sight. They were too fast, and it was too dark for Thomasin to make out their exact shape, but they were enormous.

Breath tickled her cheekbone, and she nearly jumped out of her skin. But it was just Edith leaning in to whisper, “Know any good poems?”

Too preoccupied with the phantom feeling of little spider legs running all over her, Thomasin was left without a glib remark. She just swallowed roughly and watched as spiders descended from the ceiling on single threads, their legs contorting and dancing as they spun their webs.

The walls weren’t safe either. There were burrows and nooks in the dirt, and the spiders skittered in and out, up the walls and down to the floor. Never in her life had she seen so many spiders in one place, and never had she thought to add spiders to her list of fears. But if she had known that this room existed, she would have been having nightmares about it long before now.

“Do you think this is a puzzle? Like the last one?” Thomasin asked desperately.

“I don’t think so. The spiders might just be coincidental. An unintended consequence of the chosen environment.” Edith sounded as gutted by this appraisal as Thomasin felt.

“So what do we do?”

“We have to go through,” Edith said hollowly.

“I was afraid you’d say that.” Thomasin shook out the fist that her hand had curled into of its own accord and jogged in place for a couple steps to build up momentum. She was about to launch herself into the horror, when Edith grabbed her arm.

“Wait a second.”

“I was all amped up!” Thomasin protested.

Edith ignored this, and said, “Shine the torch over by the sconce.”

Just to the left of it, right before the tunnel opened up into the spider chamber, a little gold plate was hammered into the wall. There was an inscription etched into it, the fine lines illuminated by the flame.

“It’s Latin. ‘Only may the bravest knights be granted entry into Avalon, for to walk the path is to walk your fears.’ ”

“What does that mean?”

“This isn’t a puzzle, but it is a part of the quest.”

“So it’s a challenge?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I’m shit at puzzles, but this I can do.”

“Okay, what’s the plan, then?” Edith asked, her body shrinking back into the shadows, away from the chamber of writhing spiders.

Thomasin’s thoughts circled uselessly. She couldn’t well shoot every spider, and the noise would likely make them scatter unpredictably. Her daggers were her strongest weapon, but no matter how good she was at wielding them, two blades were no match for at least a couple hundred spiders.

“Are they poisonous?” she asked.

Edith’s eyes narrowed at her. “How am I supposed to know?”

“You know everything!”

“I know everything about the things I like,” she seethed, “and I hate spiders!”

“There’s no need to shout,” Thomasin whispered furiously. In truth, Edith had only been speaking in a very aggressive whisper, but the sentiment of shouting was clear in her tone. Both of them seemed too nervous to actually speak above a whisper. Thomasin didn’t know if their voices would draw or repel the spiders, and she didn’t think it was worth finding out.

A grumble of frustration escaped from Edith’s throat, and her eyes went skyward. After another breath, she closed her eyes and let her shoulders relax. When she opened them again, the fear was still there, but there was also a new determination.

“We need to focus. Remember what you told me? You can’t let fear get in your head when you’re fighting.”

“I assumed your enemy would be another person when I said that, not—”

“Thomasin.”

“You’re right. Focus.” Thomasin clapped a hand against Edith’s shoulder to reassure the other woman, but also, strangely, it made Thomasin feel stronger. She shook her head. She’d unpack that later. Turning to face the spiders, she felt Edith come up next to her. They stood shoulder to shoulder before the chamber of horrors.

Thomasin forced herself to focus on just one spider. One that was nearest to them, perched at the center of its web, front legs picking and plucking.

Its torso was oval shaped, thick and fuzzy, with coarse hairs coating its brown body. The legs were long and disgustingly spindly. The worst part, though, was the head. It was crowned by little nubbin feelers on each side, and in between them was a set of pincers. The fangs were the shape of water droplets that had been sharpened to dangerous points. But instead of clear blue, they were a blackish-brown sheen of fuzz.

The legs moved fast for something so big. She imagined the spiders swarming them the minute they stepped into the room, pincers breaking through, legs creeping along her skin, furry and quick.

Focus, she reminded herself, Edith’s voice loud in her head.

“I’m going to go with the scorpion principle,” she announced.

“Excuse me?” Edith asked in the way one spoke when they were concerned about someone’s mental soundness.

“The bigger the scorpion, the less poisonous it is.”

“Oh, okay, yes. Let’s go with that,” Edith agreed immediately. “This is a part of the quest, and it wouldn’t make sense to just kill everyone who makes it this far. The inscription said that this is about being brave, which means they are testing our courage, not our spider knowledge. We just have to be brave enough to walk through.”

“That was all very logical.”

“The best treasure hunts are.”

“I guess there’s nothing left for it.” Thomasin’s hand tightened around the torch.

“I don’t know, I’m sure we could find something else to talk about.”

Thomasin met Edith’s sideways look, and the corner of Thomasin’s mouth curved into a smile at the beseeching look on her face. “What would King Arthur do?” Thomasin asked.

Edith nodded and then took Thomasin’s hand. Their fingers wove together, so tight it was almost painful. Thomasin thought of nothing but the feel of their palms pressed together, of the smooth skin of Edith’s hand beneath her fingertips. She stroked her thumb back and forth, met Edith’s wobbly smile, then said, “Let’s fucking do this.”

Thomasin had meant it when she said Edith was the bravest person she’d ever met, but she’d also come to know that sometimes Edith needed a little push. Thomasin gripped her hand even harder and barreled into the chamber. She felt Edith running, just half a step behind her.

Thomasin kept the torch raised, hoping the flame would fend off any attackers. Her eyes were locked on the ground ahead of her feet, refusing to look up and witness just how close the spiders might be.

Edith screamed, and Thomasin’s arm was yanked backward as the other woman stopped moving.

Edith was flailing, smacking wildly at a spider that was crawling up her satchel. When it moved from the leather of her bag onto the linen fabric of her shirt, Edith screamed again, raising her arms above her head, likely too afraid to even try to squash it. She just craned her body to one side, as if she could somehow escape the spider that way, but in reality, she was just bringing herself closer to the many spiders on the wall.

“Stay still,” Thomasin ordered. Edith’s panicked gaze flashed to hers, and she somewhat obeyed, freezing where she was, but her body still wriggled in an attempt to fling the spider off.

Thomasin pried her hand from Edith’s grip, and without giving herself a moment of hesitation, picked up the spider from where it was currently resting near Edith’s ribs and launched it into the shadows.

Then, she grabbed Edith’s hand and gave her a great shove so that Edith was in front. Edith seemed to get the idea, because she took off at a dead sprint, with Thomasin at her heels.

When they passed through an archway and into a mercifully spider-free room, Edith fell to her knees in sheer relief. Thomasin followed her lead, dragging her hand across the dirt floor to scrape away the feeling of the monstrous furry spider that she’d held in her hand.

“Thank you,” Edith breathed heavily. She crawled over to Thomasin, whispering it over and over again. She threw her arms around Thomasin’s shoulders and buried her face in her neck. “Thank you so much.”

“I’d say ‘anytime,’ but we’re never doing that ever again.” Thomasin returned the embrace, the warmth of Edith the perfect cure for the creepy-crawly feeling that had taken up residence beneath her skin. Thomasin let her hand come up to cup the back of Edith’s head just so she could feel the satin smoothness of Edith’s hair between her fingers. Her chin rested on Edith’s shoulder, and she would have been content to stay like that for centuries, but she made the mistake of looking up.

“Edith,” she said softly. “Turn around.”

“What is it?” Edith’s body tensed against her. She was clearly expecting more spiders.

Thomasin felt a wild grin spread across her face. “Turn around,” she repeated.

Slowly, Edith extracted herself from their embrace and looked over her shoulder. A gasp fell from her lips.

At the far end of the room was The Round Table.

Thomasin helped Edith to her feet, and then Edith all but sprinted to it. She stumbled to a stop before it, hand reached out, but not yet touching it. Like she was afraid to break it.

It was a beautiful, ancient thing. Dark oak wood carved into a perfect circle. It was unadorned, except for the golden painting of a lion at the center. The simplicity of the table made a fool of the replica hanging in the great hall above. That was a costume, a cheap imitation. Thomasin wasn’t sure what it was, but standing here before King Arthur’s Round Table, she could feel the history radiating off it.

The only thing more beautiful than this lost piece of history was Edith’s face as she took it all in. Her hands ghosted over the surface of the table, shaking ever so slightly. Tears welled in her eyes, and spots of red bloomed along her cheekbones.

Thomasin smiled at her, but kept quiet, not wanting to ruin the moment for her. Soon, Edith looked up at her and gave a breathy laugh of disbelief. This was worth all the spiders. The smile that lit up every inch of Edith’s face.

“I think it’s time for you to solve another puzzle.” Thomasin nodded her head toward the center of the table.

Below the golden outline of the lion sat a clay chalice. The inside was stained a deep red.

Edith picked it up. There was a raised platform beneath where it had been sitting. It was like a coaster, but made of the same exact wood as the table. Edith experimentally pushed on the circle. It depressed beneath her fingers, sinking down below the table.

Edith examined the chalice next, tracing her finger along the red-stained rim. She brought the cup to her nose and took a big whiff. When she lowered the chalice, she had that smug, self-satisfied look that Thomasin had come to know well.

“Give me your dagger.”

“Why?” Thomasin asked as she hesitantly unsheathed a blade and held it out to Edith, handle-first.

“It’s a scale,” Edith said, nodding toward the coaster. “Too much weight, too little weight, nothing happens. But this chalice used to be filled with blood. So, fill it up with blood again, and you have the perfect weight, which will trigger the scale.”

“Why blood?”

“Blood is a symbol of both sacrifice and loyalty. A knight couldn’t join the Round Table without both.”

Edith sliced the dagger across her palm. Thomasin lunged forward with a cry, but Edith sidestepped away from her, curling her hand into a fist and holding it above the chalice.

Blood spilled from her hand in a steady drip. Edith grimaced.

“You could have cut my hand,” Thomasin said.

Edith gave her an affronted look. “I would never hurt you.”

“I’m used to being cut up, and you’re still healing,” she objected, wishing Edith knew that Thomasin would rather take a thousand cuts than watch Edith take just one.

“My quest, my sacrifice.”

The words stung for some reason. Thomasin knew she had made it quite clear to Edith that she didn’t believe in the quest, but she didn’t like the distance those words created between them. She didn’t like the idea that Edith was keeping her on the outside. And also, maybe Thomasin wanted to be a part of the quest, not just a secondary figure. But she simply raised her hands in surrender and watched as Edith filled the chalice with her blood.

Once it was full, Edith moved to wipe her hand on the wall. Thomasin stopped her. “The last thing we need is another infection,” she said as she tore off yet another strip of her shirt. Edith frowned as Thomasin tied the cloth tightly around her hand but thanked her in a quiet voice.

Thomasin stood at her side as she placed the chalice back on the table. As predicted, the scale sank beneath the weight until it was exactly level with the table.

The grinding sound of gears and wooden machinery filled the room, and then the center of the table came detached from the rest of the wood. It spun like a coin flipping through the air, then settled back into place.

But the golden lion was gone. Instead, there was a painting of two dragons locked in combat. One was ghostly white, the other bloodred.

Edith laughed. “That’s the next clue! I know where we have to go.” She spun toward Thomasin and grabbed her shoulders, shaking her excitedly.

Another clue, Thomasin thought, but it was not a rueful revelation. One clue could be a fluke, some random archeological site that Edith had stumbled upon. But two … how could Edith have found this if the quest wasn’t real? Why would this table, with a secret contraption built into it, be waiting here for them?

Thomasin decided in that moment that the quest was real. She wanted to believe in it because Edith did, and she wanted more than anything for Edith to be right. Thomasin was done resisting the fantasy of Edith. She surrendered to the insane belief that King Arthur was real, and that only they could find his treasure. Only it wasn’t insane anymore. It was real.

She decided something else too.

Thomasin took Edith’s face between her hands. “Our quest,” she told her.

Edith’s smile somehow grew even brighter.

Then, Thomasin kissed her.






Chapter Seventeen


Edith had put a lot of thought into her first kiss. When one made it all the way to the ripe age of twenty-seven without ever kissing anyone, it was only natural to spend an inordinate amount of time thinking about it, fantasizing really. Edith had dreamed up a thousand perfect scenarios. Dashing rogues, perfect gentlemen, demure ladies, bold, mystical women like Morgan le Fay. She had pictured them all. Sometimes they kissed her in the rain, or on a beach. On a nighttime stroll under the full moon, or under the cover of candlelight in her bedchamber.

In her lack of actual experience, she had drowned herself in imagined fairy-tale romances. She believed there was true love for everyone, but the ticking clock of her life had begun slowly convincing her that there was no romance out there for her. As her prospects grew more grim, her fantasies grew more wild, more perfect.

But nothing, not one single idealistic, desperate imagining she had ever conjured up, could compare to this moment.

Thomasin Shaw was kissing her.

In a torchlit, underground chamber, where King Arthur’s Round Table had waited to be found for centuries, Thomasin Shaw was kissing Edith Darling.

Thomasin’s hands held Edith’s face, tilting her head just slightly upward. Her lips touched Edith’s with the most delicate pressure. Edith couldn’t wrap her mind around the feeling of Thomasin’s lips against hers. They were soft and hard. Insistent and patient.

She wasn’t sure what to do with her hands, so she did the only thing that she wanted to do. She slid her hands up to grip Thomasin’s shoulders and pulled her in closer.

Thomasin obliged, stepping further into Edith’s space, lips beginning to gently move against hers. It wasn’t scorching hot or mindless with lust like Edith might have imagined. But Edith didn’t need that yet, wouldn’t quite know what to do with it, and perhaps Thomasin knew that, because the way Thomasin kissed her was sweet and soft, and all the things Edith had ever wanted someone to feel for her. There was a restraint in every brush of her lips, in the flex of her hand against Edith’s cheek.

She could feel Thomasin’s yearning as if it were her own. Which, of course, it was.

Thomasin pulled back just enough for their eyes to lock. Edith’s heart dropped at the baffled look on Thomasin’s face. She should’ve known such an innocent kiss would not have pleased Thomasin in the way that it pleased Edith. But Edith’s heart started beating again when Thomasin licked her lips and said, “You’re the most incredible woman I’ve ever known.”

“So that was good for you too, then?” Edith whispered into the space where their breath mingled.

Thomasin gave a short laugh. “You’re kidding, right?”

When Edith just searched her eyes, with a little furrow of insecurity between her brows, Thomasin leaned down and kissed Edith once again. Harder this time, her tongue brushing across Edith’s lower lip.

“I didn’t know it was supposed to feel like this,” Thomasin said.

“Like what?” Edith asked, still expecting the worst.

“Like magic.”

Edith smiled, and Thomasin’s eyes sparkled down at her. “You’re magic to me too,” she told Thomasin.

Thomasin kissed her once, twice, three times. Each one longer, more languid, like she couldn’t help herself. Edith had never felt so wanted before.

After the fourth, or maybe hundredth kiss, Thomasin twirled a loose strand of Edith’s hair around her finger, studying it like it was the most fascinating thing she had ever seen.

“Before,” Edith said, and Thomasin dragged her gaze back up to Edith’s. “You said our quest …”

“I meant it.” Thomasin trailed her hands down the sides of Edith’s neck, down her arms, then interlaced their fingers together. She brought their clasped hands up between them and landed a kiss on Edith’s knuckles. “I believe you. I believe in Excalibur, the treasure, all of it. And I want to be the one to find them with you.”

“Really?”

“I mean, we’re standing next to the bloody Round Table, it’s kind of hard not to believe.”

“We’ll find it. I promise you, we will.” Edith looked over at the Round Table, and her smile stretched impossibly wide. But then, something terrible occurred to her. She drew her lower lip between her teeth and faced Thomasin again. The other woman’s brow lowered, dimples disappearing as she took in the grim set of Edith’s mouth.

“What?” Thomasin said in a low voice.

“There’s something we’ll have to do first.” Edith grimaced. Thomasin made a face as if to say, Go on. Squeezing Thomasin’s hands tight and scrunching up her nose, Edith said, “If we want to get out of here, we’ll have to go back through the spider room.”

“Fuck.”



Once the spiders were finally behind them, Edith couldn’t help checking her satchel over and over again to make sure none of the creatures had tagged along for the ride. It was the pitch-dark of night just before dawn by the time they made it back out through the replica Round Table. As they snuck through the town of Winchester, Edith regaled Jay with the tale of their adventure. Out in the open air, with a new destination on the horizon, the spider encounter seemed much more like a daring, lighthearted act of bravery than the horrifying disaster it had felt like while they were in it. It was no longer the kind of scare that made you want to cry, but instead the kind that made you laugh.

Despite Edith’s gift for dynamic storytelling, Worthing still slunk behind the group with a practically visible rain cloud above his head. When they had told him that there was no treasure yet, all he had said was “I’m shocked” in a tone that conveyed he was anything but.

“Just a few more clues,” Thomasin had said, clapping him on the back.

“Just a few more chances for the police to pin us down,” he shot back. Thomasin said nothing, barely even sparing him a glance.

Every time Edith looked at Thomasin, her lips tingled and butterflies erupted in her stomach. She wasn’t sure how she was going to behave normally in front of Thomasin anymore. The mere thought of their kiss had her legs turning to jelly.

They were almost to the outskirts of town when Edith stopped and said, “Why don’t we just rent a room at the inn for the day? I mean, I think we all deserve a little luxury. And a bath.” It was almost dawn, and they could all use a good nap before setting off again. Sure, it was a risk, but Edith felt invincible, and they could just stay in the safety of their rooms during the day and leave once it got dark again.

Thomasin looked as if the idea had never once occurred to her, but then shrugged and said, “Why not.”

Jay clapped his hands in delight, and they doubled back into the main street of Winchester. The inn was a modest brick building at the far end of the town square. Unsurprisingly, the dining room was empty, save for a middle-aged man with thinning hair and a stained white apron who was sweeping underneath one of the tables. He looked up at the rickety sound of the door swinging open, naturally suspicious of a group of strangers arriving so late, or early, depending on who you asked, but when Edith took out her heavy bag of gold, his suspicion quickly faded into hospitality.

With only a handful of coins, they got a room, a hot meal, and a bucket of hot water for each of them. After scrubbing herself clean of spiders, dirt, and sweat, Edith flopped onto the bed, which had an objectively thin mattress, but felt like a cloud after all the nights sleeping on the ground, and dug into the potato stew that she’d brought up from the dining room.

It was bland, near tasteless, but it was still warm, and Edith was happy just to have something to eat. She wasn’t used to the rationed travel meals she’d had to endure these last weeks, her store of toast and jam long since run out.

Her dinner was just about finished when there was a firm knock on her door. She dropped her spoon, and it fell with a dull clatter into the bowl. Her heart sped up with every step toward the door, and when she turned the knob, she thought it might beat straight out of her chest.

Thomasin stood on the other side, her dark, wet hair loose around her shoulders. Her face had been scrubbed clean as well, cheeks still reddened. She gave Edith a very un-Thomasin-like smile. It was hesitant, almost bashful.

“Can I come in?” Her voice was rougher than usual.

“Of course,” Edith said but forgot to move aside to actually let her in. Only when Thomasin laughed and gestured at the gap between the door and the wall that Edith was currently blocking did she have the wherewithal to step backward and open the door for her.

As Thomasin entered her room, Edith sent a prayer to King Arthur himself to please just let herself behave normally. Edith wanted to be cool and relaxed, not uppity and overwhelmed.

Instead, she blurted, “Good stew.”

Thomasin gave her a peculiar look over her shoulder, then sat down on the bed. She made herself comfortable, as she always did, leaning back against the headboard and stretching her legs out in front of her. It was a trait that Edith envied. She never felt comfortable anywhere, let alone in someone else’s space. No matter how welcoming that someone might be, she always felt like an imposition, and would shrink herself down to take up as little space as possible. Thomasin did the opposite, and maybe it should’ve felt rude, but really it just seemed like Thomasin knew she had the right to exist as she was.

It occurred to Edith then that Thomasin had never once asked her to be smaller, or less. In fact, she had only ever seemed delighted by the moments when Edith had been most herself. So trusting that, she summoned her courage and sat down on the bed next to Thomasin.

At once, Thomasin took Edith’s hand and interlaced their fingers together. “Is this okay?” she asked.

Edith nodded and flipped their hands so that Thomasin’s faced downward and Edith’s rested on the bed. She studied Thomasin’s tattoos. On the back of her hand was a burst of flowers. Small, delicate petals woven into a maze of thorny stems. Blood did drip from the flowers, which made the flowery display seem much more suited to Thomasin’s tastes.

“Oleander,” Thomasin said, noting Edith’s attention.

“The Oleander Inn,” Edith realized aloud.

Thomasin’s lips tipped upward, but there was something sad in her smile. “The only home I’ve ever known. Seemed fitting.”

“Were you born into the syndicate?” Edith asked, taking care to measure her tone so that she didn’t seem too eager. She wanted to dive into Thomasin’s past. It was a deep, dark ocean, and Edith wanted to explore every single inch of it. She wanted to hear about all her adventures, all her trials and failures. She wanted to know why Thomasin was who she was.

“No,” Thomasin said, eyes drifting away from Edith and down to the bed. “My parents died when I was young, and I ended up on the street. The leader of the syndicate at the time, Marshall, raised me up, trained me.”

“Did he love you?”

Thomasin seemed taken aback by the question, like she had never once considered it. “I think he loved me the way someone loves their favorite dagger.”

It was said matter-of-factly, coldly, like it wasn’t one of the saddest things Edith had ever heard. “You deserved more than that,” she told Thomasin, who smiled ruefully and batted away the comment with a casual swipe of her hand. “What about your parents? Do you remember them?”

Thomasin sighed and settled deeper into the mattress. “My father, no. But I have flashes of my mother. I might have just imagined them, though,” she added with an embarrassed little laugh.

“What do you remember about her?” Edith asked seriously, ignoring Thomasin’s attempt to minimize the love she clearly had for her mother.

Thomasin’s eyes went unfocused as she searched for words. “I only remember the stars. Sitting in her lap, learning about the constellations. I think I can hear her voice if I try really hard.”

“She loved you,” Edith said.

Another shrug. “I hope so.”

“She did.”

Thomasin looked at her, and for a second, Edith swore there was a faint sheen of tears in her eyes, but she blinked them away before they could fall. “Thank you,” Thomasin said, her voice rough.

“You don’t have to thank me.” Edith knew too well what it felt like to be unloved, and it was a crime that Thomasin knew it too.

Thomasin released a deep sigh, the tension leaving her shoulders, then changed the subject. “Tell me about your family. You seemed sure that your father wouldn’t respond to the ransom.” The question was gentle, but there was an undeniable curiosity beneath her words.

“My father loves me, but I don’t think he likes me very much.”

Thomasin frowned. “Why not?”

“I’m silly, loud, emotional. I couldn’t trick anyone into marrying me,” Edith admitted quietly.

Thomasin shuffled closer to her, so that their knees and elbows touched, so that the words they said felt safe and protected in the little space between their mouths. “You are very silly, and I like it very much.”

Grins broke across both their faces, and Edith could feel the blush coloring her cheeks. She thought—hoped—Thomasin might lean in and kiss her again. She wasn’t sure if it was acceptable yet for her to initiate. Not to mention, she wasn’t sure she even knew how.

But Thomasin didn’t kiss her. Instead, she asked, “Do you have any siblings?

“Why?” Edith wasn’t sure why Thomasin would care. Surely she wanted to keep things fun, right?

Thomasin leveled Edith with a serious gaze. “Because I want to know you. Everything about you.”

Fear tightened Edith’s stomach. She didn’t want to say something that would put Thomasin off her. But Thomasin had asked, and so Edith forced herself to trust that she wanted to know.

She told her about Jonathan and Marigold. How they had been inseparable as children but had grown further apart with every passing day. That she was unspeakably happy they had found fulfilling lives for themselves, but it tore her heart in two that those lives didn’t have room for her. She even told Thomasin she wasn’t sure she’d ever find her own happiness the way those two had, and that she might have to be content with a life spent alone, prioritizing people who had long since found better priorities, because no one in their right mind had ever prioritized her. But she did her best to not resent them, because they were only doing what they were supposed to do. They were in the right. It was Edith who was stunted, broken, frozen in time.

“You’re on a noble quest,” Thomasin whispered. “That doesn’t seem frozen to me.”

“Maybe,” Edith said.

“And you’re wrong, you know.”

“About what?”

Thomasin reached her hand up and stroked her fingertips across Edith’s cheek, before bringing them to rest on her jawline. “I’ll prioritize you.”

On a surge of confidence, Edith took the hand that was cupped along her jaw and brought it to her lips. She brushed her lips across Thomasin’s knuckles and looked up at her through her lashes. “Only if I can prioritize you too.”

“Deal,” Thomasin said, her eyes darkening.

Edith let her finger trace over the letters inked onto her knuckles. “Who did these?”

“I did,” Thomasin said with a smug smile.

Surprise colored her next words. “Just these, or all your tattoos?”

Thomasin gave a cursory glance at her arms. “Most of them, yeah. Except for the ones I couldn’t reach.”

Edith looked at the artwork strewn across Thomasin’s body in a new light. The tattoos weren’t just windows into Thomasin’s life. They were a masterpiece of skill and heart. “You’re incredibly talented.”

“I know,” she shrugged, but her dimple deepened as her smile grew wider.

Edith’s eyes drifted back down to the bunch of oleander on the back of her hand. She frowned and said, “I don’t think oleander actually has thorns, though, does it?”

“Fuck if I know, just looked cool.”

Edith laughed, tipping her head back. “I want one,” she said suddenly.

“An oleander? It’s poisonous, that’s the whole point.” Thomasin let her head fall to the side, so that she was facing her. Edith followed suit, their faces mere inches apart.

“No!” Edith bumped her knee into Thomasin’s. “I want a tattoo.”

She had never considered getting a tattoo before. It just wasn’t something that ladies of her standing did. But not only that, she knew that she’d never be able to decide on something that permanent. How could she trust herself to choose something that would be etched onto her body forever? It was more than likely she would make the wrong choice, and then she’d have to live with her regret proudly displayed forever. It was the commitment of the whole endeavor that made her so anxious.

But in that moment, amid her quest and with Thomasin by her side, she wanted to be reckless. Edith wanted to make a choice without weighing the consequences for years on end.

Thomasin’s eyes lit up as she tilted her chin down and said, “Really?”

Edith nodded again, her resolve hardening. “You make me far too brave, Thomasin Shaw.”






Chapter Eighteen


Thomasin had never been so happy that she carried her tattooing kit with her. She never knew when the whim would strike her to add another piece to her collection. But this … this was a thousand times more exciting than any new tattoo she could give herself.

She had Edith lie down on the bed, her arm stretched out to one side, inner forearm facing up. Thomasin dragged a chair next to the bed and sat down. “What do you want?” she asked as she prepared her little pot of black ink.

Edith let out a small laugh. “I don’t actually know.” The nerves brought her voice up a few octaves. Thomasin turned to face the wall as she dipped her needle in the alcohol so that Edith wouldn’t have to spend too much time looking at the needle and contemplating what it would feel like being jammed into her skin.

“I have an idea,” Thomasin said as she turned back around. The image was suddenly so vivid in her mind.

“Okay.”

“Can I surprise you?” She didn’t want Edith to have to get muddled down in the details, and she thought it would be easier for her to not have to decide on the intricacies of it. But this was also permanent, and she knew she might be asking far too much of Edith.

She nodded without hesitation.

Seized by sudden doubt, Thomasin asked, “Are you sure?”

Edith met her eyes. “I trust you.”

Something lodged in Thomasin’s throat. Trust. She realized then that no one had trusted her, maybe ever. Feared her, obeyed her. But never trusted. Sometime in the last ten years, she had confused obedience with trust, and fear with respect.

“Thank you,” she said without thinking.

Edith’s brow scrunched. “For what?”

Thomasin swallowed, shook her head as she dipped the needle into the ink pot. “For being you.” She saw the blush rise on Edith’s cheeks out of the corner of her eye. Thomasin wanted to look up, but she didn’t think she could take seeing it in full. The force of it would bowl her over.

Silently giving thanks for her steady hands, she held Edith’s arm in place with a hand right below the crease of her elbow. She pretended that the satin feel of her skin didn’t send shivers throughout her entire body. She admired the vein of her wrist, like a river cutting through a pale sand beach.

Thomasin shook her head and gently placed the tip of the needle against Edith’s wrist. “Are you ready?”

“How badly will it hurt?”

“Nowhere near as badly as being shot by an arrow.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Edith mumbled.

“It’s all about perspective,” Thomasin agreed with a smile, then raised her brows, waiting for the go-ahead.

Edith squeezed her eyes shut and turned her head away. “Do it.”

At the first touch of the needle, Edith went impossibly tense beneath Thomasin’s hands, which was saying something because Thomasin had thought Edith had already been holding herself at maximum tension.

She drew the first line, pulling and poking the needle in equal measure down the center of Edith’s inner arm. “Are you okay?” She made sure her voice was calm, steady as a frozen lake.

“It’s—” Edith paused, and then peeked one of her eyes open, looking at Thomasin, but avoiding the sight of the needle dipping into the pot of ink. “It’s not as bad as I thought it’d be.”

Thomasin smoothed her hand down Edith’s wrist and gently pried her fingers open from the tight fist they had curled themselves into.

When she lifted the needle back to her arm, Edith shut her eyes again. Thomasin smiled to herself as she worked, the picture that she had seen in her mind coming to life perfectly against Edith’s pale skin. Only halfway done, and Thomasin could already tell that this would be her proudest work yet.

But no matter how much she liked the tattoo, the strange sensation of nerves still fluttered in her chest. It was odd, because Thomasin was rarely nervous about things. She didn’t understand the point of being nervous, thought it was a waste of time. What was going to happen was going to happen, and there was no use in getting riled about it beforehand.

All that being said, though, her heart picked up speed, and she had to wipe sweat from her palms before finishing the last of the tattoo. She was terrified about what Edith would think. What if Edith regretted trusting Thomasin? What if Edith was stuck having to look at this thing that she hated every single day for the rest of her life, and it was all Thomasin’s fault? She was still marveling at the novelty of being trusted, and it would be just like her to lose Edith’s trust the very same day.

The ink ran out, and the tattoo was finished far too quickly for Thomasin’s liking. She wiped away the excess ink with a clean cloth, then leaned back, her spine bumping into the uncomfortable wood. “I’m done,” she announced, bracing herself for at best a scolding, and at worst a complete and utter verbal thrashing. She’d been too cocky. There was no way Edith would like it. Can I surprise you? What an unforgivably stupid idea.

“Already?” Edith’s eyes opened, but she didn’t turn her head to look just yet.

“Told you, I’m good.” Thomasin mustered a bravado that she couldn’t have felt further from feeling.

Edith turned her head a fraction, just enough to look at Thomasin. Her eager smile dipped into a frown. “Why do you look so grim? Did something go wrong?”

Shaking her head, Thomasin said, “Uh, no, I’m just—” She broke off, weighing whether or not she should admit her feelings. Just after opening her mouth for a clever lie, she’d thought of how much Edith had shared with her, how honest and vulnerable she’d been. Edith had laid some of her deepest worries and insecurities at Thomasin’s feet, and the last thing Thomasin wanted to do was stomp on them or use them against Edith. No, she wanted to hold them close, and prove to Edith that she was worthy of knowing her secrets. If Thomasin wanted to do that for Edith, then maybe—just maybe—Edith would want to do the same for her.

So, Thomasin cleared her throat and said, “I guess I’m just nervous.”

Edith’s eyes softened immediately, and she rolled over, stretching out her un-tattooed arm, her fingers reaching toward Thomasin, who met her halfway. She noticed Edith had deliberately not yet looked at the tattoo, as if she were waiting for Thomasin’s permission to do so, which was vaguely ridiculous considering it was her body. Edith just held Thomasin’s hand and said, “What are you nervous about?”

“That you’ll hate it.”

Tilting her chin down, Edith said, “I promise you, I won’t.”

“You don’t know that. You let me tattoo a design on you that you’ve never even seen! Who does that?” Thomasin rocked forward, resting her elbows on her knees.

Edith gave her a mildly reproachful look. “When you thought of it, did you genuinely think I would love it?”

“Of course I did.”

“Well then there you go. I trust you, just like I said.”

“But I could’ve been wrong about what you’d like, and then all that trust was for nothing,” Thomasin said. “If you hate it, then I’ve ruined everything,” she admitted in a small voice.

“Did you tattoo one of those awful spiders on me?”

Thomasin barked a surprised laugh. “No!”

“Good, because that’s the only thing I’d hate.” Edith squeezed Thomasin’s hand, urging her to meet her gaze. “You could have given me the worst, most ugly tattoo in the world, and I would still love it, just because it was done by you.”

To Thomasin’s horror, there was a sudden lump in her throat. She had only ever been accepted because of the skills she brought to the table. There was no room for faltering, for imperfection. If she couldn’t be of use to people, then she wasn’t worth anything. But here was Edith, telling her that even if she was a terrible tattoo artist, her art would still be worth something. With Edith, she didn’t need to be perfect; she just needed to be herself.

No one had ever taken her without conditions, without contingencies before. She meant something to Edith not because of what she could do but because of who she was.

Thomasin closed the space between them, fisted a hand into Edith’s hair, and brought their lips together. Edith froze, and Thomasin was just about to back off when the other woman melted into her. Hands came up to cup her face. She felt Edith’s thumbs tremble as they hesitantly stroked over her cheeks.

Edith’s lips parted slightly, and Thomasin darted her tongue out to trace the broken seam between them. She didn’t want to push her too fast. This was all new to Edith. Thomasin could feel it in every achingly slow, cautious move Edith made with her lips, her hands.

Though Thomasin had done far more than kiss, with more people than she could count, kissing Edith felt new to her as well. It burned in a way nothing else ever had.

When Thomasin dragged a lazy hand down Edith’s side, skimming across her ribs, fingers coming daringly close to her breasts, to the laces of her tunic, Edith pulled away with a gasp.

Thomasin lurched back, but Edith’s hands held fast to her shoulders, not letting her get too far away. “I’m sorry, that was too fast,” Thomasin said.

Edith let her forehead fall against Thomasin’s. “No, I’m sorry. I’m just not very good at this yet.”

Thomasin let her thumb run across Edith’s lower lip. “You have nothing to be sorry for. And trust me, you are very good at this.”

A small laugh fell from Edith’s lips, and her cheeks heated. Thomasin watched her throat bob as Edith swallowed before saying, “Can I look at my tattoo now?”

Thomasin had practically forgotten all about it, that was how much power Edith had over her. The innocent, exploratory touches and relatively chaste kissing had somehow thoroughly muddled her mind and started a fire in her body that didn’t show any signs of burning out.

God, she was gone for this girl.

“Alright,” Thomasin said, “let’s get this over with.”

Edith squealed with delight, eyes sparkling. She looked down at her inner arm, and her entire face fell slack.

Heart sinking deep into her stomach, Thomasin began, “I can fix it—”

Edith covered Thomasin’s mouth with her hand and looked up at her with glistening eyes. “I love it.”

In thin, black lines, Thomasin had etched Excalibur into her skin. The blade cut down the center of Edith’s arm, sharp and precise. The jeweled hilt was shaded just enough to give the impression that the jewels were shining. It was delicate and powerful all at once. Perfect for Edith, Thomasin had thought.

“You do?” Thomasin asked, her heart slowly making its way back to where it was supposed to be.

Edith struggled for words, a tear slipping down her cheek. “I can’t even believe it’s real. Thank you so much,” she said, her voice watery but also impossibly happy.

At the sight of Edith’s tears, Thomasin felt her own throat choke up. Just a little. I’m going so soft, she thought ruefully.

But she wanted to be soft for Edith. She wanted the whole damn world to be soft for her. And if it wasn’t, then Thomasin would make it so with her fists and knives. Because Edith believed the world was a beautiful, magical place, and she deserved it to be so.

Not wanting to pressure Edith into anything she wasn’t ready for, Thomasin retreated to her own room. They’d spent many nights together at the last inn, but that was before they had kissed. Before they had opened the door to anything more between them. She was so amazingly happy they had stepped through that threshold together. Thomasin didn’t think there was anything in this world that could sour her mood.

She should have remembered that Worthing existed.

He cornered her in the stairwell, blocking the hall to her room as she stepped onto the second-floor landing.

“Are you having a good time?” he asked.

Thomasin leaned back on one heel and looked down her nose at him. “Why, yes, actually, I am.”

“Do you know who else is having a good time?”

“Not you?” Thomasin guessed with a tight smile.

“The Metropolitan Police of London. They’re having a jolly old time right now, rounding up syndicate members and questioning them for your location.”

Thomasin flinched. “Why would they do that?”

Wrinkling his nose, he said, “Because they think you’re holed up somewhere, avoiding your charges. Tell me, when all this is finally fucking said and done, how do you plan on waltzing back into London without being immediately arrested?”

“I have contacts,” Thomasin said. It was true. There was a vast network of safe houses that she could hunker down in until things calmed. Some of them were pits, but there were a couple that might be suitable enough for Edith to join her in.

That is, if Edith even wanted to stay with her after the quest. Thomasin didn’t know when she’d started hoping that she would.

Worthing’s voice dragged her from thoughts of Edith. “What fucking contacts? If we keep up this treasure hunt charade any longer, there will be no syndicate for us to go back to!”

“They can survive well enough—”

“Do you hear how fucking selfish you are? We are being surrounded on all sides!” Worthing stepped into her space, fuming, and jammed a finger at her face. “Not only are the police tearing the syndicate apart because they know you’re on the back foot, but my scouts reported that Edith’s father is scouring the country for her, sparing no expense. There is no way this ends well for any of us, and yet you refuse to change course, all because you want to fuck some highborn bitch.”

Thomasin’s fist was slamming into his jaw before he could even get the final word out. “The treasure will be worth enough money to solve every problem we could ever have,” she hissed.

Worthing’s eyes flicked up to her, something like surprise simmering in his gaze. He was bent over, cradling his already-swelling jaw. After spitting a wad of blood on the ground, he said, “You believe in it, don’t you?”

Thomasin ground her teeth together, tilted her chin up. “So what if I do?”

“It’s your funeral.” Worthing rose to his full height. “I always told Marshall you’d be the end of the syndicate. I’m glad you’re finally proving me right.”

With that, he strode off down the hall, his footsteps an aggressive echo in the quiet of the inn.

His words didn’t change her mind. Thomasin still believed in the treasure, believed all this effort was worth it. But he had been right to call her selfish, right to think that she’d run the syndicate into the ground. After the high of her night with Edith, she supposed she deserved the reminder.

That she wasn’t good, not for anyone.






Chapter Nineteen


Excalibur was inked into her skin. Inextricably connected to her forever. Edith couldn’t stop staring at the tattoo. She knew she shouldn’t touch it, but she couldn’t help tracing her fingers over the raised skin. She couldn’t believe that it was real.

Edith had always lived by a very clear philosophy when making decisions. She didn’t move forward until she had considered every little possible thing that could go wrong. That way, once something did happen, she would be ready for it. If she thought through every outcome, then she would be safe from uncertainty.

But with this tattoo, she hadn’t spared a second thought over what might happen. She just thought, I want to do this, and so I will.

And it had turned out wonderfully. Nothing had pounced on her, taking advantage of her momentary lack of worry. Edith had done what she wanted to do, and she hadn’t been cosmically punished for it.

The tattoo was so beautiful, and so perfect for her. Thomasin had created this piece of art that was impossibly well suited for Edith. Something shimmered inside of her at the idea that Thomasin knew her so well, and after so little time.

She wondered what her grandmother would have thought of the tattoo. There weren’t many societal conventions the woman hadn’t bucked, but a lady with a tattoo might have been pushing it too far. Edith imagined she would have put on a show of being cross at first, but then she would have gotten a little gleam in her eye and asked to see it. Once she saw Thomasin’s impeccable work, saw that it was Excalibur, the one passion they both cared about above all else, Edith thought her grandmother would have even asked for one herself.

Brushing an errant tear from her cheek, she rolled down the sleeve of her tunic. It would never be fair that her grandmother wasn’t alive to see this. With every step forward in the quest, Edith felt a pang of guilt. There was a little tug of sadness that came with every moment of triumph. She brushed it away as much as she could, not wanting to wallow in grief when she should be happy with how well things were going. And the quest was going well, better than she had ever dreamed it would. That was in large part due to Thomasin, whose company only amplified every new and exciting thing Edith experienced. The simple act of spending time with Thomasin, of being near her, set fire to all the things that Edith had imagined for her life, in the best possible way.

She didn’t want to be sad, but she was. In the quiet moments when Thomasin wasn’t around to make her smile or make her wobbly with giddy nerves. When her dreams of Camelot and King Arthur weren’t coming true right before her eyes. When she slowed down enough, and her traitorous, stupid brain thought, I can’t wait to tell Grandmother about all this, only for the crushing disappointment to fall seconds later when she remembered she would never speak to her grandmother again. In those moments, she was unbearably sad.

The only thing for it was to keep moving. Luckily, they had a new destination: Dinas Emrys, an old castle fort that stood mostly in ruins. They’d have to spend at least three days on the road, making their way up north to Wales. The journey would be prolonged by the fact that they had to avoid the main roads. Only once darkness had fallen enough to obscure their faces—well, Thomasin’s face—from onlookers did they venture out.

Thomasin was tense as they snuck away from Winchester, the soft din of tavern music floating into the streets. She wondered if Worthing had gotten under her skin, because she had never shown so much concern about detection before. Ever since they’d left London, Thomasin had approached the charges against her with a devil-may-care attitude, like nothing the police could ever do would touch her.

As they rode their horses into the forest, leaving Winchester behind, Thomasin’s posture finally relaxed, and she slowed their pace to a comfortable trot. Once they were safely ensconced in the shadows of a lush, green forest, Thomasin directed her horse to walk next to Edith’s. When she smiled at her, Thomasin smiled back, any vestiges of unease seemingly gone. Edith knew Thomasin well enough to know that whatever was bothering Thomasin had likely just been shoved away rather than dealt with. But if it was a conversation with Worthing that had irked her, then it was more than likely she was worried about something to do with the syndicate. Edith didn’t want to pry. She loved learning about Thomasin’s past, but she couldn’t bring herself to think about how Thomasin had a whole criminal enterprise to go back to. One that was probably falling apart because of Edith.

She didn’t like thinking about their lives outside of the quest, because it meant thinking about her life without Thomasin. It was far too soon to be considering such things, but her mind followed that path of its own accord. What kind of future they could have together, whether Thomasin wanted the same things Edith wanted.

She liked Thomasin so much it didn’t feel as though the word like was enough. It was also too soon for that other word, but Edith felt her heart drifting in that direction, no matter how much she tried to slow herself down.

Because if she was being honest, she didn’t want to slow down. She wanted to feel everything, and she wanted to feel it with Thomasin.

The question was if Thomasin could ever feel the same way about her. She was careful not to assume anything about Thomasin’s feelings based on the physical affection she showed Edith. Thomasin was casual about those sorts of things, and hoping that all the kissing meant the same thing to Thomasin as it did to Edith felt dangerous.

But over the course of the next few days there was so much kissing that it became hard not to read into it. In fact, all Thomasin wanted to do was kiss her. And hold her hand or sit so close together that the sides of their bodies were flush from ankle to shoulder. Edith didn’t quite know how to cope with so much attention, but she certainly wasn’t annoyed by it. Unsure as to how she was supposed to behave in romantic situations, she just surrendered to the current and let Thomasin pull her under.

At first, she had been nervous for Jay and Worthing to find out about this new element of her and Thomasin’s relationship, but when Jay saw them kiss from across the fire one night, he just smiled fondly at Edith before excusing himself. As for Worthing, his face screwed up in anger and turned bright red. When he opened his mouth though, Thomasin just glared, her fingers toying with her dagger. He excused himself too.

In their little bubble, the trip from Winchester to Dinas Emrys passed shockingly quickly. Before she knew it, the crumbling stone ruins were looming ahead of them. The remains of the fort sat atop a forested, rocky hill. It had taken them the last couple hours to hike their way through the tangle of trees, stomping through brambles for most of the way. Edith’s heartbeat quickened, and her feet followed suit. This was one of those legendary sites she had always fantasized about visiting. She and her grandmother had theorized that this could be a potential location for a clue, but there had been no way of knowing for sure. Until now.

Dinas Emrys was the setting of one of the very first written records of Merlin. It was at this castle that he had revealed his prophetic and magical powers. This was the hallowed ground on which he’d received his most famous prophecy. With every crunch of dry grass beneath her feet, Edith felt the weight of it in her bones. She was walking the same earth Merlin had walked. She felt sure in that moment that there was a thread of whatever one wanted to call it, magic, fate, luck, that was pulling her along this quest.

Maybe that same thread had pulled her to Thomasin too. The thought rose unbidden in the back of her mind, and her eyes instinctively found Thomasin, who was walking a few paces ahead. As if she could sense her attention, Thomasin looked over her shoulder, her long curls whipping in the wind. In the last couple weeks, autumn had arrived in full, with brisk air and gloomy skies.

The weather suited the ruins. It would have been strange to see the ancient stone structure under the full glow of the sun. It looked like it might crumble under the light. A cushion of mist clung to the tall grass, and to the walls.

Edith stumbled over excitedly to the closest wall and laid her hands on the cold stone. She breathed in deeply. Palms vibrating, she imagined she could feel the energy left behind in the walls. Magic like Merlin’s didn’t just disappear with time. It settled, weaved itself into the fabric of a place.

Or at least that’s what her grandmother had told her.

Cloaked now in the mists of Dinas Emrys, Edith believed her wholeheartedly.

Her eyes were closed, and so she felt, rather than saw, Thomasin approach. Strong arms wrapped around her middle, pulling her back into the solid, lean body behind her. The sharp point of Thomasin’s chin rested on the crown of Edith’s head. She relaxed into the embrace, but soon her eagerness to explore overpowered her desire to remain in Thomasin’s arms. Gently extricating herself, she took Thomasin’s hand in hers and led them across the hilltop.

Centuries ago, Dinas Emrys had been a magnificent tower, surrounded by thick stone ramparts. All that was left now were these three stone walls. There wasn’t much left of the tower either. Only an uneven circle of stones within the enclosure made by the ramparts. What had once been an imposing spire, meant to intimidate enemies, was now just a cluster of rocks, worn away by rain, dirt, and time.

But it wasn’t the castle itself that Edith believed they were here for.

Just beyond the ruin, at the base of a little hillside, was a pool. It was the shape of a rough-hewn oval. Nestled into tufts of long grass, it would be easy to miss if you were just walking by, unaware that a legend had been born in this very place.

“This is it?” Thomasin asked, her footsteps beating a path through the grass.

Edith nodded, her voice lost.

Before King Arthur had even been born, there had been a different king: Vortigern. He’d set out to build his castle on this land. But every morning, he would wake to find that whatever progress had been made on its construction had fallen apart overnight. The men would spend all day laying stone and building the foundation, only to have to start over and do the same thing the next day. Over and over again, no matter what craftsmen he hired, no matter what stones he used, the tower never lasted for long. The foundation would crumble and take the rest of the castle with it.

His wise men told him he must find a child born without a father, and that this child’s blood must be spilled in order to appease the land. Vortigern was not a kind man, and so he had no crisis of conscience about this course of action. Eventually, a boy named Merlin was brought to the castle to be sacrificed. There were rumors that he had been fathered by the devil himself, and Vortigern seemed to think that having Satan for a father was close enough to having no father.

But Merlin proved he was far more useful alive than dead. Just before the blade was drawn across his neck, he delivered a prophecy. He told Vortigern that the reason his foundation kept crumbling was that there was a hidden cistern beneath the hill, and in those murky waters there lived two dragons, slumbering peacefully.

A red dragon, and a white dragon.

Vortigern dug into the hill at once, determined to see whether or not Merlin was right. Sure enough, he found the pool and the dragons. But the sunlight woke them, and they began to fight. After a long and arduous battle, the red dragon claimed victory, ousting the white dragon, who disappeared completely.

The second the Round Table in Winchester had revealed the picture of the circling dragons, Edith knew the next clue had to be at Dinas Emrys. This was the origin of Merlin, the first time he had wielded his magic. Here, he had set himself on the path that would take him to King Arthur’s side.

“It’s smaller than I thought it’d be. You said two dragons, right? This looks hardly big enough for a goat to kick around in,” Thomasin said.

Edith smiled at the mention of goats. They had encountered a mountain goat on their way up the hill and had lost a good hour of daylight trying to coax it toward them with scraps of bread. One comment from Edith about how cute it was, and next thing she knew, Thomasin was determined to get the creature within petting range. They never did manage it.

“It’s deeper than it looks,” Edith said, leaning over the edge, her feet gripping the moist dirt at the edge of the pond. There was about an arm’s-length drop from the lip of the pool to the waterline. The ground beneath her was sloshy, mud sucking at her shoes, and she really didn’t want to slip and fall into the water.

But then it occurred to her that that was exactly what they would need to do. If Edith were to hide a clue here, she would put it at the bottom of the pool, right where the legendary dragons had slept. The painting on the Round Table was of the red and white dragons, which meant that it was them they needed to follow.

When Edith told Thomasin as much, a flicker of excitement sparked in the other woman’s eyes, and she shrugged off her jacket without any objections. Thomasin bent over and unlaced her boots, while Edith left her satchel in Jay’s care. She didn’t know when they had decided that only Thomasin and Edith would actually venture into the sites of each clue, but it had somehow become the established thing. Edith wasn’t arguing. It felt right, just the two of them.

Before handing her bag over, she slipped out the urn and held it to her chest. She didn’t want to say that she hugged the urn, because that felt pathetic and odd, but there really was no other way to describe it.

Her fingers clenched around the strap, fighting her brain’s command to release the satchel to Jay. Sensing this inner struggle, Jay smiled and said, “I’ll guard it with my life.”

“You’re far too nice to me.” Edith forced herself to let go, not letting herself linger as Jay slung the bag carefully over his shoulder.

Edith returned to Thomasin, who was shivering now, her naked toes wiggling in the cold mud. Edith followed suit, kicking off her shoes one by one. Thomasin ducked her head for a quick kiss, which left Edith’s mind comfortably, contentedly blank.

Before she could realize that had likely been the point, Thomasin clasped her hand and faced the pool. Not giving Edith any time to fear the cold, or the murky bog, or whatever creatures might live within, Thomasin winked and said, “For Merlin.”

Hand in hand, they dove into the water.






Chapter Twenty


Holy fuck, the water was freezing. It was the kind of cold that sucked the thoughts out of your brain and stabbed needles of icy hot pain right into your nerves. Thomasin focused on Edith’s tight grip on her hand as she wrangled her limbs into order, forcing them to stroke through the water.

The wild current made by Edith’s flailing didn’t help anything. Thomasin was practically dragging the poor girl into the depths, kicking her legs to propel them downward, arm tugging Edith, who finally managed to adjust to the cold enough to swim alongside Thomasin.

On the third stroke, she expected to find the bottom, but met only more water. Her eyes stung, but she kept them open, scanning the dark, boggy pool for any sign of a hidden compartment or trapdoor. Eventually, they had no choice but to come up for air.

They hauled their frozen bodies out of the pool and onto the muddy shore that had once felt icy against her toes but now felt warm in comparison. Thomasin resisted the urge to rub her face in it. Edith collapsed next to her, chest heaving, white tunic soaked through and sheer. The sight of her like that warmed Thomasin much quicker than the mud.

“Are you sure the clue is in there?” Thomasin stuttered out through chattering teeth.

“I’m positive,” Edith chattered back. “The dragons were asleep at the bottom.”

“Well, you were unfortunately very right about how deep it is.” Thomasin dragged herself up to her hands and knees, water dripping from her hair and clothes in big fat rivulets.

“Let’s try again,” Edith said. It was true that sometimes Edith needed a little push to get moving, but once she got going, there was nothing that could derail her.

They stood up, positioned themselves once again, this time shaky and all too aware of the shock they were about to receive. Thomasin reached for Edith’s hand, but Edith batted her away. At the look of confusion on Thomasin’s face, Edith said, “I slowed you down last time. We’ll swim faster if we use both of our arms.”

Thomasin nodded, stretching her arms. “Straight to the bottom.” Grim smiles were exchanged, and then they dove once more.

It wasn’t any better the second time around. In fact, it was probably worse because Thomasin’s arms and legs already felt like they’d been stretched out and tenderized. But she swam as hard and as fast as she could and felt Edith doing the same just a few strokes behind her. Thomasin had the advantage in the length-of-limbs department.

Thomasin was on the verge of giving up when her outstretched fingers finally collided with spongy ground. She fluttered her feet behind her, muscles screaming. Her hands scrambled across the bottom of the pool, searching for anything that felt man-made. Nearly out of breath, she swam headfirst into the edge. When she reached for the wall to push herself back down, not ready to quit just yet, her fingers knocked into something hard. At first she thought it was a rock, but the shape of it felt too artificial. She closed her fingers around the thin, cylindrical stone, slimy with algae, and pulled. The thing didn’t budge. She tried again, this time yanking it upward. As she pulled, the stone slab that it was attached to, almost entirely concealed by mud and algae, rose as well, revealing an underwater passage within.

Thomasin followed the noise of Edith’s paddling, hand outstretched and searching until her fingers finally closed around Edith’s arm. She pulled her toward the hidden door.

Being underwater simplified things. There was no time for discussion or planning. Thomasin just held the door up for Edith, who swam through, and then Thomasin followed behind her. The door fell shut behind them with a muted thud, its descent slowed by the water. Thomasin only spared enough time to make sure that there was also a handle on this side of the passage, which thank God, there was.

Thomasin and Edith paddled as fast as their frozen bodies allowed them to. Black spots began to pop in and out of Thomasin’s vision. She had no choice but to keep swimming, hoping desperately that air would be closer ahead of them than it would be if they were to turn back.

Her chest was on the verge of caving in on itself when she noticed the tunnel must be at an incline, because the water level appeared to be sinking. Finally, they could surface just enough to get their faces out of the water. She gulped in breath after ragged breath, water splashing her cheeks, the top of her head bumping into the stone ceiling.

Edith’s face was bright red, and Thomasin imagined hers must be as well. She was so cold she couldn’t feel any part of herself. The smile she forced onto her trembling lips didn’t convince Edith, because the other woman said, “We need to get out of this water before we freeze to death.” The words were wobbly as they tumbled from her mouth.

Luckily, the water level kept dropping. Soon, it was only up to their knees, and then it was sloshing around their ankles as they trudged forward, their legs dragging.

“At least there are no spiders this time,” Edith called over her shoulder.

“Don’t jinx us,” Thomasin laughed.

The tunnel opened up into a vast, expansive cave. Thomasin’s steps faltered. She had never thought that such a large space could exist beneath the earth. It rose above them like a dome, the faintest cracks of light trickling down from the surface. In the scant light, she couldn’t see how far the cave went on for. Edith’s hand slipped into hers as they advanced carefully.

There was a pedestal a few paces ahead of them. On it was a rough, triangle-shaped rock. “Flint,” Thomasin commented, as Edith picked up the stone. She curled her fingers around it as they continued on. After a few moments, they came to what looked like a stone fence, but the top was carved inward, creating a crescent-shaped groove. Edith rested a hand on the fence but drew her arm back suddenly. She brought her fingers up to her face to examine them, rubbing her thumb and forefinger together.

“Give me a dagger,” she said to Thomasin, who knitted her brows together, but gave Edith the dagger nonetheless.

Edith held the dagger over the fence, and then struck the flint against it just like Thomasin had taught her. Sparks flew, and in a great whoosh, the crescent-shaped divot burst into flames.

Oil, Thomasin realized. The fire roared across the length of the fence, igniting the oil. As the flames raged onward, the cavern was revealed in a brilliant orange-and-red glow.

The fence stretched across almost the whole length of the cave, forming half a rectangle. The fire turned a corner, and then stopped at a pillar, which marked a break in the fence. Thomasin could just make out where the fence started up again.

Edith walked past Thomasin, dagger and flint at the ready. There was a matching fence on the right side of the cave. She struck the flint, and they watched as the second half of the rectangle was lit up.

Before them, between two pillars, was a gap between the fences, wide enough for someone to walk through. There was nowhere else to go but through the entrance and into the fenced enclosure. The stone barriers went right up to the cave walls on their left and right, leaving them no path around it. This wouldn’t have been a problem, except for the fact that the fire had not revealed a normal cave floor, but instead a strange checkerboard pattern built into the stone. Stranger still, there was an animal etched onto each tile. Thomasin took a step forward, but Edith grabbed her arm and yanked her back.

“Haven’t you learned your lesson about booby traps?”

Thomasin grimaced apologetically, her eyes flicking to Edith’s shoulder, the bandage visible through her wet shirt. She shuffled to the side, letting Edith take the lead. Thomasin watched as the gears turned behind her eyes, and then as those gears ground to a halt. “I have no idea,” Edith seethed, her hands clenching and unclenching at her sides.

“Maybe we just need some good old-fashioned trial and error. Do you think the booby traps are deadly?” Thomasin asked, leaning over Edith’s shoulder to study the stone tiles.

“Obviously!” Edith snapped. “The whole point of booby traps is to kill you. If they weren’t deadly, they’d just be practical jokes.”

Thomasin smothered a grin. “You’re cranky when you’re stumped.”

Edith grumbled with indignation but didn’t contest the claim. Thomasin was bending over to press a kiss to Edith’s enraged cheek when she saw it out of the corner of her eye: an etching of a hedgehog in the first row of tiles, just a few squares down from the entrance.

“Merlin’s prophecy,” Thomasin said aloud.

“What?” Edith said, clearly not paying attention to her.

“Merlin’s prophecy,” Thomasin said again, louder this time. Edith glanced at her, their gazes snagging on each other, and understanding dawned on Edith’s face. Thomasin continued, “Merlin predicted that a series of animals would conquer the others, and then be vanquished, one by one, until finally the red dragon rose victorious. We have to follow the course of the prophecy!” Thomasin exhaled, having been too excited to stop and breathe. Now that she’d thrown her theory out there, she was a little worried Edith might feel slighted, like Thomasin was infringing on her territory, stealing her moment.

But Edith wasn’t mad at all. She beamed, jumping up and down, then pulled Thomasin into a hug, making her jump along with her. “That’s it!” she shouted. When she pulled back, she looked up at Thomasin with pride shining in her eyes. “You actually read The History of the Kings of Britain?”

Thomasin felt her cheeks heat. That was new. She was not a blusher. She rubbed a hand across the back of her neck. “Of course I did. You said it was important to you.”

“Thank you,” Edith said, her voice tight. And then she surprised Thomasin by taking her face in her hands and rising up on her tiptoes to press her lips against Thomasin’s. Edith’s lips were hesitant and eager all at once. The kissing certainly wasn’t new, but Edith had never initiated it before. She had only ever been an all-too-willing receiver of Thomasin’s affections. This hadn’t bothered Thomasin because she knew Edith had never been romantic or intimate with anyone before, and she also knew Edith had assumed that no one would want her, that she was undesirable. If you felt that way about yourself, it would be near impossible to make the first move, to trust that you wouldn’t be rejected. It was much safer to let the other person come to you, which Thomasin was more than happy to do.

But Edith was kissing her now, trusting that Thomasin wanted her. She couldn’t help smiling against Edith’s lips. She grasped Edith’s waist and pulled her closer, their bodies flush.

They kissed until Thomasin accidentally lit her hair on fire when she brushed too close to the burning fence. It only singed a strand or two, but it did kill the moment.

“You know the prophecy by heart, right?” Thomasin asked, just as Edith was about to take the first step. Thomasin could only remember that the hedgehog came first.

“Of course I do.” That smug smile Thomasin loved so much stretched across Edith’s face.

But when Edith moved toward the entrance, Thomasin held out an arm to stop her. “Wait,” she said. Thomasin went over and picked up a loose rock near the entrance to the cave, then tossed it in her hand, testing the weight. It seemed sufficient. She lobbed it at the closest tile, the rock slamming into the ground. The tile splintered underneath it and crumbled away. It left behind a gaping hole that fell away into nothing but blackness. It wasn’t until a few breaths later that she heard the echoey clank of the tile shards hitting whatever ground lay below.

“What was that for?” Edith demanded.

“Better to know what we’re working with,” Thomasin said hollowly.

“Really? Do you feel better now?” Edith put her hands on her hips.

Thomasin swallowed. “Not particularly.”

With a sigh, Edith’s shoulders dropped, and she took Thomasin’s hand. She leaned up on her tiptoes, eyes falling shut, trusting Thomasin to meet her halfway.

Which of course, she did.

Thomasin curled her fingers into Edith’s hair. She guided Edith’s mouth to hers, the kiss quickly turning desperate.

Edith’s hands traced up Thomasin’s sides, sending shivers down her spine.

Thomasin angled her head to deepen the kiss and tilted Edith’s chin up with a gentle thumb under her chin. When the heat between them became inescapable, painful, she pulled back, gasping for breath against Edith’s lips.

“No more stalling.” Edith was gasping too. “We can do that all we want on the other side.” It was like Edith had read Thomasin’s mind, had felt it too. That the kiss was starting to feel like a goodbye. That scared both of them more than anything, and if they let themselves get scared, then they would never take that first step beyond the wall of fire.

With a gentle shove, Edith pushed Thomasin away and turned to face the tiles.

Thomasin held her breath as Edith stepped onto the hedgehog tile. If Thomasin was wrong about this, she would never forgive herself.

Edith’s weight settled on the stone, and nothing happened. Both of them released deep sighs of relief. Edith scanned the next row of tiles until she found a heron to her right. She had to lunge in order to reach it.

Once she was safely on the next stone, Thomasin stepped onto the hedgehog.

“You’re a genius,” Edith said to her.

“Nah, that’s you.”

Edith laughed. “How about we’re both geniuses?”

“Deal.”

The next tile was a fox, but this one was far enough away that Edith had no choice but to jump for it.

“Careful,” Thomasin called as Edith bounced on the balls of her feet.

She leapt, and Thomasin’s heart went with her. She landed cleanly, arms wobbling only for a second before she regained her balance. It wasn’t until she was standing still that Thomasin’s heart settled back into place.

Thomasin traced Edith’s steps and terrifying jumps from tile to tile, wolf to bear. They were only a couple rows away from the end when it happened. Edith stood on the owl tile, scanning the next row for the right animal. “The next one is a worm. Do you see it?” she called to Thomasin without turning around.

Thomasin craned her neck, leaning as far forward as she dared. Each tile was only about two feet across. There wasn’t much room for mistakes. She spotted the next tile, an almost impossibly long jump from where Edith was currently standing. “It’s over there, two tiles away from the edge,” she told Edith, her voice grim. There was no way Edith could make that jump. It would be a challenge even for Thomasin, and she didn’t mean that in a condescending or arrogant way. It was just the truth. She was far taller and stronger than Edith. Far more used to physical endeavors.

If this occurred to Edith, she didn’t let on—just said, “Got it, thanks.”

It took all of Thomasin’s willpower to not sprint toward Edith as she bent her knees, readying herself to jump. “Swing your arms!” she shouted uselessly.

Edith’s head turned just enough to meet Thomasin’s eyes over her shoulder. “What?”

“Swing your arms when you jump. It’ll help your momentum.”

Edith gave her arms a few practice swings. “Like that?” There was fear catching in between her words now, and Thomasin wanted nothing more than to scoop her up and carry her to safety. But Edith had enough people in her life who held her back, who underestimated her. Thomasin wouldn’t be one of them.

“Exactly,” she smiled encouragingly. “Time it just right with your jump.”

On the tiles, there was no room to take a running jump. The most Edith could do was scoot her left foot back in a minuscule lunge. She rocked back and forth between her front and back foot, and Thomasin imagined that she could hear Edith’s heart pounding against her ribs. Edith drew her bottom lip between her teeth, balled her hands into fists, and leapt.

Time slowed as she arced through the air. Thomasin’s limbs went heavy, and her heart stopped because Edith reached the peak of her jump too soon. She was falling back toward the tiles too quickly.

Her feet crashed into the ground with a thud, and then the tile fell away beneath her.






Chapter Twenty-One


Edith knew what was going to happen a split second before she landed. With a loud crack, the tile split into pieces, and then there was nothing beneath her feet. There was a sickening breath right before the fall, right before gravity claimed her, when her body and mind hadn’t caught up yet to the fact that the ground beneath her feet was gone.

Then, she fell. Her arms shot out, hands instinctively scrambling for purchase. She thought she could hear Thomasin screaming, but it was muffled by the roar of her own heartbeat in her ears.

By some miracle, she caught herself on the edge of the next tile, the one she was supposed to land on. Her elbows scraped against the rough surface as her momentum fought to pull her the rest of the way down. Her fingernails broke against the ground as she clawed at the unforgiving stone, but then her fingers latched into the little divot where the worm’s squiggly tail was etched into the stone.

Her fingers digging into that little ridge, her sweaty palms pushing into the tile, that was all that kept her from falling into the darkness. Her legs swung helplessly, and she could feel empty air pulling at them, could feel the vast nothingness beneath her.

Thomasin was shouting at her, but Edith couldn’t make sense of any of it. There was nothing the other woman could do for her, no way to help her.

Edith had only two choices: pull herself up or die.

She didn’t think that she would be strong enough, but if there was one thing that Edith was good at, it was convincing herself that her fantasies were more true than her reality.

If this were a book, then the heroine would suddenly be strong enough to save herself. Through the power of hope and love, bravery and courage, she would overcome her physical disadvantages to save the day. So with every ounce of her might and will, she imagined she was strong enough, because this was not how her story ended. She was the heroine, and a heroine didn’t die because her leap fell short.

Edith pulled until her arms shook with the effort. She pulled until she could get an elbow bent onto the surface, and then the other elbow. She dragged her chest up onto the tile, collapsed against it in sheer relief, fingers tingling with adrenaline.

She wasn’t sure how she managed to maneuver the rest of her body onto the tile, her legs curling awkwardly under her, hips straining at an angle, but she did it.

Her legs threatened to buckle under her as she stood slowly. Every muscle in her body felt wrung out, and there was a fuzzy lightheadedness that crowded her brain.

But she had made it. There was only one jump left, one half the length of the last one. From the worm tile to the dragon tile and then on to the safety of the solid cave ground beyond the fence. Thomasin was still shouting at her, but Edith ignored her. She couldn’t risk stopping, couldn’t risk letting her adrenaline drop any further, because she feared that if it did, she would pass out right on that very spot.

She jumped. Really, she threw her body forward, hoping it would go where it was supposed to. When she landed, her legs did indeed collapse under her, knees knocking into the ground. She stumbled forward, catching herself on her hands just before her face slammed into the cave floor.

Edith let herself fall to the side, rolling onto her back, her feet just past the threshold of the fiery fence. Pressing her hand to her chest, she attempted to get her breathing under control. Her wet clothes still chilled her, but she also felt uncomfortably hot, and she could feel sweat beading along her hairline, dripping down onto her face. Trembles racked her body, and she couldn’t bring herself to do anything but lie there and let her body shake. Nausea rose in her throat, and she squeezed her eyes shut to push the feeling down, but that only made it worse, because with her eyes closed, she felt like she was spinning.

Then Thomasin was there, helping her roll over, holding her hair back as Edith vomited on the cave floor. “You’re okay,” Thomasin murmured, stroking a gentle hand up and down her back.

Edith heaved a few more times, but nothing came out. Thomasin helped her lie down on her back again, then kneeled next to her head. She brushed the sweaty hair from Edith’s forehead, then held her hand between both of hers. With Thomasin’s touch grounding her, she was able to take a deep breath, her body finally relaxing. “I’m sorry,” Edith said, her voice scratchy.

“You never have to apologize to me, you lunatic,” Thomasin said.

“I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” Edith admitted. Her body didn’t feel like her own.

“You’re just crashing from the shock. It’s a perfectly normal reaction.” Thomasin’s voice soothed the deepest parts of Edith’s brain. “You’ll be okay in a few minutes.”

Edith nodded. “Just don’t leave me, please.” It was embarrassing how needy she sounded, but she couldn’t help it. She felt so painfully vulnerable, like a light wind could shatter her to dust, and the truth was that she couldn’t bear to be alone just then.

“Never. I’ll never leave you, Edith,” Thomasin whispered, and her voice was the most beautiful thing Edith had ever heard.

Eventually, Edith’s heart slowed down, the oppressive heat faded, and she regained control of her jelly-like limbs. Thomasin helped her sit, and then to stand. Only once she was solidly on her own two feet did Thomasin duck her head to pin Edith with a hard stare. “You scared the bloody life out of me.”

Edith opened her mouth to apologize, but her words were lost when Thomasin yanked her into a rough hug. Edith burrowed her face into the crook of Thomasin’s shoulder, while the side of Thomasin’s face came to rest on the crown of Edith’s head. Thomasin held onto her like she was afraid Edith would disappear, like if she loosened her grip at all, she would lose her completely.

The first time Edith said it, the words were muffled, lost against Thomasin’s skin. But she had said it, even though no one had heard it. It was out in the world now. She couldn’t take it back, didn’t want to. She didn’t want to think about whether it was right, whether she should wait, whether she was making a fool of herself. She had dangled on the precipice of death, and she realized there were things that needed to be said.

So she tipped her chin up, stared into Thomasin’s hazel eyes. “Thomasin Shaw,” she said, her voice shaking, “I love you.”

The words hit Thomasin like a physical blow. She blinked, flinching back. But then she crushed Edith even tighter to her, a fist curling in Edith’s hair. “Thank fuck.” Thomasin inhaled a stuttering breath. “Because I love you too.”

A wild laugh escaped Edith’s chest. “I love you,” she said again, just because she could.

Thomasin let out a loud whoop and punched her fist into the air. Edith startled but was laughing by the time the echo of her celebratory shout bounced back to them.

“You’re mad.”

She shook her head playfully at Thomasin, who kissed her hard and then said against her lips, “And you love me, which means you’re mad too.”

“I can live with that.” Edith smiled, kissing Thomasin right back.

Their lips dancing together, Edith lost track of time and reason. It wasn’t until Thomasin murmured, “We have a quest to finish,” that Edith jolted back to her senses.

She forced herself away from Thomasin’s arms, putting enough space between them that they could catch their breaths. Not that the space really helped. The temptation of Thomasin was overwhelming, her skin flushed and glowing in the firelight, her lips swollen and hair a wild mess from Edith’s fingers dragging through the curls. The heaving of her chest with every breath, and the white tunic that clung to every sharp line of her body. Her eyes, the way they burned as they watched Edith. There was lust and love. Longing and restraint. Desperation. She was almost impossible to resist. Thomasin was in a state, and it was all because of Edith. She had never felt more powerful.

But she forced herself to think about the frozen pool, how the water had felt when she’d first broken the surface. She imagined that feeling washing over her heart, her mind, because as much as she wanted to throw herself into Thomasin’s arms, she also had a quest to complete. In the stories she’d read, the knights of the Round Table often had to overcome temptation and master their lust in order to complete their noble duty. If they could do it, so could Edith.

She tucked her hair behind her ears, smoothed her still-damp skirt, and gestured for Thomasin to lead the way, resisting the urge to take her hand. It was best that she kept her hands to herself.

Against the back of the cave was another tunnel. Thomasin ducked her head as she crossed the threshold, and she had to stoop as she walked. Edith could stand upright, but it was a tight fit. Luckily, the tunnel was only a few strides long, and then it opened up into another cavern. This one was far smaller, about the size of Edith’s bedroom.

But as she looked up, she realized she was mistaken. The cavern rose up and up above them. She couldn’t even properly see how tall the room was, for the shadows swallowed up the light the higher it went. An earthen staircase wrapped around the edge of the room, leading up into the soaring cavern, but Edith hardly noticed it. At the center of the room, propped up on a simple wooden stand, was a staff.

It was carved from dark wood, curved and gnarled so that it looked like a thick branch. Symbols and ornate calligraphy spiraled up the shaft, debossed onto the surface with shimmering gold. The head of the staff was a rough crystal in the shape of an oblong rectangle. The edges were uneven, the surface unpolished and coarse. A moonstone, Edith thought. When polished, they were a smooth, milky white with a faint shine. But this staff was rugged, powerful. The gleam of the crystal was only a suggestion beneath the textured exterior, peeking out from behind the craggy stone.

Edith drifted toward it, unable to resist the pull of it. She wrapped her fingers around the staff, her touch reverent. It would take time to decipher the meaning of the symbols and words, but she recognized one, near the top.

Merlin.

Edith lifted the staff from the stand. Merlin’s staff. It was lighter than she’d thought it would be.

“The next clue, I presume?” Thomasin asked.

“Yes,” Edith breathed. But it was more than that. It was history and legend, clutched in Edith’s fist. She didn’t know what she had done to deserve this moment.

She stood frozen by the sheer magnitude of it all.

“Are you okay?” Thomasin drew closer to her and set a hand on her lower back.

“This is Merlin’s staff,” she said numbly.

“Holy shit,” Thomasin said. “What do we do with it?”

Edith shrugged her shoulders. “I guess we take it with us.”

So they did. Edith carried it aloft in front of her, terrified she would break it somehow. With no desire to retrace their steps across the tiles, or swim back out through the freezing pool, they followed the stairs that spiraled upward. They were worn and ancient, but the stone was sturdy as they trudged up step after step. Edith held on to the staff so tightly that she felt the etched symbols imprinting onto the skin of her palm.

The damp humidity of the cave began to soften, and cold air started to filter in. The soft, cool glow of twilight soon followed, sifting in through cracks in the earth above them.

They emerged in a cave that was hidden in a rocky outcropping. The entrance, barely large enough for them to squeeze through, was hidden by moss and overgrown shrubbery.

“Well, this would’ve been nice to know about,” Thomasin said as they walked through the woods, trying to ascertain just where they had surfaced.

“If we had gone this way, then we wouldn’t have earned the clue. We wouldn’t be worthy.” Not that Edith felt worthy of the staff anyhow.

“You’re too noble,” Thomasin said fondly.

Edith didn’t get a chance to respond, because a hand wrapped around her mouth and pulled her backward, away from Thomasin’s grasp. Then a knife was pressed to Edith’s throat.

Thomasin drew her own dagger, eyes darkening. “Let her go,” she commanded. When she took a step toward them, the person holding Edith shuffled back, forcing her to stumble back with them. The blade kissed her skin, and she clenched her teeth at the sharp bite of pain.

“Stay where you are.” It was Worthing. Worthing held Edith captive.

But it wasn’t Thomasin he needed to worry about. Before she could even try to make a move, Jay came out of nowhere, storming through the trees and launching himself at Worthing. He tackled him from the side, and Edith tried to squirm away, but Worthing’s arm stayed locked tight around her as the three of them fell in a heap.

It was a desperate struggle of punches and kicks. She curled in on herself, unable to escape the melee.

There was a shocked cry, a guttural groan of pain, then the arm around her loosened. Relief flooded Edith as she pushed to her knees and saw Thomasin running toward her. Edith stumbled forward, falling into Thomasin’s arms.

“Look what you two made me do,” Worthing growled.

Edith felt Thomasin straighten, her body going rigid with shock. In the circle of Thomasin’s arms, she turned, looked back at where they had struggled.

Jay lay on the forest floor, unseeing eyes watching the stars. There was a deep gash across his throat, a pool of blood surrounding his body. It still bubbled from the wound in little spurts.

Another first, she thought senselessly, shock settling over her.

Edith had never seen a dead body before.






Chapter Twenty-Two


Thomasin held Edith back with one arm wrapped around her shoulders. With the other, she leveled her pistol at Worthing.

Worthing reached for the knife that had dropped next to Jay’s body. Thomasin cocked her gun, and he froze, half stooped over. She flicked her wrist, gesturing for him to rise slowly and to put his hands up where she could see them.

Edith thrashed against her, soft cries falling from her lips as she tried to get to Jay, but Thomasin held the gun steady, kept her aim true.

“Move,” she ordered Worthing. Under threat of the gun, she directed him away from the body. Only once he was several feet away, her pistol still aimed at him, did she let Edith go.

She fell to her knees next to Jay, and Thomasin let her focus narrow entirely on Worthing.

“Last words,” she said, offering him the decency he hadn’t given Jay.

“You’re not gonna kill me. Not in front of your little girlfriend,” he sneered.

“Watch me.” Her finger tightened on the trigger.

“Wait!” Edith cried. Thomasin spared a quick glance at her tear-streaked face. Edith stared at Worthing with condemnation burning in her eyes, but then she looked at Thomasin and said, “Don’t kill him. I don’t want anyone else to die for this.”

Thomasin paused, the barrel of the gun dipping just slightly.

“Told you.” Worthing’s lips split into a mocking smirk.

Thomasin waited for the urge to shoot him out of spite. To kill him just so she could be right. But it didn’t come. “Get out of my sight,” she said, not feeling the need to volley a comeback.

He took an experimental step back. When Thomasin didn’t fire the gun, he said, “You’re really giving up that easily?” His voice was at once taunting and cautiously optimistic.

“Call it whatever you want, I’m done with you.” And she was, Thomasin realized. It wasn’t bluster or a bluff, she was well and truly finished with always trying to prove her worth to Worthing, with forcing herself to be the worst version of herself to keep him in line.

Because Edith had shown her there was a better version of herself, and that was who she wanted to be. If she kept trying to control Worthing, she would never be that person. The person Edith deserved.

When the tile had cracked and Edith had fallen through the floor, Thomasin had felt a terror she had never experienced before. A raw, primal, desperate terror that had flooded every nerve in her body. But now, standing on the precipice of losing the syndicate to her worst enemy, she didn’t feel anything close to that level of fear. All she felt was … relief.

For the first time since she’d known him, Thomasin didn’t feel a roar of hate, or even a simmering resentment toward Worthing. She simply did not care.

She didn’t care if he won, because she didn’t want to play his game anymore. She didn’t need the syndicate; hell, she didn’t even want it anymore. Had she ever? She had only ever been what Marshall wanted her to be. She had only ever wanted what he wanted. But Edith had shown her something more, something better.

She had held on to the syndicate because it was all she had ever known, because she wanted to be the best, wanted to win. But with Edith and the quest, she had won something she had never even considered. So who cared if Worthing won the syndicate? Who cared if he spent his whole life thinking he had come out victorious, thinking he had bested Thomasin? She did not need his good opinion. In fact, there was only one opinion she cared about anymore: Edith’s.

“Go,” she growled at him again. He stumbled, eyes locked on her in disbelief. Blindly, he retrieved his bloody knife from the ground and held it at her as he backed away, surely expecting her to spring some trap.

But she was letting him win. She was letting herself move on.

Finally, he turned and ran, disappearing into the shadows.

Thomasin let the gun fall to her side, the adrenaline easing from her system, muscles slackening, thoughts slowing.

She stumbled over to Edith … to Jay’s body. Thomasin hadn’t let herself think about that yet. She’d needed to stay focused on Worthing, needed to protect Edith.

But she didn’t know what Edith needed now. She had never been good at comfort. Thomasin wanted to try, though, for the woman she loved.

Kneeling down, she folded Edith into her embrace, felt Edith’s body collapse against hers, settling in the cradle of her arms. Thomasin held Edith tight, stroked her hair, and whispered the things she had always secretly wished someone had whispered to her when she had been grieving.

Thomasin hadn’t really let herself know Jay. She could see now how foolish that had been, how cowardly. She reached out and closed his eyes. Thomasin was grateful to him. He had saved Edith. When that knife had been held across Edith’s throat, Thomasin had seen red, and fear had clawed at her very bones. But Jay had saved her. For that, she would hold her gratitude close for the rest of her life. He deserved more than that, but it was all she could give him now.

Edith’s soft voice broke the silence. “I’ve never seen a dead body before, you know?”

“What about your grandmother?” Thomasin asked softly.

Edith gave a rueful laugh. “I refused to look at her. Didn’t want to see her all … gone.” A sob fell from her lips, and she covered her mouth with her hand, muffling her next words. “This is all my fault.”

“What? Why would you think that?” Thomasin tilted her head to look at Edith, but the other woman avoided her gaze.

“If you hadn’t been worried about me, you would have killed Worthing right away, like you did with the constables. But because he had a knife to my throat, you waited. And now Jay is dead.”

“That sounds more like it’s my fault.”

“No! That’s not what I meant. I made you weak. You’re worse off for knowing me. And not just that—this is my quest. I hired you. If I hadn’t done that, then Jay—”

“You didn’t make Jay tackle Worthing. You were his friend, and he wanted to help you.”

“See, my fault,” Edith interjected.

“You’re not listening to me.” Thomasin took Edith’s face in her hands, made her look at her. “You are not responsible for other people’s choices. You can be sad that he’s gone. You can mourn him. I know I will. But you cannot put his death on your shoulders.”

Edith shrugged those shoulders as if the weight of all that and more was pressing upon her. There was nothing more Thomasin could say to her. When death was involved, there was never anything to say. So she just held her, let her know she wasn’t going anywhere.

They sat with Jay’s body until the moon rose fully above them. Edith’s head rested on Thomasin’s shoulder, their hands intertwined in her lap. Neither wanted to abandon their silent vigil, but their damp clothes stuck to their skin, raising goosebumps and shivers all across their bodies.

When Edith’s trembling lips started to turn blue, Thomasin helped her to her feet. Edith used Merlin’s staff as a walking stick, which told Thomasin everything she needed to know about how tired Edith was. Never under normal circumstances would she use an important historical artifact in such a manner. Sacrilegious, she would have called it. By some miracle, Thomasin managed to lead them back to the pool, to where their packs lay abandoned near one of the crumbling rampart walls.

When Edith spotted her satchel, she broke free from Thomasin and rushed toward it. She undid the buckle with clumsy fingers and threw open the flap. At the sight of her grandmother’s urn still tucked safely inside, she sagged with relief. She drew the bag into her lap, wrapped her arms around it protectively.

“I know it’s stupid,” she whispered without looking at Thomasin.

“It’s not.” Thomasin trailed her fingertips across Edith’s back as she passed her to grab her own pack. After throwing it over her shoulder, she said, “We need to get out of the cold.”

Edith nodded, looking back to where they’d left Jay’s body alone among the trees. Then, she exhaled roughly and swiped her hands across her cheeks.

It didn’t feel right leaving him, but it was the ending that every outlaw knew was coming for them. A quick and violent death. A body without a grave.

That wouldn’t be Thomasin, though. She vowed it right there. She was alive, she had Edith, and she would do the only thing she could. She would keep going.

They ended up at another inn. A fancy, countryside place that catered to traveling merchants and other well-off members of society. Thomasin didn’t even have it in her to object when Edith dropped her money pouch on the bar and demanded their nicest room and hot baths and meals for the next week. Thomasin raised her eyebrows at her when she said she wanted to stay for a week, figuring that Edith would want to throw herself back into the quest at full speed.

“I haven’t even solved the clue yet, and we have no idea where it’ll lead until I do. Besides, I think we’ve earned a rest,” Edith said.

Thomasin couldn’t argue with that, so she let Edith lead the way to the suite at the far end of the second-floor hallway. Besides, the police would never think to look for her in such a cushy place.

It was the nicest room Thomasin had ever set foot in. There was a large four-poster bed with ivory sheets, cloud-like pillows, and a floral-printed quilt. Across from the bed was a vanity with a polished mirror. In the reflection, Edith and Thomasin looked like ghosts, ragged and filthy, like this was the last place they belonged.

The door next to the vanity led to a bathing chamber, and soon there were servants bustling past them, filling the wooden tub with bucketful after bucketful of steaming water.

Thomasin stood in the corner like a coat rack, unsure how to behave while being waited upon. Yes, she had been in command of an entire syndicate, but her underlings didn’t do household chores for her or see to it that she lived in luxury. They had just done whatever horrible thing Thomasin had ordered them to do.

This was Edith’s life, though, she thought, watching as Edith settled in front of the vanity and began brushing out the tangles from the limp strands of her hair. She let the servants go about their work without even a second glance. If Edith could do it, so could Thomasin. She decided to embrace the week of luxury, and it was disconcerting how quickly she did indeed get used to it. The being waited on, the always being clean and fed.

The days passed, and they fell into a comfortingly domestic routine. Edith was quiet, sad, but with every day, the color returned to her face, and her theories about Merlin’s staff became more exciting.

They weren’t forgetting Jay. They never would. But just because there was a terrible sadness that now lived in their bones didn’t mean other emotions like happiness or curiosity couldn’t find room inside them too.

Edith knew that better than anyone. Thomasin’s eyes drifted toward the urn on Edith’s bedside table. Not for the first time, Thomasin wondered about Edith’s grandmother, what she was like, why she hadn’t gone on the quest with Edith sooner. Edith never really talked about her. An anecdote or a memory here and there, but nothing too real. Despite her curiosity, Thomain did not want to push her for more. Everything was going so well between them. She didn’t want to change that.

“I like seeing you like this,” Edith said to her one morning. They faced each other, curled up under the covers. Thomasin’s knee pressed into Edith’s, and their hands were twined together in the space between them. She had been idly tracing the fingertips of her free hand through Edith’s hair. Thomasin’s eyes were half closed, and her mind was still fuzzy with sleep when Edith spoke. She opened them fully to find Edith’s penetrating gaze studying her.

“Like what?” Thomasin murmured, brushing Edith’s hair from her shoulder and leaning in to kiss the bare skin next to the strap of her nightgown. Edith shivered, and Thomasin smiled as she drew back.

“Relaxed,” Edith said. “Peaceful.”

Thomasin swallowed thickly. “You don’t think I’m going too soft?” It was the one thing she worried about, that Edith would no longer like her now that she had given up her life of crime. Edith had been attracted to the brave, reckless crime lord who lived on the edge of death. It was strange. Thomasin had never cared about whether or not other people liked her. She had only ever cared if they feared her, and they almost always did. She wanted Edith to love her beyond the power, and the violence, and the trickery. But no one had ever wanted that version of Thomasin before, the truest version.

The featherlight touch of Edith’s fingers on her jaw brought her back to the bed they shared. “I love you, Thomasin. You can be whoever you want with me. Ruthless criminal, charming rogue, girl who stays in bed until noon.” Thomasin gave a short laugh at that. In her experiments with luxury, she had learned she loved to sleep as late as possible. Especially if Edith stayed in bed with her, and Thomasin could tuck herself close to the sleepy warmth of her.

Edith’s thumb stroked Thomasin’s lower lip, cutting off her wry laugh. “I love all of you,” Edith finished.

Thomasin sobered, pulled Edith against her, and rolled so that Edith ended up lying half on top of her. She giggled, and Thomasin wrapped her arms around the other woman in a crushing hug, peppering kisses along her jaw until her lips made it to Edith’s ear. The giggling ceased when Thomasin whispered, “I love you too.”

And then, with the reassuring weight of Edith’s body against hers, Thomasin fell back asleep and did indeed stay in bed until noon.



It was during another lazy morning that a delighted scream rent through the air, and Thomasin dropped her spoon into her bowl of porridge. “I’m not awake yet!” she shouted back, her eyes bleary with sleep. This was not one of the pleasant mornings where she could revel in Edith’s company. Edith had been hunched over the writing desk since dawn, staring at her translations.

Now, she was bolt upright in her chair, arms thrown above her head, fists pumping in victory. “I’ve got it!” Edith squealed at the same very high volume, completely ignoring Thomasin’s previous comment. She jumped from the chair and onto the bed, bouncing on her knees next to Thomasin. Edith shook Thomasin’s shoulders and shouted over and over again, “I’ve got it!”

Thomasin decided what the hell, and shoved her breakfast tray from the bed. She rolled to her feet, pulling Edith up with her, and the two of them jumped up and down on the plush mattress in pure celebration. Edith’s enthusiasm was infectious, and Thomasin didn’t see the point in resisting her.

They ended up lying on the bed in a heap of tangled limbs. Thomasin swept Edith’s hair off her face. It was loose and un-styled, the way Thomasin preferred it. “I gather you solved it?”

Edith was still mildly out of breath from all the jumping. “The symbols were a cipher,” she said, stretching to grab the sheet of paper she’d been working on from the desk. She held it above them, pointing to the symbols and corresponding letters as she explained it to Thomasin.

“See, this bit had me stuck, because it didn’t fit into the pattern,” Edith said, pointing to a line of five symbols, the first a geometric squiggle shape, and the rest diamonds with an X through the middle. “But then I realized these aren’t letters, they’re numbers!”

“Okay.” Thomasin nodded thoughtfully. “So what does it say?”

Edith grinned, anticipation glittering in her eyes. “ ‘To reunite staff with the bearer, join Einion and the twenty thousand at the gates.’ ”

“Gates? Like the gates of Avalon?” Thomasin knew more than well enough by now that Avalon was where this quest was leading them.

“It has to be!”

“So this is it?” Thomasin’s brows rose. “The staff is the final clue?”

Edith shrugged. “We won’t know until we get there.”

Thomasin took the sheet of paper and reread the translation, which Edith had scrawled at the bottom. “Get where exactly? And who’s this Einion, a knight?”

Edith sat cross-legged at the head of the bed, leaning against the wall. “Have you ever heard of Bardsey Island?”

Thomasin racked her brain but came up short. She shook her head with a slight frown.

“There’s an island off the coast of Wales that they call ‘the island of twenty thousand saints,’ and Einion was the first to be buried there. After him, the island became a holy place where only the best and bravest saints were laid to rest, although now it’s entirely abandoned.”

“How do you know all this?”

Edith’s grin grew even wider. “Because that’s not the only thing the island is known for. Legend says that Merlin himself is buried there.”

Thomasin inclined her head. “Well, I don’t know about you, but that sounds a whole lot like the gates of Avalon to me.”

Edith chewed on her bottom lip. “It would make sense, wouldn’t it? That Merlin too would be buried in, or at least near, Avalon.”

“Like you said, only one way to find out.” Thomasin smirked, the thrill of the next adventure seeping into her bones.






Chapter Twenty-Three


The little fishing village of Aberdaron had a bustling market, the docks packed with vendor stalls. Most had lines of freshly caught fish hanging from the roofs of their wooden stalls. But there were a couple that sold more exciting things, fabrics and trinkets. Edith’s eye was caught by twinkling shards of colored glass that danced in the late afternoon sunlight. She drifted over to the stall, examining the wind chimes made of sea glass. Beneath them, laid out on a wooden table, were necklaces, bracelets, and rings adorned with the colored glass. The homemade jewelry, bright and colorful, was far more beautiful than any of the sophisticated pieces Edith had ever owned.

She traced her fingers lightly across the veritable rainbow of glass until they stilled over a necklace made with a simple leather cord. Dangling from it was a jagged piece of sea glass in the most brilliant turquoise she had ever seen. It was attached to the cord with a woven pouch of fine thread that wrapped around the shard. Edith pressed the tip of her finger to one of the sharper points. It could break skin if she pushed just a little harder. She liked that it was dangerous, that it was beautiful too.

Handing payment to the vendor, an eclectically dressed woman with bushy hair, Edith wrapped the cord around her hand, palming the pendant. Not wanting to miss Thomasin’s signal, she made her way over to the far end of the dock, where the crowd petered out and the swell of the ocean could be heard more clearly.

She sat on the edge, letting her feet sway back and forth over the crashing waves. Thoughts of Jay and her grandmother swarmed her mind. Edith hadn’t done right by either of them, and yet here she was somehow, on the verge of making her dreams come true. It wasn’t fair. Bardsey Island lay just beyond the waves. She was within reach of Avalon, and Edith was excited, she really was. Finding Avalon, finding King Arthur and Excalibur, it was all she had ever wanted. But there was a dread creeping into her bones, one she hadn’t expected. She was terrified of what would happen after the quest was over, after Thomasin no longer had a reason to be around her.

They loved each other. But would that be enough? When they no longer had an adventure, and Thomasin realized Edith herself wasn’t exciting? When she realized Edith, more often than not, ruined the things she touched? She had failed her grandmother, failed her family, failed Jay. It stood to reason she would ruin Thomasin next.

Her stomach soured. She already had ruined her. Edith had asked her not to kill Worthing, and Thomasin listened, had given up everything. Edith hadn’t thought about it before the plea slipped from her lips. She had only been thinking that she didn’t want Thomasin to have to kill anymore, didn’t want Thomasin to have to put herself through that. But in doing so, Edith had been asking Thomasin to give up the syndicate, the only thing that had ever mattered to her. The selfish unbalance of it all was appalling. Thomasin was giving up everything so she could help Edith achieve her dreams. Edith was taking and taking and giving nothing back. She would just have to love her better, balance the scales somehow. Once Edith found Excalibur and the quest was a rousing success, then she would be able to give Thomasin everything she had promised her. Riches beyond her wildest dreams, fame and freedom. She had to show Thomasin her sacrifices hadn’t been in vain.

A sharp, melodic whistle broke through the spiral of her thoughts. Edith saw Thomasin, half hidden behind a post underneath the dock, accessible thanks to the low tide. She held a rope in her hands, and there was a triumphant smile on her lips, because attached to the rope was a midsize dinghy. Edith looked over her shoulder to make sure no one was watching, then slipped off the dock, feet squishing into the wet sand.

Thomasin hadn’t exactly bought the boat. Though Edith had brought a lot of money, it wasn’t limitless, and the weeklong stay at the inn had nearly drained her dry. She had enough to feed them—and buy necklaces—but not nearly enough to buy a boat. Edith felt bad about stealing, but they had to cross to the island somehow.

Together, they pushed the boat into the waves. With a steadying hand from Thomasin, Edith leapt into the boat, sitting down clumsily on the wooden bench. Thomasin hopped in after her, settling on the seat across from her. She picked up the oars and began to row.

Edith was content to watch. When she was with Thomasin, it was easy to quiet the self-doubt, the incessant ruminations. Thomasin was always so present, existing with abandon, making everything seem easy. Edith could lose herself in that happily.

Thomasin peppered her with questions, with observations and funny stories. A couple hours later, her voice was breathy from the exertion of rowing, but the smile never fully faded from her mouth. She seemed happy, and Edith dared to believe that maybe it was her making Thomasin happy. She didn’t know how long that would last, so shouldn’t she just enjoy it while it was true? Shouldn’t she take a page out of Thomasin’s book and only worry about the current moment, instead of any future catastrophes?

It was just as that thought occurred to her that the boat began to flood. Thomasin swore, lifting her boots out of the rapidly growing puddle at the bottom of the boat. Edith lifted her skirt and searched for the source of the leak. There was a wood panel beneath Thomasin’s bench that was half rotted away. In the water, the damaged wood had started to fall away, all green and mushy.

“Where did you get this boat?” Edith asked with a polite smile.

Thomasin scooped handfuls of water, threw them overboard. “I’d rather not say.”

“You stole us a trash boat, didn’t you?”

Thomasin paused her exercise in futility to level a look at Edith. “It appears so.”

“You’re a professional criminal, and you stole a rotted boat!” Edith shouted as she frantically joined the water-scooping effort.

“I gave up my life of crime!”

With a mix of exasperation and laughter, Edith said, “You only gave it up a week ago!”

The floor of the boat splintered with a wet crunch, then gave way completely. Edith and Thomasin were dropped unceremoniously into the water.

Pieces of moldy wood caught in Edith’s skirt as her legs flailed against the current. Her satchel, and the staff that was strapped to it, dipped in the water, weighing her down. She spared only a single second of worry for the ashes in her pack, hoping the wax seal on her grandmother’s urn would hold. The frigid sea was nothing like the ponds she had splashed in as a child. Not even the still, murky pool at Dinas Emrys compared to this. That, Edith had been able to handle. This, the roaring chaos, overpowered Edith’s meager swimming skills.

She scrambled to catch hold of the frame of the boat, which was really all that was left. With her and Thomasin both trying to put their weight on it, the rim of the compromised boat splintered, sending Edith face-first into the freezing water.

She sputtered as she bobbed uselessly in the waves, arms flapping wildly. Saltwater stung her eyes, and she felt Thomasin shove her away from the boat.

“Swim!” Thomasin ordered.

Edith tried. She kicked, but her skirt tangled around her ankles. Her arms slapped against the water. The waves tossed her, and she never moved in the direction she wanted. When she opened her mouth to breathe, saltwater invaded her nostrils and flooded down her throat. The sting of it had her eyes watering, and she couldn’t see past the choppy gray waves that pummeled her. Edith shouted for Thomasin, but the sea seemed to be pulling her down, and it was shocking how quickly her arms and legs tired. There was hardly any strength left in them as Edith fought to keep her mouth above the water. She tilted her chin to the sky, gulping desperately for air. In a moment of blind panic, the current overwhelmed her, finally dragging her head beneath the sea.

But then there was an arm wrapping around her waist, and her head crashed through the surface. Edith gulped in as much air as she could. Thomasin dragged Edith along, one arm holding her tight, the other gliding through the water.

“Swim,” Thomasin shouted again, pointing at the foggy silhouette of Bardsey Island.

Edith obeyed blindly, swimming as best she could, arms slapping the water, legs fighting with her skirt to keep moving. The satchel and Merlin’s staff weighed her down. Thomasin grabbed the leather strap and yanked it over Edith’s head. Edith opened her mouth to protest, to tell Thomasin they could not leave it behind, but she needn’t have worried. Thomasin slipped the strap over her own head, taking all the weight herself. With Thomasin’s help, Edith managed to keep her head above water, and without the extra weight, her strokes were smoother, more effective.

They washed up on the shore, wrung out like old rags. After trudging through the frothing surf, they collapsed onto the gray sand. Lying on her back, gasping for breath, Edith let her head fall to the side. The coarse grains of sand were warm under her cheek.

She locked eyes with Thomasin, who was lying in the exact same position, parallel to her. Wet curls stuck to her forehead, and there was sand stuck in her hair and all over her skin. The cold had turned her cheeks bright pink. Her chest heaved up and down in a rapid rhythm. A breathless smile broke out across her face, and with the golden sun shining down on her, sharpening the lines of her face, casting a glow in her dark hair, Edith thought Thomasin just might be an angel.

When Thomasin sat up, then tilted her head to the side to shrug off the satchel, Edith sobered abruptly. The staff was undamaged, but her satchel was completely soaked through. Thomasin held the pack out to her, and Edith sat up too, reaching for it with a limp, clumsy hand. She almost didn’t want to open it, terrified that the last remnants of her grandmother would be gone forever. But Edith didn’t like suspense. She needed to know. With shaking hands, she flung open the flap.

She fell back against the sand in pure relief. Her books, her extra clothes, they were all waterlogged and destroyed. But the urn was absolutely, completely fine. The ceramic was wet, but the lid was in place and the wax seal intact. Thomasin had saved it.

Overwhelmed with gratitude, Edith suddenly remembered the necklace in her pocket. She just hoped it hadn’t been lost in the wreckage. Not daring to look away from Thomasin, Edith fished around in her pocket until she felt her finger prick against the glass. “I have a gift for you,” she said.

Thomasin leaned back on an elbow, torso twisting slightly so that she was looking down at Edith more directly. “You don’t,” she said, her lips curving into a disbelieving smile.

Edith knew exactly how those lips tasted. How they felt trailing kisses down her neck, across her collarbone, just beneath the hemline of her blouse.

God, how she didn’t want to mess this up, didn’t want to lose her.

Edith lifted her hand and let the cord unspool so that the pendant hung between them. “For you,” she said, feeling shy all of a sudden.

Thomasin reached for it, eyes wide. She let the pendant rest gently in her palm.

“I know it’s just sea glass,” Edith said quickly, “but I thought it was beautiful, and it reminded me of you. So I thought you might like—”

Thomasin slanted her lips against Edith’s in a hard kiss. “I fucking love the hell out of you.”

Edith felt her lips break into a wide smile. She lifted her head from the sand, chasing Thomasin’s lips.

She got brave, straying from Thomasin’s mouth. Edith pressed kisses along the curve of her jaw, her exploration growing more bold as she passed the shell of her ear and ventured down the column of her throat. Edith felt Thomasin’s hummingbird pulse beneath her tongue.

Thomasin’s skin tasted like seawater and smelled of apples and smoke. She knew then that she would chase this feeling—chase Thomasin—forever.

Thomasin dragged Edith’s mouth back to her own. Her palms were rough with callouses and sand against Edith’s cheeks.

A wave crashed into them, sea-foam bubbling over their legs. They broke apart with a scream as the cold shocked their systems, reminding them they had already been dripping with icy water. It had been too easy to forget their frozen toes as they’d lost themselves in the heat that burned amid their tangled limbs, a tiny flame igniting in every place their bodies met.

But now the cold had intruded too thoroughly.

“We need to find shelter before the sun goes down,” Edith said.

Though her kiss-swollen lips were trembling, teeth audibly chattering, Thomasin gave her a look that, mixed with the way her hand tightened on Edith’s hip, said the last thing she wanted to do right now was let go of her. But with one last kiss, Thomasin dragged herself away with a groan, then pulled Edith to her feet alongside her.

Bardsey Island loomed before them. Clouds hung low around the dark-green foliage, like the whole island was hiding from the world.

Were the gates of Avalon hidden among the rocks and trees and gloom?

Edith imagined she could feel a tug of magic pulling her inland.

Though the island had once been a popular religious site, it was now mostly deserted. With no small amount of luck, they stumbled upon an abandoned church. The steeply pitched roof was half caved in, and the arched wooden door hung off only one hinge, but the walls were at least sturdy enough to block the wind.

They made their way down the aisle, broken pews on either side, their boots crunching on tiny shards of stained glass. Just beyond the altar, they found an alcove above which the roof was still mostly intact. Through the missing slats, you could just see the stars peeking out from behind the clouds.

Thomasin tore down the curtains from the confessional booth, the somewhat sacrilegious act pulling a bubble of laughter from Edith’s chest. She laid one down on the splintery wooden floor, then cut the second one in half. Holding the length of fabric out to Edith, she said, “We’ll freeze to death if we stay in wet clothes.” Her tone was casual, matter-of-fact, but Edith still blushed as she took the curtain. “I’ll change in there.” Thomasin inclined her head toward the confessional, then disappeared into the booth.

Edith stood, as frozen as her fingers and toes, listening to the sound of Thomasin’s rustling clothes. She heard something drop to the floor, saw a leather sleeve hanging out of the booth. Thomasin’s hand snaked out to retrieve one of the braided cords that had been used to tie the curtains back. She tossed one in Edith’s direction and kept the other for herself.

“You can use this to cinch it!” she called out.

Edith shook herself from her stupor and backed farther into the alcove. First, she took her boots off. Her toes curled into the soft velvet of the curtain Thomasin had laid out. The thought of being alone with Thomasin, dressed in nothing but a sweep of fabric, had her stomach flipping. But in the last weeks, Thomasin had not once pushed for more than Edith wanted to give. She’d been content with the kissing, and the touching that stayed just this side of innocence. What they were wearing would not change that. Thomasin would still follow her pace. The problem was Edith was beginning to want more. Her want was slowly eclipsing her insecurities. Edith didn’t know how much longer she could resist temptation, or why she was bothering to resist at all.

“Are you decent?” Thomasin’s voice cut through her thoughts.

“One second!” Edith shimmied out of her skirt, the damp linen sticking to her legs. She pulled her blouse over her head, and then she was standing there in just her underthings, and there really wasn’t any going back. She wrapped the curtain around her body like a strapless dress. It fell to her mid thigh, and though the outside was a plush velvet, the inside was scratchy. She tied the cord very tightly around the top of the curtain, just above her breasts. Trying not to think about how much skin this makeshift dress revealed, more than anyone had ever seen, she said in a voice that came out smaller than she intended, “You can come out.”

Thomasin emerged from the confessional, and Edith’s breath caught in her throat. Red was Thomasin’s color. It brought out the pink of her lips, the bloom of color softening the slash of her cheekbones. Edith’s eyes traced every line of Thomasin’s body. Every lean muscle and sharp line. The slight curve of her hips. The tattoos adorning her legs, arms, chest, and hands. She raked her gaze over all of it, greedily.

Edith thought of that night by the river, early on. When she’d seen Thomasin completely bare. There had been attraction then, but it had been a fantasy, an impossibility. This, Thomasin wrapped in velvet, was far more dangerous because now Thomasin was hers. Edith could have all of her, if she was brave enough.

“Keep looking at me like that, and these curtains won’t stay on for long,” Thomasin drawled, a sideways grin tugging at her lips.

Edith couldn’t think of anything suave to say, and Thomasin took pity on her by drawing her in for a kiss. She said against Edith’s mouth, “Let’s eat.”

Once they had a fire going, it was quite warm, tucked into their little corner, curled against one another. Thomasin roasted a squirrel she had caught on their way to the church, and Edith didn’t even mind that it was stringy and charred. Full, and warm, and together, Edith felt a contentedness she thought she’d lost forever. A feeling of home, of belonging, that reminded her of the best parts of being a child, safe with her family and surrounded by love.

This was a new kind of love. Scary and unfamiliar. Staggering and wonderful.

This love, she had found for herself.

Edith’s head rested in the crook of Thomasin’s shoulder, and she listened to the steady beat of her heart. Thomasin’s fingers stroked idly through Edith’s hair. She didn’t know how long fate would let her hold on to this, but she wanted to love Thomasin in all the ways that you could love a person. She wanted to feel loved in the same way.

So she tilted her head up, pressed a palm to Thomasin’s cheek, and urged her forward until their mouths collided. “I love you,” she said in between kisses that grew more heated and frantic by the second. “I want all of you,” she confessed as Thomasin’s lips trailed open-mouth kisses along her cheek. Thomasin stilled, looking up at Edith, the fire casting an ever-shifting shadow against her skin.

“Do you mean …?” Thomasin sounded unsure, which she never did. Edith reached for the cord that held Thomasin’s curtain in place, but her fingers were shaking too hard to undo the knot.

Thomasin’s hand closed around Edith’s trembling fingers. She smoothed the crease between her knitted brows with the other hand. Where Thomasin had been desperate and frenzied moments before, she was now soft and patient, as if she could see right into the storm of anxiety and lust warring in Edith’s heart.

“I love you,” Thomasin said, her voice straightening the tangle of thoughts in Edith’s mind. “Do you want this?” It seemed so simple when she said it like that, so easy.

“Yes,” Edith whispered.

Thomasin’s eyes darkened, and she raked a possessive hand down Edith’s body, from her throat all the way to the lower hem of the curtain. Her fingers ghosted across Edith’s outer thigh, tracing patterns into her skin. She leaned in to kiss Edith once more, her lips soft. Against Edith’s mouth, she said, “We’re both wearing curtains.”

Edith burst into laughter, and Thomasin’s own laugh mingled with hers in the scant space between their lips.

“If I do anything you don’t like, you’ll tell me,” Thomasin ordered, suddenly serious.

Edith swallowed, those nerves still churning. Her voice shook slightly. “I will.”

Thomasin’s hand tightened against her thigh, fingers almost bruising. “Good girl,” she murmured.

Those words heated Edith inside and out. Her cheeks, already red, blushed even deeper, and her core went molten. “You do know that I have no idea what I’m doing, right?”

The left side of Thomasin’s mouth tilted up, and her fingers stroked the skin just beneath the hem of the curtain. “I know, Edith.”

“And you still want me?”

Thomasin sat up straighter, took Edith’s face in her hands. The callouses were rough against her skin, sending shivers down her spine. “There is nothing you could do that would make me not want you.”

Edith let her forehead fall against Thomasin’s. Her hands traveled up and down Thomasin’s tattooed arms. “I want you so much,” she whispered, thinking how fitting it was that they were right outside a confessional booth.

“I know the feeling,” Thomasin said, and then she kissed her. Deeply. Her teeth nipped at Edith’s lower lip, and when she gasped, Thomasin slipped her tongue into Edith’s mouth, licking across the roof of her mouth. Edith was breathless when Thomasin pulled away and pinned her with a hard stare. “For a lot of this quest, you’ve been teaching me. But now it’s my turn to teach you.”

Edith wanted to conjure a witty, just as seductive response, but all that came out of her mouth was “Okay.”

Thomasin chuckled darkly. “Okay,” she mimicked. And then she was kissing a path down Edith’s throat and along her collarbone, sucking little bruises into her skin. Edith’s breaths grew shallower the farther down Thomasin traveled.

Her hand found Edith’s breast over the curtain, and Edith instinctively grabbed Thomasin’s wrist, stilling her. No one had ever touched her like this. She had known want, desire, but it had always been in solitude.

Now here was Thomasin, guiding her through it. Feeling it with her. Edith had never felt so exposed, so vulnerable, and she had always thought that these things would be terrifying, and they were a little, but they were also unspeakably wonderful, because along with this vulnerability came love. The kind that can only be experienced when another sees you for all that you are.

There was an understanding yet searching look in Thomasin’s eyes. Edith let out a shaky breath, stroked her thumb over Thomasin’s wrist, then let go. “Go slow,” she whispered.

“Don’t worry, sweetheart,” Thomasin said softly, “I’ll be gentle with you.”

And she was. When she unlaced the cord and let her own curtain fall first, baring herself to Edith’s gaze, as desperately beautiful as Edith knew she’d be. When she unlaced Edith’s own curtain, lowering it slowly, worshipping each little bit of skin as it was revealed. Letting Edith know that the parts of her that had never been seen, never been desired, were wholly and entirely loved.

When she kissed the spot just beneath Edith’s navel, and every muscle in her stomach clenched with the ache of it. When Edith blindly reached out to touch whatever part of Thomasin she could, and Thomasin found Edith’s hand, interlaced their fingers, as if the other woman could sense that Edith needed a steadying force.

Even when Thomasin’s grip turned rough, hands clutching Edith’s hips, teeth scraping the soft skin of her belly between kisses, there was still gentleness in the way she made sure that the curtain still covered Edith’s lower half, that her skilled fingers did not yet venture beneath.

Until Thomasin looked up at her through those long lashes, eyes dark and questioning. Edith could hardly think. Thomasin was everywhere, taking up Edith’s entire being. Her chest rose and fell heavily and sweat beaded on the nape of her neck. Every trembling inch of her burned. She wanted to learn everything Thomasin had to teach her. She wanted nothing between them. She just wanted Thomasin.

Edith nodded.

Finally, Thomasin’s hand trailed lower, slipping beneath the curtain, between her thighs.

For the first time in her life, Edith stopped thinking.






Chapter Twenty-Four


Bardsey Island was small, but even small islands felt big when one had no idea what they were looking for. Thomasin knew they had to reunite Merlin with his staff, and so presumably that meant some kind of crypt or tomb. But the island was wild and overgrown. Their exploration was slow as they hacked through the brush and thick tangles of criss-crossing tree branches.

As they explored, Edith recited the cipher clue under her breath. No matter how many times she said it, no new meaning was imparted. Thomasin, certainly, was no help. She was too distracted by the slope of Edith’s shoulder, the sweat glistening at the nape of her neck. The flush of her cheeks, and the way their fingers lingered when they passed the canteen back and forth. Every time Edith’s skin brushed Thomasin’s, she was transported back to that little alcove in the church. She had half a mind to take Edith in her arms and pin her against a tree. And if the shy little glances Edith kept throwing her were any indication, Edith’s thoughts weren’t far off.

It was only by pure luck, or maybe fate, that Edith spotted the small E carved into the base of a gnarled oak tree. She traced her fingers over the etching. It was deep, ancient. The tree had begun to grow around it.

They fanned outward from the tree, searching for the next step in the path. To the north, Thomasin found another tree with a carved I. Had they not known what they were looking for, they would have missed the straight slash in the bark.

“Einion,” Edith said. “We just have to follow him.”

With each letter they found, the suspense buzzed louder beneath Thomasin’s skin. She touched the second I. They were so close now. It felt like they were on the precipice of something impossibly big. Her heart was racing, and the anticipation was making her fingers tingle. She had risked death on many occasions, but she had never been this nervous before.

Edith found the last N. It was just below a hollow in a tree that towered over all the rest, looming over the island and kissing the stormy gray clouds. Thomasin had expected there to be a more obvious way forward at the final letter, but there was nothing more than that singular N. So they did what they had done at the previous letters, kept walking in the general direction of the letter, all the while methodically searching their surroundings for anything out of the ordinary.

A little ways out, Edith stopped in her tracks. Thomasin nearly crashed into her but was able to regain her balance thanks to the sharp reflexes her criminal life had honed. To the left, the trees stretched on farther than Thomasin could make out. Despite being well into the afternoon, the mist had not dissipated. The gloom seemed to be clinging on for dear life. To their right, which was where Edith’s attention had turned before she halted, was a short cliff that rose perhaps twice Thomasin’s height. It had risen in a steady slope from the ground, and now the gray crumbling wall of rock loomed above them.

“What is it?” Thomasin asked, but Edith ignored her, trailing closer to the cliff. She stomped through the brush and shoved right into the dense thicket of bushes that grew against the rocks.

Thomasin followed behind her, wincing as a thorn pricked her finger. Edith stared at the cliff, her mouth hanging slightly open. It took her a moment, but then Thomasin saw it too, hidden among the craggy, jagged lines of natural rock.

There was a strange symbol carved into the face of the cliff. It was a circle, about two feet across. One half of the circle was a sun, with curling rays of fire around the edge. The other, Thomasin assumed, was the moon. There were sharp, diagonal lines radiating from it, as if to depict moonlight. At the center of the circle was a diamond.

Edith laid her hand on the rough stone. Her fingertips traced the lines that bisected the diamond. There were two parallel sets of waves, one facing up, the other down.

But those waves were not what made Thomasin’s breath catch in her throat. Emerging from each line of waves were swords. Right at the center, one pointing up at the peak of the diamond, the other down to the earth.

“This is it,” Edith murmured.

Thomasin looked around, not sure what she was expecting to find. A door? In the middle of nowhere on this deserted island? “What are we looking for?” Thomasin asked, pressing a hand against Edith’s lower back as she brushed by her.

Edith seemed loath to look away from the symbol, as if she was scared it would disappear the moment she did. Thomasin could understand. All of Edith’s hoping and dreaming had led to this moment. If Thomasin were her, she’d be nervous about all of it crumbling at the last second too.

“I—” Edith’s mouth opened and closed. She tucked the sweaty strands of hair that hung in her face behind her ears. “The tomb must be in here. We just have to find a way inside.”

“A way inside the cliff?” Thomasin clarified, jerking her chin at the symbol. Edith nodded. So there must be a door. Or a tunnel, perhaps, that led underneath the cliff.

Edith reluctantly stepped away and began walking the length of the cliff. Thomasin took her place in front of the symbol. She rapped her knuckles against the diamond and smiled. An idea had occurred to her. Finally, after all the puzzles, and the thinking, and the moral dilemmas, here was a challenge that Thomasin could provide the answer for.

Brute force.

She pulled her biggest dagger from the sheath strapped to her thigh. It had a thick, weighty handle made of solid iron. Thomasin flipped the dagger in her hand and then slammed the pommel right into the center of the diamond. The rock gave way. First just a crumbling hole at the center, but that was enough for Thomasin to be able to get the handle wedged inside so that she could pry away the rest of the symbol.

“What are you doing?” Edith shouted as she bolted over to Thomasin. She practically threw herself on Thomasin’s back, grabbing the arm that raised the dagger.

“Look!” Thomasin gestured wildly with the dagger as she stumbled forward, struggling against the madwoman who had latched on to her. She leaned forward, tilting her shoulder so Edith was right at eye level with the hole Thomasin had made in the stone. Edith stilled but did not loosen her grip. Thomasin knew Edith could feel it, though. The draft from inside the cliff. And she could see it too. The dark passage beyond the broken symbol.

Edith slid off Thomasin’s back, but she did not break the contact completely. Her hand slid down Thomasin’s arm, and she tangled their hands together. Thomasin looked at her with a smug expression, lips quirking up.

“Well, keep going!” Edith demanded indignantly, cheeks slightly pink.

Thomasin laughed, shaking her head as she went back to work. Edith helped, prying away bits of rock until there was a hole just big enough for them to crawl through.

Edith shuddered when she reached her hand in. As she batted away cobwebs she said, “Please no more spiders.”

Thomasin watched as Edith gripped the edge and hauled herself up. “I’m starting to think you hired me just to kill spiders.”

Edith shot her a look over her shoulder. “You can’t say that I hired you anymore! It’s obscene now that we’ve, you know—” She raised her eyebrows meaningfully, her face comically severe.

“Had sex?” Thomasin filled in.

Edith turned bright red before whipping her head back around to face the tunnel. “Yes. That,” she mumbled.

“Still shy, huh?” Thomasin mused aloud as Edith shimmied into the tunnel. Thomasin patted her leg, only her calves and feet dangled from the rocks now, and said, “Don’t worry. We’ll work on it.”

Edith’s flustered reply echoed out to her. “Can we focus, please?”

“Whatever you’d like, sweetheart,” Thomasin called out to her. There was no response, and she chuckled, picturing the blush that had probably spread all the way to Edith’s neckline by now.

Once Edith’s feet disappeared into the tunnel, Thomasin hoisted herself in. The drafty, mildewy air enveloped her as she inched her way farther into the darkness. She heard a thud, the rustle of clothing, and a soft groan of pain. “Are you okay?” Thomasin shouted. Her toes dug into the soft dirt of the tunnel floor as she doubled her efforts.

“I’m good,” came Edith’s voice. “Be careful, though. The tunnel drops off rather abruptly.”

She was right. After a few more moments of crawling through the cramped space, the tunnel came to an end with a ledge that one could easily crawl right off if they weren’t paying attention in the dim light. Edith stood just beyond the tunnel. Thomasin took her outstretched hands, and Edith helped pull her from the passage. After brushing the dirt from her pants and tossing Edith a pack of matches so she could light the torch she’d found, Thomasin surveyed the space before them.

Another bloody cave. The rough stone ceiling rose to only an arm’s length above Thomasin’s head. But they were on a landing of sorts. There was a wooden staircase in front of them that spiraled down into what appeared to be an endless abyss. At least as far as Thomasin could tell as she peered over the precarious railing that was nothing more than the thinnest stick of half-rotted wood. She swallowed thickly and backed away from the drop-off. When Edith casually joined her, bumping into Thomasin’s shoulder on her way to the ledge, Thomasin swore the ground rocked beneath her feet. Her heart swooped into her stomach as she stumbled backward, wanting as much solid ground as possible between her and the abyss.

Edith, who was leaning over the railing, hadn’t seemed to notice Thomasin’s uncharacteristic gracelessness. “Edith,” Thomasin hissed. She was putting far too much faith in that railing. Thomasin dared a step forward, just far enough that her fingertips could grab the loose fabric of Edith’s shirt. “Edith,” she said again, pulling her backward.

Edith looked back at her with a curious expression. A smile pulled at her lips when she saw Thomasin half crouched, lunging toward her. “What’s wrong?” she asked, ignoring the tugging on her shirt.

“Get away from the ledge!”

Edith did not back away from the ledge. Instead, she turned to face Thomasin fully and planted her hands on her hips. With a raised brow and thinly concealed smile she said, “Thomasin Shaw, are you afraid of heights?”

Thomasin considered putting on a mask of bravado. She could plaster on a smile and swagger toward Edith, but she forced herself to remember that she didn’t need to be invulnerable anymore. “I—uh, it appears I might be,” she said, meeting Edith’s gaze. At the panicked, somewhat sheepish expression on Thomasin’s face, the mischievous glint in Edith’s eyes disappeared.

“Oh my goodness, okay,” Edith said as she mercifully moved toward Thomasin and away from the ledge. Now that Edith wasn’t in imminent danger, Thomasin let her fingers unclasp and her arm drop back to her side. She slumped against the far wall, letting her head fall back against the stone.

Edith tucked a curl behind Thomasin’s ear and said, “Hey, it’s okay. We can get through this.”

“I’m sorry,” Thomasin muttered, closing her eyes and exhaling roughly.

“No, I’m sorry,” Edith said softly. “I never would have teased you if I knew you were properly scared.”

Thomasin took Edith’s hands, pressed a hard kiss to her knuckles. “Not your fault.” She laughed wryly at herself. “I didn’t even know I was scared of heights.”

“What about when you climbed up to the fake Round Table? You didn’t seem bothered then.”

Thomasin scoffed. “That was like ten feet! Lord knows how deep that fucking pit goes!” She gestured wildly in the direction of it.

“Maybe it’s just dark.” Edith ducked her head to catch Thomasin’s eye. “Maybe it really is only ten feet deep.” Thomasin gave her a skeptical look, but she continued. “You’re right, that’s probably not true. But it doesn’t matter. You just have to believe it enough to get yourself down those steps.”

“Are you telling me to use my imagination?”

Edith made a face that was half smile, half grimace, her nose scrunching up. “It’s always worked for me.”

Thomasin looked over Edith’s shoulder to where the steps awaited them. Edith had overcome her fears time and time again during the course of the quest. Thomasin wasn’t going to let her own fear be the thing that stopped them. She rolled her shoulders, cracked her neck, then took Edith’s face in her hands and said, “A regular staircase in a regular room. No pit of death below.”

“Exactly.” Edith smiled. “Just don’t look down.”

Thomasin slammed her lips against Edith’s in a bruising kiss. When she pulled away, she said with what was supposed to be a joking, breezy tone, but which actually came out desperate and a little whiny, “You’re gonna need to hold my hand.”

Edith did just that, then led her to where the first step met the solid cave ground.

The wooden steps were at best rickety and at worst a death trap. There was just enough room for Edith and Thomasin to stand shoulder to shoulder on each one. Thomasin pressed her palm against the rough rocks, digging her fingers into imaginary holds that she knew would do nothing to save her if she slipped. Her other hand was clasped around Edith’s in a crushing grip. Edith didn’t complain, though. She just smiled up at Thomasin and said, “I’ll stay on the outside, that way you’re between me and the wall. You can forget whatever horrors might exist beyond me.”

Thomasin appreciated the sentiment, but she gave a rough shake of her head and gently pulled at Edith’s hand, motioning for her to step in front. “I don’t want you near the edge,” Thomasin said.

Edith obeyed, moving in front of Thomasin, but she paused before taking her first step onto the stairs. She looked over her shoulder at Thomasin and said, “You’re very sweet. I don’t know how you hid it for so long.”

Thomasin rolled her eyes, but on the inside, she preened at the compliment. Until Edith stepped onto the ancient wooden slat, and then all she felt was panic. Edith, too, must have been more nervous than she had let on, because her shoulders visibly drooped in relief when it became clear that the step was indeed structurally sound enough to hold her weight.

Before Thomasin was ready, Edith was on the second step, their arms pulled taut so that their hands were still clasped, and it was Thomasin’s turn to venture downward. It took every ounce of will she possessed to lift one foot in front of the other. Her eyes were glued to the floor as she gently placed her foot on the first step. It creaked ominously underneath her boot.

“Remember what you told me,” Edith said, not daring to look away from where her own feet precariously stood. “Fear is the thing that kills you. You can’t let your mind go down that path.”

Thomasin clung to the wall as they continued their descent. With every step, every brush of open air on the soles of her boots, her heart seized. “I didn’t say that second part,” she said through gritted teeth. “It’s far too poetic.”

“Yes, well, I extrapolated from your original quote, but the sentiment is the same.”

“You’re too smart for me,” Thomasin said.

“You’re too cool for me.”

That drew a small snort from Thomasin, but any conversation lapsed into a tense silence when the steps narrowed as they turned a corner, spiraling down along the wall of the cave. The farther they got, the more unsteady each slat felt, and the height between each one was never the same. Sometimes it was hardly more than a step, but other times there was enough of a drop to make Thomasin queasy.

Long after any sight of the landing had disappeared, the flickering of torchlight below joined the meager glow that Edith’s torch cast. Thomasin’s limbs were shaky and exhausted by the time they made it to the end of the stairs. When she reached the final step, she practically collapsed onto the solid ground.

“You did it!” Edith threw her arms around Thomasin. Breathing in the scent of her, sweat and vanilla, honey and dirt, Thomasin felt her body relax. She let her cheek rest atop Edith’s head. When she opened her eyes, she froze.

They were in a rectangular room, no different from any normal cave. Except the chamber was dominated by a large stone sarcophagus at its center. Despite its size, the exterior of it was plain, unassuming. There were no carvings or decorations. Just smooth rock.

But the room was not without splendor. At the head of the sarcophagus was a marble statue. It was of a cloaked man, standing proud upon a pedestal. He was at least six feet tall, and his face was carved with striking angles that gave him a gaunt, hollow appearance. A beard trailed down to his slender chest. Even in marble, the eyes were piercing. Maybe it was just the unforgiving slant of his brow, but Thomasin felt like his eyes were following her, assessing her.

One of his arms reached toward the sky, his hand palm-up as if he were calling down the sun. The other stretched out before him, hand held in an open fist. Directly beneath the open circle made by his fingers was a circular divot in the pedestal.

The wall behind the statue was covered in a mural that stretched from floor to ceiling. The colors of it, though faded with time, were striking. There were ruby-red dragons that danced with ones white as bone. Forests of the deepest green, a pitch-black cauldron on a roaring orange fire. A silver moon and a golden sun.

Though the sarcophagus was unadorned, the statue and the mural left little doubt in Thomasin’s mind.

They had found Merlin’s tomb.






Chapter Twenty-Five


Edith stared up into the marble eyes of the statue and imagined that she could see a twinkle of pride, maybe even a little magic staring back at her. She was so close now, and the anticipation had her fingers trembling as she reached over her shoulder to grab the staff. This was not a difficult puzzle. She knew right away what needed to be done. Merlin’s arm was half raised, and his hand was closed around nothing but air.

With a deep breath, she reunited Merlin with his staff. It fit perfectly in his hand and slotted into the notch at the base of the statue, inches from his carved marble shoe. There was a beat of silence, then a dull thunk shuddered through the walls of the tomb.

Edith took a step back as the section of the mural directly behind the statue began to lift from the floor. The wall rose into the ceiling, just like the portcullis had at Arthur’s Stone. Edith liked the symmetry of that. Their first foray into the quest, and now again at the very end.

Thomasin took Edith’s hand. Edith was grateful for the touch. Her heart was beating so fast she thought it might grow wings and flutter away. They stepped around the statue and through the newly revealed threshold. Edith could tell Thomasin was also thinking of that portcullis, because she kept glancing back at the doorway, waiting for it to slam down and trap them inside. But it didn’t.

When Edith turned her gaze away from Thomasin, she gasped.

The walls were made of amethyst. Deep-purple chunks of crystal, with silvery lavender veins woven in. Edith exhaled roughly, in awe of the sparkling beauty around them. Her eyes traveled upward to the domed ceiling. It was earthen, but so perfectly carved out that it was clearly man-made. At the center of the room was a pedestal. Upon it was a single lit torch that illuminated the room and cast a glittery glow across the amethyst spikes.

Edith took a step forward, her gaze locked on the only feature of the room beyond the crystal walls and the pedestal. Straight across from them, on the far side of the room, was a door.

“Door” seemed like too simple a word. It was white stone carved into a perfect circle. The surface of it was a labyrinth of gears nestled among serpentine carvings. Delicate lines that swirled like a rippling pond, with images and symbols also hiding within the tangled etchings. There were dragons and swords. Castles and crowns. Cradles and graves.

If there were ever a door to another world, this was it.

Edith stepped up to it, scanning the masterpiece for any clue as to how to open it. Right at the center, there was an empty space about the size of her palm. In that circle, the stone had faded to more of a gray, rather than the pure white of the rest of the door. It was clear that there was something missing, something that was supposed to slot into that space and connect the rest of the gears. So Edith and Thomasin began their search.

They scoured the amethyst chamber.

And found nothing.

Thomasin tried to help. She joked and quipped and searched wherever Edith directed her to. But hours passed, and Edith’s frustration simmered into desperation. The damp chill seeped into her bones, and her stomach grumbled. But every human need she had felt distant. Her mind was too loud. The thud of her heart as she spiraled into panic was all she could hear. This wasn’t like the other clues. All they had left was a sealed door, a missing piece, and a dead end. There must have been an artifact; a key or a gear, or whatever was supposed to fit in that open space, that Edith had been supposed to collect earlier. She must have missed something at one of the other sites.

“Edith, you need to take a break.” Thomasin’s voice drifted to her, echoey, as though it was traveling through one of the many tunnels they had traversed in the course of their quest. The meaning of her words was extraneous to Edith. She pretended she hadn’t heard Thomasin speak at all.

“Let’s head back up to the surface, get some fresh air. Seriously, we’re about to be in a reality in which I have to establish a pee corner, and I don’t think either one of us wants to live in that world,” Thomasin said with a grim laugh.

Edith ignored that too. Her focus was needed elsewhere. She was running her pointer and index fingers along the spindly web of grooves and gears that made up the surface of the wretchedly locked door. There had to be a pattern to them. A puzzle hidden in the shapes. A divot, a latch nestled out of sight. Edith had not made it all this way, she had not sacrificed so much, for a dead end. Sacrifice. Maybe that was the key. More sacrifice. She whirled on Thomasin, hand outstretched. “Your dagger. Give it to me.”

Thomasin’s throat bobbed as she swallowed roughly. “No.” Her jaw was tight, mouth pressing into a firm line. “You’ve been at this all day. You—”

“I don’t care!” Edith snapped, advancing on Thomasin. Edith reached for one of the daggers on Thomasin’s belt, but Thomasin captured Edith’s wrist in a gentle, yet inescapable, hold. Edith looked up at her through her lashes and laced her voice with desperate pleading. “Thomasin, please. I’ve solved it. I just need your dagger.”

Thomasin cocked her head, jaw working as she studied Edith. Without letting go of Edith’s wrist, Thomasin unsheathed a dagger. Edith’s free hand shot out eagerly, but Thomasin pulled back at the last second. Cutting off Edith’s grumble of frustration, she said, “You try whatever it is you want to try with this, and then you take a break. Deal?”

“Yes, fine.” The words escaped her mouth before she could think about their meaning. She didn’t need to. Edith would agree to anything if it meant she could finally solve this puzzle.

Thomasin flipped the dagger and gave it to Edith, who immediately stormed back over to the door. Edith could feel Thomasin at her heels. Without preamble, Edith sliced the dagger across her palm.

“Edith!” Thomasin scolded, snatching the blade away from her.

That was fine. She had gotten what she needed. A steady trickle of blood seeped from the deep gash. She pressed her hand against the white stone, right at the center, where there looked to be a missing piece. Edith’s hand ached. She watched as droplets of blood slid down the door. Nothing happened. She pressed her hand harder against the smooth surface. The smallest grunt of pain slipped past her lips. She felt Thomasin’s hands on her shoulders, insistent.

“Enough. Nothing’s happening,” Thomasin said.

Edith pressed harder, fingernails scraping. Her wounded skin split open further. Blood coated her palm and snaked down her arm. The room spun just a little. It had been at least fourteen hours since she last ate. Edith just gritted her teeth against the wooziness.

“I’m done,” Thomasin said.

Edith ignored her again. But then arms were banding around her middle and hauling her up. Edith fought to keep her bloody hand against the door, but Thomasin was so much stronger. Edith was carried out of the amethyst room and back into Merlin’s tomb, where she was deposited gently on the ground beside the sarcophagus.

Edith stared at the door in the distance, and her failure stared right back at her. The blood had done nothing. Her sacrifice was nothing. There was no way forward. She knew it in her bones somehow that it was over. They had traveled all this way, and she had not proven herself worthy enough to enter Avalon. She would not vindicate her grandmother’s memory. She would not prove to the world that Excalibur was real. She would not be the successful adventurer Thomasin deserved. Edith would go back to being nothing. She should have known it was going to end like this. Why had she allowed herself to hope? This quest was doomed from the very beginning for one simple reason: Her grandmother wasn’t with her, and it was all Edith’s fault. Slumping against the sarcophagus, Edith mumbled, “I didn’t get here fast enough.”

“I don’t think the clue has anything to do with speed.” Thomasin slid down to sit next to her. She drew her legs up and rested her forearms on her knees.

“No, that’s not—” Edith pushed up from the ground, dragging her uninjured hand through her hair. “I should’ve been ready sooner. I should’ve gone on this quest faster.” She paced the length of the tomb. Thomasin stood up with that devastating, lanky grace. She reached out to take Edith’s hand, but Edith couldn’t handle it. She batted her away, heart clenching at the flash of hurt in Thomasin’s eyes. “If I’d gotten here quicker, if I hadn’t waited so long, then my grandmother would be here with me. Whatever I missed, she could have solved it. But it’s not just that! She deserved to be here, to see all the clues, and the Round Table, Merlin’s staff! She missed all of it because of me.”

Edith came to a stop in front of the sealed door once again, shaking her head. She looked at Thomasin over her shoulder. “I failed her.”

“You did not.” Thomasin strode over to her and took her shoulders.

Edith just shrugged away again. Her voice cracked and trembled with each word. A dam broke inside her, and all her shame came rushing out. “You don’t even know what I did! Do you know why we waited so long? I was too scared to go on the quest. She waited for me and then died before I could muster the courage. I—we were supposed to get here sooner. We were supposed to do this together. Her last adventure, her lifelong dream, ruined because I’m a coward. Serves me right that it’s a dead end.” Then Edith paused, met Thomasin’s eyes with grim determination. “I don’t deserve you,” she said. The knowledge of that, and the decision Edith knew she had to make, cleaved her heart in two. But she didn’t have a choice. She loved Thomasin, and that meant she had to do what was best for her.

Thomasin advanced once again, but Edith just kept drifting further from her as she continued to speak. “I failed my grandmother, and it’s only a matter of time before I fail you too.”

Thomasin threw her hands up. “Fail me all you want, that won’t change me loving you.”

“It will, though!” Edith shouted. “You gave up everything for me. You think you won’t resent me? Think you won’t realize I was never worth any of it?” Her mouth crumpled into a frown, and she felt the tears finally slipping from her eyes. “I ruined my grandmother’s dream. I have to let you go before I ruin you too.”

Thomasin grabbed her wrist, tighter this time. “Ruin me then, Edith. I can take it.”

“I can’t,” Edith said in a small voice. “I’m not being noble. I’m not being selfless. It’s just, you’ll realize I’m not worth all you gave up to be with me. You’ll fall out of love, but I’ll still love you, and I don’t think I can survive that.”

Thomasin’s thumb pressed into the pulse point of Edith’s wrist, the blood pumping at a punishing pace. “So you just give up, then?”

Edith smiled sadly. “We both knew I was in over my head anyway.”

Then she pulled away, right out of Thomasin’s grip. Her arm hung in midair for a second, like Thomasin still had her. At first, she couldn’t look away from Thomasin. But she had to.

She turned and fled. Out of the amethyst room. Through Merlin’s tomb, ignoring Thomasin’s shouts. She stuttered to a stop, one foot on the first step. Looking over her shoulder, she saw that Thomasin had followed her.

“Edith, please slow down. Let’s talk about this.”

The sight of her hurt Edith more than the sizzling blade against her open wound had. It was a ripping, tearing pain, made worse by the fact that Edith was doing it to herself. She didn’t have a choice, she reminded herself. She had failed the quest, and she had to set Thomasin free before it was too late. If Thomasin went straight to London, she could retake the syndicate, go back to her life.

“I’m sorry,” she said, the words feeble. She spun around to face the stairs and began her ascent. She stayed close to the wall as she followed the spiral up and up. It felt like running away. But it isn’t, she told herself. It was making a sacrifice. She could hear Thomasin’s light footfalls following her. In any other place, Thomasin would have caught up to her. But Edith’s feet were surer, faster, not hampered by fear of the drop below.

By the time she squeezed back through the tunnel, and out into the open air, her heart was hammering, and her chest was heaving. She hadn’t stopped to take a breath. Bending forward now, her hands on her knees, she gulped down air.

Then she heard the last voice she expected.

“Edith,” her father said.

She froze, lifted her head slowly, shock settling over her like a too-thick blanket. Twilight had fallen, painting the forest in dark gray, and somehow, Edith’s father was there, looking so out of place in his fine clothes amid the overgrown foliage. Edith’s shoulders were tense, her knuckles white where they gripped the strap of her satchel.

“Father?” The word was a shocked exhalation. She couldn’t wrap her mind around his presence. How had he found her here, on this forgotten island?

“Edith, thank God you’re alright.” He strode in her direction, arm outstretched, but paused when Edith faltered a step back.

“What are you doing here?” Thomasin was there suddenly, shouldering past her, positioning herself in front of Edith. There was mistrust and suspicion in every rigid line of Thomasin’s shoulders.

Though Thomasin stood between them, her father’s eyes never left Edith’s. “I’m here to collect my daughter.”

Edith touched Thomasin’s forearm, nudging her out of the way. She tried not to think about the fact that this was the last time she would ever get to touch her. Her fingers, having a mind of their own, refused to uncurl from Thomasin’s skin. “It’s okay,” she said, stepping out from around Thomasin. “This is for the best.”

“Don’t tell me you’re going with him,” Thomasin demanded.

Each point of contact between her and Thomasin burned. The Excalibur inked on Edith’s arm stared up at her, mocking her.

“He was right.” Edith shrugged helplessly. “I don’t belong here.”

“It’s alright. We’ll be home soon, and we can forget all this ever happened.” Her father’s voice was soothing, and he crooked his fingers as if he were coaxing a scared cat toward him.

Edith dropped Thomasin’s arm and forced herself out of reach. “I’m so sorry, but I need to go where I’ll be safe.”

“Fuck safe! We love each other. We could be happy.” Thomasin kept her voice low, but every word was urgent.

“I’ll never forget what you’ve done for me.” Edith smiled sadly, her features on the verge of crumpling. But she kept stepping backward, toward her father. She had tried, and she had failed. Now it was time for her to go home, where no one would care if she was unworthy. In fact, they would expect it. She could handle those low expectations. What she couldn’t handle was watching Thomasin grow disappointed with her as she slowly realized that Edith was indeed unworthy.

“Don’t say goodbye.” Thomasin’s voice rose. “Edith!” she called after her. “Please, don’t do this. You deserve more than that small life you had!”

Edith hesitated, every part of her wanting to believe that Thomasin was right. But if Edith had been meant for more, then she would have been able to make it to Avalon. A small life was what Edith was destined for. It was time for her to stop imagining more for herself. “I’ll have my family,” she said, as she joined her father. She was still utterly confused as to how he’d found her, but confusion was safer than fear.

“Don’t you want more?” Thomasin said, as if reading her mind. “Stop accepting the crumbs of affection your family gives you, and let me give you everything that I am.”

Edith’s father began to guide her away with a hand on her back, but her footsteps stalled, and she turned halfway toward Thomasin. Tucking her hair behind her ear, she said, “My family will always love me. You won’t.”

“You don’t get to decide that for me!” Thomasin growled.

“The quest is over, Thomasin. Without an adventure, you’d get bored of me sooner or later.”

“But the quest isn’t over!” Thomasin shouted.

Edith forced her eyes to go distant. “This isn’t a fairy tale, Thomasin. I was wrong.”

Tears slipped from Thomasin’s eyes, and Edith felt them like a physical wound. With every one that fell, there was something vital being yanked from her chest.

“It’s time to go,” Edith’s father said to her, his arm tightening around her shoulders. She almost stayed. She almost ran to Thomasin. Almost wrapped her arms around the only woman she had ever loved, would ever love.

Instead, Edith let herself be led away.






Chapter Twenty-Six


Thomasin watched as the only home she’d ever known walked away from her. Then she stared at the cliff that held the secrets of Avalon. When that grew too depressing, she stared at the empty trees until her eyes went fuzzy.

Edith was gone. She let her legs give out beneath her, knees crashing into the hard ground. Everything she had dared to hope for herself, gone in an instant. Thomasin fell forward on her hands. She was literally on all fours in the middle of the woods out of pure, miserable despair. If the old Thomasin could see her now, she’d rob her blind and probably beat her senseless. A hollow laugh fell from her lips. There wasn’t even a boat for her to get off the island. They hadn’t thought that far ahead. With Edith at her side, and the quest before them, the return trip hadn’t seemed important at all.

There were footsteps, loud and steady. Thomasin jerked her head up, hating herself for the hope that bloomed in her chest, for thinking Edith might have come back for her.

But of course she hadn’t. Thomasin curled her fingers in the dirt.

“Is this what you wanted, then?” Worthing strolled up to her, looking down at where she kneeled on the ground. He was here, on the island. He must have sought out Edith’s father, made some kind of deal.

“You followed me.” Thomasin said. It wasn’t a question. She should have known he wouldn’t let her out of his clutches. He would never be able to accept the victory she offered him. He needed to best her on his own terms.

Let him, Thomasin thought pitifully. She had already lost everything that mattered to her anyway.

“She makes you stupid,” Worthing said, crouching down in front of her with all the condescension of a scolding parent. “You didn’t cover your tracks.”

Thomasin couldn’t disagree. Edith had made her stupid. Happy, and unforgivably stupid. Worthing still watched her with pitying eyes, waiting for her to fire back. She waited too, waited for that familiar anger to rise in her like a tide.

She felt nothing.

Her fingers sifted through the dirt. She slumped down on her heels and craned her neck back so she was looking right up at the pointed line of Worthing’s chin. “You could be in London right now, with the syndicate all to yourself. Yet you’re here with me. Sounds like I make you stupid too.” The words might have been cutting, but they sounded dull and resigned.

“I don’t like loose ends.”

“I wouldn’t have come back,” Thomasin said.

Worthing scoffed. “I knew your little pet would tire of you eventually. Once she ran back to her palace, you would come back for yours. I couldn’t risk that. And look at this.” Worthing spread his arms wide, gesturing at the deserted forest around them. “I was right. She’s gone and left you.”

“And I still don’t want the syndicate,” Thomasin growled.

“Oh really? Then what do you plan to do?”

Thomasin hadn’t an earthly clue. Her plan had been to travel the world with Edith. To go on adventure after adventure, and then maybe even settling down somewhere would feel like an adventure because it would be with Edith. She made everything exciting and joyous. Now, Thomasin’s future stretched out before her like a scorched sheet of parchment, blank and blackened. Or more likely, the parchment was entirely gone, burned to ash.

“It doesn’t matter what I say. You’re going to kill me either way.” She wasn’t scared when she said it. But she was when he shook his head, thin lips twitching into a smile.

“Not quite yet,” he said, then looked over his shoulder and called out, “We’re ready for you, Chief.”

Thomasin scrambled to get her feet under her, but Worthing whipped out his gun and aimed it at her head. The message was clear: Don’t move.

The chief inspector sauntered out from behind a copse of trees. It wasn’t just Edith’s father, then. Worthing had gone and made a deal with both of them. Edith for money. Herself for the syndicate’s immunity from the police. It was the perfect plan, really. Everything Worthing wanted, tied up in a neat little bow. And she was the only one who would have to pay the price.

“How far the fearsome Lord of the Sunless Syndicate has fallen,” the chief said when he came to stand next to Worthing. The two looked like old friends. Ironic, considering all the tirades Worthing had gone on about the, as he had often called him, cowardly, buffoonish chief inspector.

“I assume your wife does not send her regards?” Thomasin said with a grimace.

The chief knocked the look from her face with a sudden kick to her jaw. She saw black as she fell to the side. Blood dripped from where she bit through her lip, and she spit a wad of it on the ground.

“I’ll take that as a no,” she said.

“You wretched whore,” the inspector spat.

Worthing crouched in front of her as if to examine the bruise she could feel blooming along her jaw with a vengeance.

“I offered to kill you for him, to do all the dirty work and let him stay in London. He refused.” Worthing gave an amused shrug and cast his gaze over to his companion.

The chief licked his lower lip. “I wanted to be sure you suffered the proper amount before your execution. I wanted to see it with my own eyes.”

“I’m honored,” Thomasin said. When she pushed up on an elbow, Worthing closed his hand around her bicep and hauled her to her feet. He wrenched her arms backward, pinning her wrists behind her back. She watched idly as the chief joined Worthing. Then, she felt the rough bite of rope on her skin. They tied her hands tight, the bones of her wrists screaming in protest, her shoulders pulled back so far they began to throb.

A hand fisted in her hair, yanking so her chin tipped up to the sky. Worthing’s face came into view, and he was smiling as he removed her weapons. One by one, each dagger. The obvious ones, the well-hidden ones, they were all taken from their sheaths and dropped unceremoniously on the ground, where Worthing made sure to kick them out of reach from her feet. It made a distant, broken part of her smile. He was still scared of her, even tied up and complacent.

The pistols were next. Those he kept for himself, tucking them into his jacket and his waistband. Thomasin didn’t blame him. The daggers were of varying quality—she had collected them throughout the course of her whole life. But the pistols. Those were expensive.

The chief inspector kept his own gun trained on her as Worthing led her away. Her mind was blank as she lifted one foot after another. She wasn’t even paying particular attention to where they were going. Thomasin found she didn’t want to know. But she couldn’t help but listen as the chief said, “Where are we taking her? The boat?”

“No,” Worthing said, the words clipped. “Lord Darling didn’t want blood on his precious deck.”

“Well, I completely agree. This is ugly business. Not meant for polite society.”

She could hear the undercurrent of malice in Worthing’s voice when he responded, “Of course, Chief.”

The inspector didn’t notice anything, though, just nodded smugly. If Thomasin cared, she would have noted this newly revealed advantage. The contempt between the two men could be manipulated, stoked. Worthing thought he was in charge of their little scheme, but the chief inspector was sure he was the one in charge. That was a weakness that Thomasin could easily exploit. A sly word here, a nudge there, and she could have them at each other’s throats. Which would provide the perfect opportunity for Thomasin to slip away.

But to where?

That was the question that kept her from action. The only boat on the island was occupied by Edith and her father. She certainly wasn’t going to waltz up and join them. She had far too much pride to torture herself like that. Not to mention that Edith’s father would likely try to take Thomasin right back to her current captors. Of course, Thomasin could easily overpower Lord Darling, but … she couldn’t do that to Edith. Perhaps she didn’t have any pride left after all.

She saw no other way forward except to stay in chains, or rather ropes, and just let Worthing lead her along to her doom. She was starting to think she had been doomed the moment Marshall pulled her up by her shirt collar.

Thomasin had killed, lied, cheated, stolen. She had lived without morals or kindness or care. People like that didn’t get happy endings with the women of their dreams. They died like Jay, left rotting among the trees. That would be her. Thomasin’s only mistake had been in thinking that being with Edith would change that fate. In thinking that Edith’s goodness would outweigh Thomasin’s badness in the cosmic scales of justice.

She was a fool.

Thomasin didn’t look up from her feet until their pace slowed. When her eyes lifted, and she saw their destination, her heels almost dug in of their own accord. Not here, she thought, anywhere but here.

The abandoned church loomed before them. It was a cruel joke. Worthing tightened his grip, sensing her hesitation. He shoved her through the ramshackle doorway. They walked down the same aisle that she and Edith had walked down … God, it had only been the previous night. It felt like a lifetime ago. Her foot caught on a broken floorboard, and Worthing dropped his hand, letting her fall face-first into the rubble. Her hands were still tied behind her back, so she twisted to take the impact on her shoulder. The force against the pinned limb clanged through her, but it was better than taking the brunt of it to her face. She rolled to her back. Pinprick shards of glass cut into her shoulder blades.

“You’re such a dick,” she wheezed, the fall having knocked the breath from her chest. The chief stared down at her with a twinkle of malicious mirth in his eyes. He dragged her back to her feet, only to shove her into the very same alcove that she and Edith had shared. At least the universe still had a sense of humor. Her knees slammed onto the velvet-covered floor. Worthing took hold of her then, slicing through the rope binding her wrists. For half a second, Thomasin thought maybe he was having a change of heart. But he was only retying her to the pillar that stood in the far corner of the alcove. He even made sure she was facing the crumbling wall so she wouldn’t be able to see what they were doing.

This was what Edith had done to her, she mused, as Worthing wrapped another rope around her ankles. Edith had softened Thomasin, made her hope for things again. Even stupid notions, like thinking Worthing might have a shred of mercy for her. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Edith had convinced Thomasin she could be loved. Then she’d left, proving what Thomasin had always known deep down: She was unlovable. The problem was that now she knew too well what Edith’s love felt like. A flash of golden light in the pitch-black sky of her life. But that was all it had been, a flash. Thomasin should’ve known it wouldn’t last, but she’d thrown herself into Edith headfirst.

God, she had been planning to spend the rest of her life with that woman. She had been good. For Edith, she had been good, and it still hadn’t been enough. The only parts of Thomasin that were worth anything were the despicable and ruthless ones. Marshall had always taught her that, had instilled in her that she was meant to wield power over others, not be loved by them.

Edith had made her believe that there was something inside Thomasin that was redeemable, that she mattered beyond her skills as a criminal.

But it was all a lie.

Not one soul on this earth loved Thomasin.






Chapter Twenty-Seven


The fact that her father was here, that he had a boat docked at the shore, it had to be a sign that Edith was making the right decision. Didn’t it?

She hadn’t known what she had been planning to do when she stormed out of the cave. She’d just had to escape the crushing weight of her failure. If her father hadn’t been there, would she have let Thomasin talk her back down? There was no point in wondering.

The quest was over. She hadn’t been worthy enough to find Excalibur. Edith had sabotaged her grandmother’s chances of fulfilling her own dream to go on the quest, and this was Edith’s punishment. She did not deserve to succeed, not without her grandmother.

But what about Thomasin? The question haunted her as she boarded the modest ship, the wooden ramp swaying beneath her. It hurt how much she loved Thomasin. But the quest was done, and she hadn’t even been able to find the treasure for Thomasin. Edith couldn’t make her whole life an adventure, and Thomasin would no doubt get bored with her. She was a legendary criminal. She wouldn’t be content with a quiet little life with Edith. There was nothing to stop Thomasin from changing her mind once she realized that it was the quest she loved, not Edith.

So she was doing the right thing. She was stopping this before the hurt could get any bigger. The love between her and Thomasin was dangerous. But with her family, Edith risked nothing. She would have her boring life with people who would never stop loving her. Even if they didn’t always show it.

Without Edith to hold her back, Thomasin would thrive again. She could go back to London and take the syndicate back from Worthing. She could have everything she wanted and never be bored.

This was best for everyone.

So why did Edith’s heart feel like it was caving in on itself?

Her father showed her to a small bedroom below deck where she could change into something more appropriate, more ladylike. It was just a cot with a trunk at the foot, a water basin, a desk, and no windows, which made the gentle rocking of the boat more noticeable. Edith’s stomach clenched at the unsteady feel of the wooden slats beneath her feet. She felt like her whole world was rocking uncontrollably, and she might be pitched off the side any second.

Though it hurt to look at now, Edith still took out her grandmother’s urn and set it on the desk. She couldn’t bear to leave it in her satchel, which she’d dumped unceremoniously on the floor. Next, her adventuring outfit was shed, left in a heap on the ground. Edith wanted to tear it up and burn it to ash. It was embarrassing. A physical reminder of her foolishness, of the naive idea that she could be more than what she was. She crumpled the outfit into a ball and shoved it under the bed.

At the basin, she dipped a cloth into the lukewarm water. Her fingernails dug into her flesh as she scraped the grime from her skin. The water quickly turned brown and murky. When she dragged the cloth across her face, it came away streaked with dirt. Edith tossed the cloth back into the basin, deeming herself clean enough.

There was a fresh chemise, petticoat, bodice, and skirt hanging from the door. Last she saw the garments, they had been hanging in her closet at home. She slipped on the chemise, then stepped into the petticoat. The skirt was thick and heavy. She buttoned up the bodice over the chemise. It was made of petal-soft velvet. The feel of that velvet as Edith pushed her arms through the sleeves made her nauseous. All she could see, all she could feel, were those stolen curtains.

Her back arching against the fabric as she lay upon them, Thomasin hovering above her. Edith’s heels digging in for purchase. Her fingers clawing, clutching fistfuls of velvet.

There was a soft rap on the door, then her father’s voice. “Are you decent?”

She must have been standing there, dumbstruck and half dressed, for longer than she thought. Edith cleared her throat, her mind. “One minute!” She tucked the blouse into her skirt, closed the clasp at the base of her neck with clumsy fingers, then threw herself onto the stool before the desk. There was a mirror on the wall, and Edith watched her father enter the room in the reflection. He swung his arms out wide.

“You look so much better. Much more yourself. You’ll have to thank your mother when we get home. She made sure to send your favorite clothes along.”

If she weren’t feeling so resigned, she would have laughed at that. She hated these clothes, hardly ever wore them. In slipping back into her old life, Edith had never felt less like herself.

“Thank you, Father,” was all she said.

He came up behind her and gripped her shoulder. “I’m proud of you, Edith. You made the right decision.”

“Thank you,” she said again, unable to look away from her own eyes staring back at her in the mirror. Her father watched her with a peculiar look, as if waiting for her to speak. It took Edith a moment to realize what he wanted from her. “I’m sorry I ran away. It was disgraceful of me,” she said hollowly.

His posture relaxed, and he gave her shoulder a squeeze. With a satisfied smile, he said, “The waves are too choppy right now. We’ll leave in the morning.”

Edith nodded, tried to smile, and failed.

“You must be exhausted,” her father said with a hint of distaste. “I’ll leave you to your rest.”

“Thank you,” she said again, feeling a lot like a parrot or a show pony.

He tilted his head and smiled in a way that was both pitying and indulgent. Edith couldn’t meet his eyes. He squeezed her shoulder again. Just as he was turning to leave, his eyes caught on something. Edith followed his line of sight and froze.

“Good Lord, are those—”

Edith reached, but he was faster. His hands snatched out and took her grandmother’s urn.

“You haven’t had these with you the whole time, have you?” The shock and scorn etched into every line of his wrinkled face had Edith shrinking down into her chair. “When they disappeared from my mantle, I figured you’d hidden them away somewhere like a sentimental, spoiled little girl. But I never thought you’d be so selfish as to steal them away across the country. They could’ve been destroyed, Edith! I’m shocked you didn’t lose them!”

“I would never let anything bad happen to them,” Edith said in a small voice, while in her head all she could think was, As if you care. As if you cared about Grandmother at all. She might have been your mother, but I loved her with my whole heart. More than you ever did. And perhaps it wasn’t fair to compare love. He had loved his mother in his own way. He did grieve her. But Edith didn’t care if it was fair or not. She was petulant and angry and …

Her father clutched the ashes to his chest and stormed from the room after one final scoff. It took her a moment to comprehend what had just happened. Her father had taken the ashes from her.

In that moment, the wrongness of it all crashed into her with alarming clarity. Her father did not deserve to be the keeper of Edith’s grandmother’s memory. Her ashes did not belong on a mantle under a veil of dust. Where her father would gesture to them and say to his guests, Ah yes, my mother. An eccentric, foolish woman.

Edith stood abruptly from her chair. She strode over and pressed her ear to the door. When she didn’t hear anything on the other side, she flung it open. Edith might have made a mess of everything else in her life, but she would not stand for her grandmother’s remains to be treated in such a manner. As she crept from the room, she could hear her father’s footsteps already above deck. She hadn’t seen anyone else on the small vessel, and so she threw caution to the wind. There were only a few rooms and closets below deck, and she searched through every one of them.

The urn was nowhere to be found, and there was only one door left below deck. It was locked. Edith crouched in front of the doorknob and pulled two pins from her hair. She slid one into the keyhole, trying to remember what Thomasin had taught her. But Edith hadn’t been paying much attention to the instruction. She mostly recalled the way Thomasin had pressed up behind her. The way her strong arms had wrapped around Edith. Thomasin’s fingers tracing along her knuckles, and how much larger her hands were than Edith’s own. But still somehow so graceful and dexterous. She had guided Edith’s fingers through the motions of picking a lock with all the fluidity and nimble artfulness of a piano player. Then Edith’s mind conjured other memories of Thomasin’s talented fingers, and she blushed so hard she thought she might faint. With a shake of her head, she forced herself back on task.

They had practiced on the door of the inn they last stayed at. By the end of their stay, Edith had been picking the lock all on her own. This lock wasn’t so different. She felt her pin meet resistance, and she twisted it, letting it find the grooves within the keyhole. At an angle, she eased in the second delicate pin. She adjusted that angle until she heard a soft click. Holding her breath, she turned the knob. The lock gave way, and triumph bloomed in her chest. She snuck into the room. Gray, late evening light filtered in through a porthole on the far wall. Beneath it was an imposing dark walnut desk.

Edith heaved a sigh of relief when she saw her grandmother’s urn atop the desk. She rushed over and scooped it into her arms. The motion made a stack of papers flutter, and her eye caught on something that made her heart drop into her stomach. There was a queasy feeling climbing up her throat, and her ears rang. Sticking out from under the pile of ledgers was a simple cream envelope. Written in violet ink was her name. Edith would know the handwriting anywhere. The grand looping script, slashed across the page as if the writer was in a hurry. Her grandmother always said her hand could not move as fast as her brain did, and that was the only acceptable excuse for messy handwriting.

Edith picked up the envelope. It was as if she were no longer on the boat, but suddenly back in her grandmother’s room. Edith could see her sitting at her writing desk, the image so vivid. The desk, cluttered with knickknacks and books. Papers scattered. At her grandmother’s elbow, her inkpot, filled to the brim with her favorite violet ink.

Edith held the letter in her hands, turned it over, fingers tracing reverently over the broken wax seal. Her grandmother had written her a letter. Her father hadn’t given it to her. Edith’s grandmother’s last words, and he had taken them. Just like he’d taken the ashes.

Once, she might have let him get away with it. But not anymore. She was going to steal back what was hers. Starting with this. She slid the single sheet of parchment from the envelope.

Dearest Edith,

You didn’t think I’d leave you without one final piece of wisdom, did you? It feels very Arthurian to be writing this letter as if I’m already beyond the grave. I’m imagining myself resting in Avalon, peering out at you through a veil of still water. My hope is that you are reading this letter somewhere exciting. Perhaps amid a dangerous quest? I know you must be awfully sad that we did not seek Excalibur together. But the dreaming and the planning and the wondering … those times with you meant the world to me. I don’t mind that I will be greeting death with the great mystery of Avalon still intact. What a shame it would be to have learned everything there is to learn. The magic is in the mystery after all. But while I am content to have spent my waning days dreaming, oh Edith, I want so much more for you. If I know you, and trust me, I do, then you’ll be feeling rather guilty to be going on the quest without me. Do not. You did not know me when I was young. I was a reckless, wild, terror, and I had my adventures. It is your turn now. Find Excalibur, or don’t. I want you to do every mad thing you can think of. Every mistake you make, I’ll be all the more proud of you. After all, Malory wrote that “a good heart will always mend a bad fortune.” And you, Edith, have the best heart of all.

All my love, for all time,

Your grandmother

Tears ran down Edith’s face. She wiped them away before they could fall and smear her grandmother’s words. Her beautiful words. Edith had never felt so loved and so foolish in equal measure. Everything she had done to try to redeem herself, to bring honor to her grandmother’s memory, none of it mattered. Not really. Her grandmother had not seen her life as one that needed vindication, and she had not seen Edith as a burden. All these choices Edith had made, she told herself that she was being selfless, doing right by the people around her. But that was just a shield. All her decisions, except for when she finally embarked on the quest, had been driven by nothing but fear. And that was the only reason she was alone on this boat: fear. She could tell herself she had left for Thomasin’s own good, but she knew deep down she was just being a coward. That was not the way to honor her grandmother, who was wild and kind and loving. Just like she wouldn’t have wanted her ashes to remain safe yet sequestered, she wouldn’t have wanted Edith to do the same to herself. Because that’s what Edith was doing, wasn’t she? By running back home with her father, she was just putting herself back on the mantle where she would never be hurt.

This was how she would honor her grandmother, how she would make up for all her failings. She had to keep living wildly no matter how scared she was, and no matter how many times she got hurt. Time had run out for her grandmother, and Edith couldn’t fix that. Before her grandmother’s passing, Edith hadn’t been ready to go on the quest. She had always thought of that as her biggest mistake, the most obvious example of her worthlessness. But what if it was okay that she hadn’t been ready yet? If she had gone on the quest earlier, she never would have …

Thomasin’s face flooded her mind. She never would have met Thomasin. Edith stormed from the room, letter and urn in hand. Her fear had come between her grandmother and the quest. Edith owed it to her to do better. She could not let her fear come between her and Thomasin. She could not make the same mistake twice. Thomasin was everything she ever wanted, and Edith had walked away because someday Thomasin might not love her anymore? That was ridiculous. Even if Thomasin did stop loving her, Edith did not want to miss all the days in between. She suddenly didn’t care how many days of loving Thomasin, of being loved by her, fate might grant her. If it was only a handful, then Edith wanted them all. She might not have any treasure to offer Thomasin, but she could offer herself. Edith could give everything she was to Thomasin. Maybe that would be enough.

Edith had to make things right. For Thomasin and her grandmother. She was so glad that her father had taken the ashes, because it had made one thing painfully clear to Edith. It was better to try and fail with people who loved her than wither away on a mantle with people who only ever tolerated her.

This time, she wasn’t going to run away. She was going to move on the right way, turning the page and ending this chapter of her life, rather than just crumpling the pages so she could skip to the end and see how it would all turn out. But there was something she needed to do first. After retrieving her satchel, she backtracked through the rooms she had searched. In the stock closet, she pilfered four knives, tucking one in each of her boots. The others she hid beneath the belt around her waist. She had found the belt in a trunk at the base of an unoccupied bunk. It was scuffed leather with a clunky bronze buckle that made her outfit look much more dashing adventurer on the way to rescue a fair maiden and less lady embroidering by the fire. Which wasn’t to say she didn’t like embroidery. She did, but she would much rather be making a grand return to Thomasin at the moment than practicing her whip stitch. Also Thomasin wasn’t exactly a maiden, so none of the comparisons really worked, but the point was that Edith was nervous about seeing her again, and she wanted to look the part.

With her belt and her weapons, she was ready. Her heart hammered in her throat as she climbed the stairs to the main deck. Edith’s father stood at the bow, staring at the pitch-black water and sky. When he heard Edith’s footsteps he turned around. His brows flattened as he took in her newly accessorized outfit. As if he didn’t want to look at her any longer than he had to, he turned his face back to the sea as she joined him at the railing.

Edith was tired of preamble and polite, meandering conversation. “Why didn’t you give me my letter?”

His gaze hardened, and he cleared his throat. There was no shame in his features. He didn’t regret taking the letter. He was just annoyed that Edith wanted to discuss it, that he would have to deal with her feelings. He had always found Edith’s feelings to be an inconvenience. “It was for your own good,” he said.

“How?” Edith demanded. “How can you even pretend that stealing her last words to me is in any way for my own good?”

Her father tilted his chin up. “Your grandmother was fanciful at best, and delusional at worst. Especially near the end. The last thing you needed was more of her foolishness whispered in your ear.”

Edith felt her cheeks flush red with anger. “She was your mother. Do you not hear how heartless you’re being?” He leaned back in surprise. She was sure that he never expected such boldness from her.

“You will not speak to me in such a manner. Not when I’ve risked my reputation to come bring you home.”

“That’s the only reason you’re here, isn’t it? Your reputation? You don’t care about my safety at all.” He hadn’t even asked about the gash across her palm, the drying blood staining her forearm.

“Don’t be so dramatic.”

Edith realized then that nothing she could say to him would ever get through. He would never see her for who she truly was. If he wanted to believe that she was a ridiculous, stupid, weak girl, then he could go ahead and believe that. But that didn’t mean she had to twist herself into his idea of her. Neither did she have to fight or force him to see the truth, because even if he didn’t believe her, it was still the truth. She was strong, and smart, and maybe, just maybe, she could be brave. His perception didn’t change that.

She took a step backward, away from her father. “I’m not going with you.”

He pushed back from the railing and finally turned to face her fully. “Excuse me?”

“I wanted to say goodbye properly this time.” Another step backward, toward the ramp off the boat. “Give Marigold, Jonathan, and Mother my love. I hope I’ll see them again soon, but for now I need to go home.”

Shock leeched the color from his face. “I am taking you home,” he said, each word pointed and slow.

“Springwood Manor is not my home,” Edith said. Then she took a deep breath and continued, “Thomasin is my home, and I’m going back to her. If she’ll have me.”

A loud, barking laugh erupted from her father’s chest. The sound of it made Edith flinch. “To the criminal?” He wheezed between laughs. “How the hell do you think I found you?”

Dread bubbled in the pit of her stomach. “What are you talking about?”

“Your other little friend.” He sneered the word as if it was a curse. “He sought me out. He and a chief inspector of the Metropolitan Police were working together to find that wretched woman.”

It boiled Edith’s blood that he refused to even say her name, but the anger barely made it past the fear that was settling into her bones.

“They told me they were going to arrest you along with her unless I paid handsomely. We all sailed here together. Honestly, Edith, how did this not occur to you?”

“Worthing and the inspector, do they have her now?” Edith demanded.

He shrugged a shoulder. “I assume so. Unless she’s already dead.”

Edith turned and ran.

“Edith!” Her father shouted after her, but she didn’t waste a moment looking back to see if he was in pursuit. She sprinted down the ramp, leapt onto the dock, and stormed across the beach. The wet sand sucked at her shoes, and her thighs burned with the effort, but she never slowed. Sand gave way to dirt, gave way to thick, tangled brush. Ignoring the tightness of her lungs, the thorns that scratched, and the branches that whipped against her, she flew through the trees.

I’m coming, Thomasin, she thought. Please don’t give up on me. I am coming for you.






Chapter Twenty-Eight


Slumped in a puddle of her own blood, it was more clear than ever that in the grand scheme of things, Thomasin’s life meant nothing. Once she had been secured to the pillar, Worthing and the chief had turned her world into one of nothing but pain. They had taken turns, landing blow after blow until her eyes went fuzzy and blood pooled in her mouth. The only mercy they showed her was to cut her ankles loose so that her legs were free to buckle beneath her.

Part of Thomasin wanted to be knocked senseless. She wanted to forget where she was, because being in that alcove was a torture in and of itself. With every hit, she saw Edith as she had been in this very church.

A punch to the jaw.

Edith’s nervous eyes as Thomasin kissed her way down her stomach.

A backhand from Worthing that made her teeth rattle.

Edith’s fingers tugging at Thomasin’s hair.

A kick to her stomach.

Edith coming apart in her arms.

She didn’t know which hurt worse, the memories or the blows.

Thomasin spit another wad of blood from her mouth, then ran her tongue along her teeth, some of which were worryingly wiggly. One of her eyes was swollen shut, and with each breath, she became more convinced her nose was broken. There was a vague ringing in her ears that she tried to hear past, listening for signs of her captors. She didn’t know where Worthing and the chief had gone off to. It was still dark out, no sign of dawn in the sky. Though her concept of time was murky just then, she thought it had been at least an hour since they had decided they needed a break from tormenting her. She fought to keep herself awake, but the exhaustion was winning. Each nodding off was harder to wake up from than the last. Thomasin knew she must have finally fallen asleep, because she was suddenly thrust into a viciously beautiful dream.

Edith’s face swam into focus. Her hand gently cupped Thomasin’s cheek, tilting her face up. Thomasin leaned into the touch. Edith’s skin was so soft.

“Thomasin, wake up!” Edith’s voice was the barest whisper.

Thomasin smiled, nuzzling against Edith’s hand. She was just happy to hear her voice again. But then that hand was shaking her, and the pain in her swollen eye and bruised cheek roared back with a vengeance. She straightened her neck, Edith’s touch falling away. Thomasin blinked, rousing herself, expecting the vision of Edith to disappear. But she remained, crouched before Thomasin, her frame hardly visible in the dark.

Edith had come back for her.

All of Thomasin’s cozy, lovesick feelings for Dream-Edith fell away. “What the hell do you want?” she snarled under her breath, although the effect was dampened by her swollen lip.

Edith held her hands up. “I know you’re angry. But I’m going to fix this.”

Thomasin pulled at her restraints, wrist bones jutting against the pillar. “Look at me, Edith.” Her name strangled its way up her throat. “This is your fault.” Thomasin hoped she looked as bad as she felt. She wanted Edith to feel guilty, didn’t want Edith to think she was making up for all the wrong she’d done by the mere act of coming back.

Edith’s lips pinched into a frown. “I know. And I’m so sorry, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you. But first, we need to get you out of here.” Her face was ridiculously earnest, like she truly believed every word she was saying. Thomasin wouldn’t fall for that again so easily. Edith was always earnest. That didn’t matter when said earnestness could switch sides like the flip of a coin. One minute, she was earnest about loving Thomasin. The next, she was earnest about leaving her. Well, Edith could be as earnest as she wanted about coming back for her now. Thomasin was not going to play the fool this time. But she couldn’t argue with her second point.

Edith’s return seemed to have hardened all of Thomasin’s despair into rage. Enough so that she was no longer content to submit to her fate at Worthing and the chief’s hands. As skilled as Thomasin was at slipping bonds, Worthing was just as skilled at tying them. She wasn’t getting out of this damned church alone. Thomasin steeled her heart and put on the mask she had worn her whole life. The one of the ruthless crime lord. She pretended it fit as easily as it used to.

“Where are Worthing and the chief?” she demanded.

Edith looked over her shoulder. “I didn’t see them. The church is empty.”

“They won’t have gone far. We need to get out of here before they come back.”

Edith jerked her head in a nod. “I have a plan.”

Thomasin rolled her eyes and smiled mockingly. “Do tell.”

Pulling a knife from her belt, Edith said, “I’ll cut your ropes, and then we run away.”

“That’s not a plan,” Thomasin said as Edith shuffled around to the other side of the pillar.

“Yes, it is.”

“Your plan only has two steps. In order for it to be a plan, it has to have at least five.” Thomasin felt the ropes pull tighter as Edith began to saw at the fibers.

“Says who?” Her whisper was breathless with the effort of cutting the rope.

“Says the greatest criminal in all of London.”

“Well, I’m sorry to disappoint. I’m new at this criminal thing.”

“You’ve been a criminal since the day we left London,” Thomasin scoffed. The pressure on the ropes paused.

“That’s the nicest thing you’ve ever said to me.”

Thomasin tamped down the fondness in her chest and rolled her eyes. “Keep cutting, Edith.”

“Oh, right.”

The sawing resumed, and Thomasin tugged at the ropes, waiting for the moment when they would snap free. But after a few moments, she felt Edith still behind her once again. Thomasin craned her neck to look over her shoulder, but the pillar was too wide to see past. She opened her mouth to ask Edith what was wrong only to be cut off by the click of a gun cocking.

Thomasin heard Worthing’s voice next. “Well, this is cozy.” At her back, she felt Edith move. There was a cry of pain, and then the sound of a knife clattering to the ground. Something slammed into the pillar, pitching Thomasin forward. Every bruised and broken part of her screamed. Then, there was another scream: Edith’s. Thomasin tried desperately to get to her feet, but her heels couldn’t find purchase on the blood-slicked floorboards. Her arms strained as she tried to wiggle free of the ropes.

“Leave her alone!” she shouted. “Her father won’t pay if you harm her.”

Worthing dragged Edith into Thomasin’s line of sight. He had one hand fisted in her hair, and the other wrenched her arm behind her back. “The deal was to take the man to his daughter. I did that, and I got paid.” Worthing sneered down at Edith. “It’s not my fault you were stupid enough to run away again. In my books, you’re now just the fool who was caught aiding a convicted criminal. Isn’t that right, Chief?” he called out into the darkness of the pews.

The chief’s footsteps crunched on the glass as he made his way over to them. “Sounds about right to me.”

Fear flashed in Edith’s eyes, and Thomasin hated the way that she wanted nothing more than to make it go away. She would help Edith get out of this. But she wasn’t doing it for her. Thomasin needed to work with Edith so they could both make it out of this alive. After they were free, Thomasin could go back to hating Edith.

She watched out of the corner of her eye as Worthing tied Edith to the same pillar so they were bound back-to-back. Once he was done, he sneered down at the both of them, then looked up to meet the chief’s gaze. He jerked his head at Edith. “You know, I think Lord Darling might be quite generous if we were to offer to wipe her slate clean.”

The chief gave a short chuckle. “I think you’re right. What say we pay him a visit?”

Worthing nodded, then the two men sauntered away. Their footsteps echoed through the church before fading completely. Of course, the promise of even more bribe money from Edith’s father would have them feeling all chummy again. Either way, Thomasin knew that the men’s absence was their chance to escape. The problem was that her head was fuzzy and heavy, her thoughts circling uselessly. She tried to break her wrist to slip out, but the ropes were too tight and the angle wasn’t right.

Hours or maybe minutes later—she couldn’t tell because the sky was still pitch-black—Thomasin leaned her head back against the pillar and said, “Your plan went really well.” The bruises across her face stretched painfully. “Consider me rescued.” Edith’s hands were tied just above her own. Thomasin could feel Edith’s knuckles bumping into her lower back. “You’re not going to be able to wiggle out. Worthing is good at what he does.”

“I’m not going to just give up and sit here like you.”

“No,” Thomasin remarked bitterly, “you’ll just run away and leave me.” Edith’s hands stilled.

“I’ll never leave you again,” she said.

Thomasin clenched her jaw, then winced as the movement sent shockwaves through her teeth. “Forgive me if I don’t believe you.”

“That’s okay. You don’t need to believe me. I’ll prove it to you.”

The emotion in her voice made Thomasin squirm. In a desperate attempt to diffuse the tension that was rising in her chest, she said, “Well as it is, we’ll die together very shortly, and you’ll be proven right.”

“Always the pessimist,” Edith said as she resumed her wriggling.

Thomasin’s frustration finally snapped. “What on earth are you doing back there?”

“I have a knife tucked into my belt. I’m trying to reach it,” Edith said. Thomasin could tell that Edith was carefully modulating the condescension that she would usually infuse into a statement like that. “I can’t quite bend that way though. Do you think you could reach it?”

“I can certainly try.” Thomasin marveled at Worthing’s oversight. It was absurd that he wouldn’t have checked her for weapons. Underestimating Edith would be his downfall. As it should be, Thomasin thought proudly. And then she mentally slapped herself for thinking something so sentimental about Edith. She cleared her throat and asked, “Which side?”

“My left.”

Thomasin twisted her wrists, stretching her right hand as far as it would go. She was just able to get a grip on the leather of Edith’s belt. Tracing her fingers along the leather, she searched for the knife.

“Thomasin!” Edith gasped, her voice tight.

Thomasin froze. “Did I hurt you?” Despite everything, guilt bloomed in her chest. But then she realized Edith was laughing quietly.

“No, it just tickles,” she mumbled.

Thomasin resumed her search without mercy. “You’ll live.” Angling her shoulder down to lengthen her reach, her fingertips finally brushed up against something hard. But she couldn’t quite get a grip on it. “Can you scoot any closer?” she asked Edith, who then shifted back and forth, trying to get into a better position. She jutted her hip out, and Thomasin’s quick fingers latched onto the knife, pulling it from the belt. “Got it.”

They breathed a simultaneous sigh of relief as Thomasin flipped the knife in her hand and got to work cutting the rope. Her shoulders and forearms ached terribly, but she kept going until her ropes finally fell away. The world spun as she rose to her knees and turned to start cutting Edith’s ropes. She took a mental inventory of her injuries as she worked. Heavily bruised jaw and cheekbone. Swollen lip. Likely broken nose. Maybe a broken rib. Her vision was a little dim in her right eye, but she could still blink normally. She’d had worse and kept going.

With a final snick, Edith was free. She bolted to her feet, pulling Thomasin along with her at a dizzying speed. When she stumbled, Edith took her shoulders, holding her in place until she found stable footing again. The second Thomasin was sure she wouldn’t fall over, she shrugged out from Edith’s touch.

“We need to get out of here before they come back.”

Hurrying past the pews, Thomasin forced herself to keep up with Edith. Every step hurt, but she limped along without complaint. They reached the ramshackle door and stepped through the threshold. Just as the moonlight washed over Thomasin’s face, a hand grabbed a fistful of hair at the back of her head and yanked her off her feet.

She landed on her back, coughing and wheezing. A man stepped over her. Through the stars sparkling in her vision, she saw the chief leaning over her, his face eclipsing the moon.

Edith threw herself at him, punching at his back, tugging on his shoulders, trying desperately to get him away from Thomasin. He shoved Edith off of him as easily as if she were a gnat. She landed in a heap a few feet away, and Thomasin could do nothing but watch. She couldn’t get her limbs to obey. The muscles in her arms were limp, and her legs shook. She could barely lift her head from the ground because every time she did, an all-encompassing dizziness overtook her.

Her eyes struggled to focus on the chief. There were three of him bobbing above her. Three guns aimed at her forehead. “Did you really think we would leave you here unguarded?”

Thomasin’s tongue was heavy in her mouth, and her jaw was too tired to move. The time for witty remarks had passed. She looked past the chief to the stars twinkling through the breaks in the clouds. She would never relearn the constellations.

Something hot dripped onto Thomasin’s cheek. The chief was falling. There was a knife sticking through his chest. She heard a squelch, and then the knife was gone. His body lurched to the right, and he collapsed face-first beside Thomasin. She coughed through the cloud of dirt that puffed up when he hit the ground.

It was Edith now who eclipsed her view of the stars. “I’m a proper criminal now,” she said, the blood-soaked knife still clutched in her trembling hand.






Chapter Twenty-Nine


If all the Arthurian tales Edith ever read had taught her anything, it was that sometimes terrible decisions had to be made. Love or honor. Chivalry or victory. A noble death or a ruthless triumph. Edith had always imagined herself to be a noble knight in pursuit of truth and knowledge.

She wasn’t noble anymore. And she did not regret her choice. She should’ve known sooner who she was. It was clear now. Edith was a woman who would choose love above all else. Above reason and morality and honor. She might be the worst kind of villain, but she did not regret her choice. There was a man dead at her feet. She didn’t know how she was going to live with that, but she didn’t care just then, because Thomasin was alive.

When the chief raised his gun, leveling it right at Thomasin’s forehead, she hadn’t had any time to think. She’d drawn her blade and plunged it into his back, right through his heart. All she’d known was that there was no part of her that could let Thomasin die.

“Edith,” Thomasin said hollowly. Her lip was so swollen that it sounded more like Edif. She tried to sit up, but her arm buckled underneath her and she crashed back to the earth.

Edith let the knife clatter to the ground, then fell to her knees at Thomasin’s side. Edith reached out but faltered, unsure of where to touch that wouldn’t hurt her. Even more unsure about whether Thomasin would ever want to be touched by her again. Edith forced her hands back into her own lap. There was blood flecking her fingertips, and her knuckles cramped from gripping the knife so tightly.

“I couldn’t let you die.” It was the only thing she could think to say, an echo of the thoughts that had been spiraling in her mind since the moment she touched the knife.

Thomasin’s eyes pinned her to the spot. She was studying Edith, staring so intently, it felt as though Thomasin was trying to see inside her. Eventually, Thomasin reached out a shockingly steady hand.

“Help me up,” she commanded.

Edith obeyed, her bloody fingers clasping Thomasin’s. She gently helped the other woman to her feet. Thomasin swayed slightly but remained upright after Edith let her go. Not that she wanted to drop Thomasin’s hand. Edith was very concerned about all the blows to the head Thomasin had taken. Wounds and broken bones could heal, but if her brain was injured, then Thomasin’s life was truly in danger.

“How do you feel?” Edith asked.

“Alive.” Thomasin took a few experimental steps. They were slow, with a slight limp. The worst of her injuries seemed to be centered around her face and torso. She held one hand to her ribs as she walked. Her split and swollen lips tipped up into something that might have been intended to be a smile, but looked like more of a grimace. “Thanks to you,” she said, tossing her gaze at Edith.

“I couldn’t let you die,” Edith said yet again. The statement grounded her. It was the one thing she knew was true and right.

Thomasin let her shoulder drop against a tree. “I still don’t forgive you.”

Edith looked down at her feet. “You don’t have to.”

A curt nod was the only response she got. Edith had thought that there were two kinds of silence. The steadfast kind that kept her company when she was alone, and then the bristling, awkward kind that clogged the air when she was in the presence of people she was meant to be socializing with. In Thomasin, she had discovered a third kind, a rare combination of the two. A silence that felt comfortably shared between them. In the moments when they were not talking, Edith still enjoyed her company. There was no pressure in it, no expectation. It was calm.

That was not the kind of silence that fell between them now. This silence was jagged, grating against Edith’s skin until she was desperately searching her mind for something to say. But nothing was adequate. Everything was too heavy and too inconsequential all at once. I love you. I killed someone. I would do it again. I’m sorry.

None of it mattered. None of it changed the fact that she had left Thomasin in the first place.

Eventually, Thomasin put her out of her misery. “We need to go,” she said. “Worthing will be coming back, and we can’t be here when he does.”

“Can you walk?”

“I’ll manage.” Thomasin shoved off from the tree. Edith watched her throat bob as she swallowed, and then grudgingly said, “I might need some help, though.”

“Of course.” Edith nodded, probably too eagerly. She delicately laid Thomasin’s offered arm over her shoulder, then wrapped her arm around Thomasin’s waist. Edith tamped down every emotion that popped up at the sensation of Thomasin’s body pressing against her side.

As they walked, Edith took as much of Thomasin’s weight as she could. It was slow progress, winding their way through the trees in the dark, with only the glow of the full moon trickling through the leaves to light their way. They didn’t have a destination yet, not even an inkling of a plan. Edith only knew that they needed to put as much distance between themselves and the church as possible.

She almost laughed at that thought, at how much could change so quickly. Twenty-four hours ago, Edith had been lying atop the velvet curtains, tucked in Thomasin’s arms. She had stared up at the stars through the peeling slats of wood above them and let her be mind swept away into beautiful imaginings. They would return to the island someday, once their discovery of Excalibur had brought them riches and fame. They would restore the church. Thomasin would rebuild the roof, patch the walls. Edith would hang red velvet curtains to frame the stained glass windows. As sunlight filtered through them like a kaleidoscope, they would walk down the aisle. The colors would dance across the satin of Edith’s white dress.

Now, running away from that church might be the last thing they ever did together. Edith swallowed the lump in her throat. She had no right to be sad.

“How are we going to get off this island?” she asked, forcing her thoughts to more relevant topics. “My father and Worthing have the only boat. They’re certainly not going to just give up and leave us here.”

“We hunker down somewhere we can keep an eye on the boat. When they leave to look for us, we steal the boat.” Thomasin’s words were tight. She was trying to hide it, but Edith could tell she was out of breath.

“I can’t leave my father for dead,” Edith said. Though she was loath to argue with Thomasin, she knew there were lines she just couldn’t cross. “And you need a doctor as soon as possible. We don’t have time to wait.”

“Do you have any better ideas?”

It wasn’t a better one. In fact, it was terrible. But Edith voiced it anyway. “When Worthing leaves the boat, we go talk to my father.” Thomasin began to protest, but Edith barreled on, “I agree to return home with him on the condition that we leave immediately, without Worthing, and that he provides you a doctor, then lets you go free. Now that Worthing has taken me captive and tried to extort more money from him, he won’t dispute going back on his original deal.”

“What about you?” Thomasin mumbled.

“What about me?”

“You’ll have to go home. Is that still what you want?”

“Of course not. It was never what I wanted. It was just what I thought I needed to do,” Edith said as she ducked underneath a branch, then held it up for Thomasin to pass under.

“Why would you offer this plan now, then?”

Edith shook her head, gave a short, bewildered laugh. She looked up at Thomasin. “Because it would save you.”

Thomasin avoided her gaze, looking toward the trees. “You don’t make any sense.”

“I know,” Edith admitted. She was only just starting to understand herself as well. “So we have a plan?”

“I suppose,” Thomasin said after a beat.

“Good.” Edith forced her lips into a smile. But then something occurred to her, the weight of her satchel suddenly heavier. For Thomasin, she could sacrifice a life of adventure, of freedom. But she couldn’t condemn her grandmother to the same fate. Edith tightened her grip on Thomasin’s waist and slowed to a stop. “There’s something I need to do first.”

“What is it?” Her voice wasn’t exactly unkind, but it wasn’t welcoming either.

Edith chewed on her lower lip and glanced at Thomasin out of the corner of her eye. She could see the exhaustion written plainly in the slump of her shoulders and in the way she leaned against Edith. “I can do it alone. We just need to find somewhere to hide you for an hour or two at most. There was that little cave we found near the tree with the first N.” She tried to take a step forward, but Thomasin was a deadweight at her side.

“Tell me where you’re going.”

It was a fanciful, sentimental task, but it was important. Edith knew if she didn’t do it, she’d regret it forever. But she didn’t want to admit what she needed to do to Thomasin. Not when she already owed Thomasin so much, when Thomasin had already suffered for her. It was terribly selfish of her to ask Thomasin to sit in a cave for an hour, while she—

“Tell me.” Thomasin’s command cut off her thoughts.

Edith looked away as she said it, fixing her eyes on a patch of brambles. “I need to return to Merlin’s tomb to scatter my grandmother’s ashes.” Her cheeks were hot, and shame clogged her throat. She would always be a silly, emotional girl. She would always place too much importance on things other people derided.

But as always, Thomasin surprised her. “I’ll go with you.”

Edith reared her head back to look at Thomasin properly. “Thomasin, no. You’re in no shape to go up and down those stairs again, or even crawl through the tunnel.”

Thomasin looked at her with that stone-hewed ruthless expression Edith had seen her use so often, but hardly ever with her since that very first meeting. “You don’t tell me what to do.”

Edith could never be scared of her, though. She tilted her chin up. “I’m not going to cause you any more harm.”

“I can handle it. I’ve been in worse shape.”

“No. You’ve already done too much for me. I won’t let you help me with this.”

Thomasin’s eyes darkened. Despite herself, Edith felt a flutter in her stomach. Thomasin raised a derisive brow. “You think I’m helping you? You are my only ticket off this island alive. If you don’t come back out of that tomb, there is no deal with your father for my freedom. I’m not helping you. I’m using you. This is how it was always meant to be.”

“Fine, then,” Edith said, ignoring the fact that Thomasin’s words had taken her heart and crushed it into a pulpy, bloody mess. She was also exceedingly grateful for the darkness, which hid the sheen of tears that blurred her vision. Blinking them away as best as she could, she renewed her hold on Thomasin’s hip and said, “Let’s go.”

The path to the entrance of the tomb would be forever etched in Edith’s mind. It was hardly a challenge to navigate back to it now, even at night. When they arrived at the cliff, Edith helped boost Thomasin into the tunnel. She pretended not to notice Thomasin wincing when her torso landed on the packed dirt. Edith thought that to comment on it would just embarrass her, make her feel coddled. Before, Thomasin had seemed to appreciate the way Edith cared for her. She didn’t think enough people had treated Thomasin gently, and Edith was eager to correct that. But she had broken that trust, and now Thomasin’s pride was up like a shield. Edith had to earn back the privilege of Thomasin’s vulnerability. Until then, she would ignore Thomasin’s muffled groans and sharp breaths.

The sharp crack of a twig snapping cut through the night. Edith paused, her hands on the lip of the tunnel. She scanned the shadows, looking for any sign of movement, but saw nothing. Only the leaves rustling gently in the wind. With a growing sense of foreboding, Edith realized that their laborious trek would have left an easy trail to follow. Edith could only hope that Worthing was still occupied with her father. With Thomasin in such bad shape, Worthing would easily overpower them. She held her breath, waiting for a figure to emerge from the trees. After another moment of heavy stillness, her pulse thundering, she looked away and lifted herself into the tunnel. As she shimmied her body into the darkness, she half expected a hand to snatch out, grab her feet, and yank her back out. Nothing halted her, though.

Edith’s theory about Thomasin was only proven more correct when they arrived at the staircase. Gone was any trace of Thomasin’s fear. One arm slung over Edith’s shoulder, she marched them across the landing and onto the first step. Edith made sure to keep an iron-tight hold on Thomasin. Unlike their last descent, neither of them spoke. The stale air and pitch-dark pressed in on them until finally that little glow flickered below them.

The landing was comfortably solid beneath Edith’s feet, and she went straight toward the nondescript sarcophagus. After running her hand across the length of it, she shrugged off her satchel and took out her grandmother’s urn. It would be strange to part from it once and for all. Her thumbnail picked at the wax seal, bits of it falling at her feet.

“I’ll give you some privacy,” Thomasin muttered. Edith watched her out of the corner of her eye as she ducked under the archway at the center of the mural and into the amethyst room.

All the wax gone, the lid came off with a gentle click. “I know it’s not Avalon,” Edith said to the storm-gray powder that was once her favorite person in the world. “But Merlin’s tomb is really something. I think you’ll like it here.” A tear slipped from her cheek and fell into the ashes, forming a dark, wet clump. Edith reached a hand into the urn and took a fistful.

A violent burst of pain exploded against her temple, flinging her head to the side. The ashes went flying, and the urn slipped through her fingers. It shattered against the ground.

An arm wrapped around her middle. She kicked against whoever held her, but her back was pinned against their front. Edith opened her mouth to scream for Thomasin, but the cold press of a blade against her throat silenced her.

Worthing spoke right next to her ear, but his voice was loud. “Come on out, Thomasin. It’s time we finish this.”






Chapter Thirty


Thomasin was slumped on the floor, leaning back against the pedestal at the center of the amethyst room. It was the only comfortable place. She was too exhausted to stand, and the crystal walls were too pointy to rest against. Making it down those stairs had been one of the hardest things she’d ever done. She had been more than happy to give Edith space because it meant she would also have a moment to catch her breath.

But then Worthing’s voice shattered the peace and quiet. Any trace of exhaustion fled from Thomasin’s body as ice shivered down her spine and adrenaline shot through her veins. Worthing was in the tomb with Edith. Thomasin jerked her feet underneath her. She felt as though she were trudging through mud, unable to move quickly enough. She had to get to Edith. And yet she was also terrified of what she might find. The strange urge to bury her head in the sand nipped at her too-slow heels.

If Worthing had hurt her, if he had already killed her, Thomasin would fall to pieces. All the terrible things she had seen in her life, and Thomasin knew that Edith dead at her feet would be the one thing that could finally break her.

An hour ago, Thomasin had told Edith she was just using her, that she didn’t care that Edith would have to sacrifice herself to a life that she hated. Thomasin had wanted to make it clear she didn’t care about Edith anymore. Of course, it was a lie. Thomasin was blood-burningly angry, but that didn’t stop her loving Edith.

In all honesty, Thomasin hadn’t known what she’d planned to do when they made it off the island. Would she let Edith follow through with the deal and return home with her father? Would she let Edith go? Or would she steal her away and forgive her?

Now, as Thomasin raced across the amethyst room, she might never get the chance to decide. All thanks to fucking Worthing.

He had one hand across Edith’s forehead, yanking her head back against his shoulder. His other hand held a dagger to her throat. Rage colored her vision bright red, but at the edges of that storm there was relief. Edith was still breathing.

“That’s close enough,” Worthing barked as Thomasin neared the archway to the tomb. She ignored him, but when a thin line of blood bloomed across Edith’s neck and a cry escaped her lips, Thomasin skidded to a stop just before the threshold. “One more step, and I’ll bleed her out right in front of you.”

“What’s your plan, Worthing?” Thomasin mustered up the bravado that had always kept her alive, but she couldn’t hide the desperation clawing at her. It seeped into every one of her words. “You’re gonna kill her here, and then what? Sell her dead body back to her father?”

Worthing didn’t seem to register her words. Instead, he narrowed his eyes at her, pure disgust curling his lips. “You’re like a cockroach. No matter what I do, I can never seem to be rid of you. But you know the best way to get a cockroach? A trap. And this looks like a mighty fine cage to me.”

“I gave you the syndicate. We could have just let each other go. We could’ve both won. I was going to let you win,” Thomasin growled.

“That’s not victory. I don’t win until you’re dead.”

Thomasin huffed a short, bitter laugh. “Look at you, following me across the country. If anyone’s a cockroach, it’s you.”

“Well, I do intend to survive,” Worthing acquiesced. “And to do that, I’m going to leave you down here, where you’ll never be able to ruin my life again. The beauty of this is that it’ll be easy. As long as I have this bitch beneath my knife, you’ll do whatever I say.” He tightened his fingers against Edith’s skin. “I told Marshall it would end this way. I told him that you would be too soft.”

“Congratulations,” Thomasin said, her entire body snapping with anger. “You’re right. But I’m glad I failed Marshall. He didn’t deserve my loyalty.”

Worthing shrugged, the casualness of the gesture so at odds with the rigid way he held his body. “And so you will die—disloyal, weak, and forgotten.”

“No,” Edith panted, her throat scraping the knife. “No, please. No.”

Worthing ignored her. “Tell me how you opened that passageway, or I’ll slit her throat right now.”

Thomasin’s heart pounded. She had called so many bluffs in her life, and it had always been easy because she never cared about losing. But this she couldn’t bear.

“Don’t tell him!” Edith gasped.

Worthing pulled her neck back even farther, causing Edith to sputter and choke. Her fists opened and closed at her sides, grasping at nothing.

“This is your last chance, Thomasin. Tell me, or you will watch her die.”

When Thomasin said nothing, Worthing pushed the blade harder into Edith’s neck. A gasp escaped her mouth before she clamped her lips together. But Thomasin could see her whole body go stiff with pain. Worthing was cutting slowly, the knife digging at her flesh, blood welling around the iron.

“The staff!” Thomasin shouted.

Worthing paused, raising a single eyebrow.

“We put the staff in the statue,” Thomasin gritted out, her shoulders rising and falling with each heavy breath. “That’s how we raised the door.”

“Interesting.” Worthing cocked his head to the side. With the hand that wasn’t currently holding a dagger to Edith’s throat, he unholstered his pistol. Unfortunately, Worthing’s aim had always been sure. His skill rivaled Thomasin herself. He fired at the statue. The bullet cracked through the middle of the staff, breaking it jaggedly in two. The top half fell from Merlin’s hand, and the bottom half toppled to the ground. The crystal shattered into a shimmering dust.

Thomasin almost thought that nothing would happen. She should have known better. Luck had never been on her side. Not with all the terrible things she had done in her short life.

A clunky, mechanical noise shuddered through the tomb.

The stone panel slid down from the ceiling, beginning its slow descent back to the ground. With the knife still at Edith’s neck, Thomasin was trapped. She had no choice but to stay in the amethyst room and watch herself be entombed forever. If these were her last moments of freedom, she would not waste them.

She looked at Edith. The wall continued to fall. It blocked Worthing’s face, but not Edith’s yet. Thomasin wanted to savor every second before this last beautiful sight was taken too. There were tears streaking down Edith’s face, and panic flared in her eyes. She struggled against Worthing’s grip, every one of her muscles pulled taut.

When the panel passed over the crown of Edith’s head, something happened. Something all the more terrifying than that merciless wall falling. Thomasin watched as Edith’s body relaxed. Her chest rose and fell with a deep breath. Just before the wall blocked her view of Edith’s eyes, Thomasin saw the fear ice over. Edith wasn’t scared anymore, and for the first time since Worthing kicked away the staff, Thomasin was breathless with terror.

There was nothing Thomasin could do to stop her. Edith’s fingers curled around the dagger that was still tucked into her belt. Perhaps with the wall now halfway down, Worthing had lowered his guard, because Edith was able to surprise him. Thomasin dropped to her knees, afraid to look away.

Edith kicked her heel into Worthing’s groin. His knees buckled. Edith’s feet pivoted, pulling away from his hold. Her arm swung downward. The knife slashed across the back of his knees. Worthing crashed to the ground. His hands reached out, scrambling to catch hold of Edith, but she danced out of his reach.

And then she did the one thing that Thomasin was afraid of above all else.

Edith ran for the ever-narrowing gap between the falling wall and the floor.

“No!” Thomasin roared.

But Edith’s focus was single-minded. The gap was barely two feet now. Thomasin was on all fours, screaming at Edith. All she could see was her knees, her shins, her feet pounding against the earth.

Edith slid feet first, her heels sending up a cloud of dirt and dust.

The wall met the ground with a final, deafening thunk.

Thomasin choked out a sob. On trembling limbs, she crawled to Edith. Her arms were over her head, and she was curled into a little ball, a mere inch away from the wall. A second later, and she would have been crushed.

Yanking Edith’s hands away from her head, Thomasin pulled her up so that she was sitting. “What the hell is wrong with you?” Thomasin was crying now. She shook Edith. Hard. “Why would you do this?”

Edith was crying too. Great heaving sobs. She could barely get her words out around them. “I couldn’t let you die.” The same thing she had said over and over again at the church. But this time, there was more. She gulped, and her lips shook as she spoke. “I couldn’t let you die without knowing how much I love you.”

Thomasin’s head bowed, her face crumpling.

“I couldn’t let you die alone,” Edith whispered.

Because that was the thing, wasn’t it? They were going to die. But that wasn’t the reason Thomasin was sobbing like she never had before. Edith hadn’t run into the amethyst room because she thought she could save them. Edith had sacrificed herself, condemned herself to a terrible death, just so Thomasin would know she was loved. It was a choice that couldn’t be undone.

Theirs was a love that couldn’t be undone. Thomasin would die in peace, if it weren’t for one thing. She looked up at Edith’s beautiful face. The single candle cast harsh shadows across her soft cheeks and the gentle curve of her jaw. Thomasin took her face between her hands, her thumbs brushing away the steady stream of tears.

“You’re not meant to die here,” she said, quietly but firmly.

“Neither are you.” Edith dropped her forehead against Thomasin’s. “But if we have no choice, then let’s have no choice together.”

Thomasin tilted her chin. Their lips were breaths apart. Just as she was about to surrender, about to close that cursed gap, a burst of light illuminated Edith’s face. For a mad second, Thomasin thought she had imagined it. But Edith’s eyes widened, and Thomasin knew she was seeing it too.

That single orange glow had suddenly been replaced by a beaming white inferno that flooded the room with light and had the crystals sparkling like stars. Thomasin pulled back, her eyes drawn to the source.

Upon the pedestal, where there had once been a single torch, there was now a floating orb of brilliant light. It was impossible, and yet there it was before her very eyes. As if entranced, both women rose to their feet and moved toward the pedestal.

Thomasin ghosted her fingers around the fuzzy edges of the glow, but jerked her hand away when her fingertips met with scorching heat. Edith stared into the center of it, awestruck. There was nothing Thomasin could say that would make even the slightest sense, and so they watched in silence as eventually the light began to fade, and the orb flickered and shrunk into nothing.

A shocked, euphoric laugh escaped from deep within Thomasin’s chest.

The orb was gone, but so was the torch.

Sitting at the center of the pedestal was a gear. It was polished and pure white.

“A sacrifice made for love,” Edith murmured. “To enter Avalon, you must no longer fear death.”

Thomasin lifted the gear from the pedestal and handed it to Edith. She held it in her hands like it was a holy object as she approached the door that had prematurely ended their quest.

Right there, just above the spoked wheel at the center of the door, was the empty space amid the intricate patchwork of gears. Edith lifted the gear to the door, and it slotted in just right, the teeth locking into place with the other gears.

Edith closed her hand around the center wheel, then looked at Thomasin. “Together,” she said, nodding her head toward the door.

Thomasin came up beside her. She took hold of the wheel, the tip of her thumb grazing Edith’s hand.

Together, they spun the handle, and with a great groaning sigh, the door swung open. Thomasin could see only shadows beyond the threshold, but they had grown accustomed to charging headfirst into the dark.

Thomasin and Edith wove their fingers together and walked through the gates of Avalon.

When her foot passed over the threshold, she became aware of only two things. First, a blinding light. And second, by the time Thomasin’s feet found solid ground on the other side, every single one of her injuries had been completely, utterly healed.






Chapter Thirty-One


Edith did not know what to take in first. That Thomasin stood next to her, free of bruises and broken skin, and that the sharp sting across her own neck had vanished. That they were no longer in a cave, but in a glen that glittered with dew and smelled of wildflowers. That it was no longer night, but the most glorious morning, with golden sunlight raining down on them.

Her first thought was that she had somehow smoked hash again, and this time entirely too much. There were actual treasure chests strewn around the glen, and beautiful, ancient artifacts lying around, pillowed by lush, tall grass. She spotted a shield emblazoned with a red-and-gold lion, a cauldron filled with a murky purple goo that bubbled and sizzled, a finely woven basket, a drinking horn, a chessboard with the pieces moving about as if they were being played by invisible hands.

And at the center of it all was a cerulean lake, the waters still and crystalline.

“Holy shit, Edith,” Thomasin said, her voice strangely echoey in the open space. Before the lake, there was a gilded sarcophagus with a marble statue of a crowned man lying atop it.

Edith couldn’t summon a response. She just nodded dumbly and took a step forward. When her boot landed softly in the grass, a tremor shook through the glen. Her heart stuttered as the waters of the lake began to ripple. Little waves radiating out that grew larger by the second until the center of the lake became a whirlpool of frothing white water.

A gleaming silver sword pierced the churning surface.

The blade continued to emerge from the water, pointing straight up at the sky. There was a pale hand wrapped around the jeweled hilt, the red rubies glowing in the sun.

A woman rose from the depths, Excalibur wielded aloft above her head.

Edith stared, mouth agape, heart racing. The ethereal woman floated above the surface of the lake, her bare toes dipping into the water. Her features were too sharp to be beautiful, and yet she was striking. Ghostly white skin, black hair that fanned out in a halo around her head, strands dancing on a nonexistent breeze. Long, willowy limbs draped in a golden dress that shimmered and flowed down her tall frame. A thin nose that was slightly crooked and wide eyes that narrowed down at them beneath a strong brow. Despite the impossibility of this floating woman, she seemed strangely human. There was a scar slashing across her lower lip, and freckles dusting her cheeks.

But when she spoke, any illusion of humanness drifted away. Her voice cut the air like glass. Edith felt each word vibrating underneath her skin. “Welcome to Avalon, travelers.”

Edith couldn’t get her mouth to work. Fortunately for her, Thomasin still seemed to be at least somewhat functioning. “What is … who are … what’s happening?”

“I am the Lady of the Lake.” She said it like she wasn’t a fairy tale, like she wasn’t everything Edith had ever dreamed of.

“Are you shitting me?” Thomasin blurted, which jolted enough sense into Edith for her to shoot Thomasin a reproachful look. Then, Edith curtsied, deeper than she ever had before. Honestly, she probably looked ridiculous. Definitely did, if she was judging by the confused, but equally amused expression on Thomasin’s face. Edith widened her eyes, jerking her head in the direction of the ground. Thomasin got the hint and offered a half-hearted curtsy of her own.

The Lady of the Lake tilted her head. “I am the spirit of Avalon, the keeper of its wonders.”

Edith felt the powerful tide of history pulling at her as she stared up the Lady. It was a pure marvel to stand before the legend. The story come to life. She felt miniscule in the face of it but summoned all her courage. She hadn’t come all this way for nothing.

“We’re here for Excalibur,” Edith said, her voice shaking just slightly. “Are you here to stop us from taking it?” Edith noticed that Thomasin’s hand strayed to one of her daggers as she posed the question. She didn’t know where she and Thomasin stood. It was true Thomasin had embraced her after she had slid under the falling wall, but Thomasin could have just gotten caught up in the moment. For all Edith knew, Thomasin could still hate her. But her hand reaching for that dagger, the small show of her protectiveness. Perhaps that was a good sign.

The smallest smile tipped up the corners of the Lady’s red lips. “You have proven yourself worthy. Thus, the fate of the treasures, of all of Avalon, now lies with you.”

“Sorry, what do you mean, all of Avalon?” Edith ventured nervously.

The Lady of the Lake widened her arms in a broad gesture. The silver of Excalibur caught the sun and gleamed brilliantly. “Let me tell you a story,” she said, her voice gentle and clear. “Long ago, a noble king was sent to me by the most powerful wizard in all the lands. I deemed this king worthy, and so I forged him a sword to bring peace to his kingdom. But my gift was not without its price. Bringing such magic into the world was dangerous, and I needed assurances that it would be protected.

“When I gave King Arthur Excalibur, he made me a vow. He swore that when death came for him, he would return Excalibur to me and then spend his eternal afterlife in Avalon to protect it.”

With the tip of Excalibur, she pointed at the sarcophagus before the lake. “As you can see, he rests here to this day, ready to defend Excalibur from any unworthy souls that might breach the trials that Merlin and the knights of the Round Table left behind.”

The Lady of the Lake lifted her chin and looked deep into Edith’s eyes. Her smile widened. “But you are worthy. And so, I will offer you the choice that I have offered all those who came before you. Excalibur is yours.” She held Excalibur out toward Edith, letting it rest in her open palms.

“But do not accept this gift hastily. For as Arthur made a vow, so must you. If you take Excalibur from this place, you must return it to Avalon upon your death. Then, you will join Arthur in his vigil, spending an eternity in Avalon.”

There was a storm roaring in Edith’s chest. Every one of the Lady’s words struck her like thunder. Edith could hardly take any more, but still she kept speaking.

“You can have everything you’ve ever wanted. Excalibur can give you the life of your dreams. But in return, you must give your afterlife for Excalibur. For the magic you have sought your entire life.”

Edith spoke through the tightness in her throat. “What happens if I do not return Excalibur to Avalon?”

“Then Avalon, the magic and the wonder, they will all be lost forever.”

“But why?” Edith asked, not quite ready to give up on the idea of being the one to discover Excalibur.

“Avalon is an Eden held in perfect balance. The door only opens and closes for those who have proved themselves worthy and pure of heart. If you take an artifact, a little piece of magic, back out with you, and your vow is true, then the magic will hold. But if you were to take Excalibur with the intention of breaking your vow, then the door won’t be able to close. It will, in simple terms, be propped open. The magic will slowly seep out, until there is nothing left.

“But as I said, the choice is entirely yours. All things have an ending, and perhaps this is Avalon’s.”

Edith dragged her eyes away from the Lady of the Lake and looked over her shoulder, back the way they had come. There was the round arch of the doorframe, not set into a cave wall, but simply standing free in the glen. She could not see beyond the threshold of the door, could not see the cave. All that was visible through the door was an opaque sheet of shadows that shimmered ever so slightly.

It had always been her dream to take Excalibur beyond the threshold of Avalon and into the real world. She had wanted to prove it was all real, had thought her life wouldn’t matter unless she changed the world with her knowledge, with her discovery. She had to prove to the world that she was right. That there was a reason she had never fit in the normal world, and it was because she was meant for something more, something magical. She was going to parade her treasures in front of everyone who had underestimated her, or ignored her, and her being right was going to fix everything. And she had believed that her being right only mattered if everyone else knew it too. Which meant she needed the proof. She needed to take her proof from Avalon and reveal it to the world.

She considered the choices before her. She could take Excalibur, have everything she ever wanted, and then break her vow to the Lady of the Lake. Edith tried to imagine herself being Avalon’s ruin, ridding the world of magic. That wasn’t who she was.

She could leave Excalibur here, where it was safe. But could she let it all go, just like that?

There was only one other option. She could have Excalibur, prove to the world that she mattered. That magic was real, and she had known it all along. She could have fame and glory and power. But she would have to return it all, pay for it in a way that she could not entirely comprehend.

Yes, she could have her glory, but in order to preserve the magic of Avalon, she would have to sacrifice eternity. Edith had never been one to believe in God nor heaven, but she did believe that love had to exist beyond death. An eternity in Avalon did not sound so terrible at first, but her grandmother would not be there. Nor her family.

And not Thomasin.

It was, after all, quite simple.

She could not give up all of the love she had found for the sake of proving she had been right all along. She could not take the mystery and magic and wonder away from everyone else.

And besides, Edith was beginning to think she didn’t have anything to prove to anyone. She had found a place in the real world where she fit: at Thomasin’s side, if Thomasin would have her. Thomasin, who had believed her without proof, who saw that she mattered, not only as a groundbreaking treasure hunter who changed the world, but just as herself.

Her quest, their quest, had been successful. Who cared if anyone else knew? Who cared if everyone else thought they were delusional, naive, stupid? On the boat, Edith had decided she didn’t need her father’s belief. Maybe she didn’t need anyone else’s either.

Edith did not have to convince the world that she mattered. She just did.

She looked at Thomasin, who was watching her with soft eyes, patiently waiting at her side. Then, she looked up at the Lady of the Lake. “I will leave Excalibur in your care.”

The Lady inclined her head, and with a final smile, began to sink back into the water.

Edith threw out a hand. There was another thing that prickled at the back of her mind, stoking her curiousity. “Wait! You said ‘others before me.’ Have other people discovered Avalon?”

The Lady paused, the surface of the lake lapping at her shins. “I believe that will answer your question.” She gestured to the left of Arthur’s sarcophagus, where a large tome lay upon a pedestal. Edith approached the book, Thomasin at her shoulder. The leather cover was stained a deep blue. There was no title, no script on the cover. It was bound with golden thread and was as thick a book as Edith had ever seen.

“There are many paths to Avalon, and many who have sought this realm. Some want riches or fame. Some want knowledge, while others want religion, the answers to all the questions of the universe. But those who find Avalon, or should I say, those who prove themselves noble enough to find us, often realize that what they wanted was found not in Avalon, but on the path,” the Lady said, watching them with a gleam in her bright eyes as they flipped to the first page.

The first sheet of parchment was curling and discolored with age. The ink was faded, but Edith could still make out what it was. A letter, written centuries ago. She could just make out the name Millbrook etched at the bottom of the page in signature. It struck Edith then how arrogant she’d been to assume that her family’s key was the only one of its kind. It was more than possible that there were multiple families who’d passed down the true translation of Arthur’s stone. And who knew how many copies of that key there might be? But this realization did not sour Edith’s mood. She was surprised to find she was not saddened by the fact that her family was not special. Edith had made it to Avalon of her own skill and heart.

With a small smile gracing her lips, she returned her gaze to the book. The letter spoke of Millbrook’s adventure to discover Avalon, of his journey to find the clues, and then of his decision to let it all remain hidden, to let the dream of Excalibur go. Edith turned the page. Another letter. One after another, letters filled the book, chronicling the same adventure. There were so many different family names. Some repeated with new generations, while others appeared only the once. There were even some Cambornes, her grandmother’s maiden name, sprinkled throughout. Pride bloomed in her chest with each one. She read each and every letter, soaking in the history, the magic of each person’s new discovery.

Edith blinked away tears as she finished the last letter. So many people who had gotten their adventures because all those before them had decided that a life well lived and loved was more important than one of glory, of proving that magic was real. She thought of her grandmother, who had never gotten this chance. Edith knew in her bones that if her grandmother had been here holding this book, she would have made the same choice Edith was making. Her grandmother would have chosen to keep the mystery alive so that Edith, and all those after her, could experience it themselves. This shared adventure, it was a tether that connected her and her grandmother. When her grandmother had died, wishes unfulfilled, it had felt like Edith had cut that tether in half, the edges ragged and ruined. But now Edith was standing in Avalon, and she knew her grandmother stood with her.

With every breath, she could feel her grandmother’s presence. Knew that though she might be gone, she would never really be gone from Edith.

Next to the tome, there was a quill. Edith picked it up and dipped it into the little black inkpot. She wrote her own letter. For whoever next believed in magic enough to make it here, to see magic become real. Maybe it would be her children, or Marigold’s, or Jonathan’s. Probably someone else entirely.

Whoever it was, Edith hoped they would make the same decision she was making. The same decision that had been passed down from generation to generation. To let the knowledge be enough. To let love be more important than glory.

When they had been in Winchester, Edith thought there must be a group of people who worked to keep the path open, to keep it just hidden enough. The letters proved it. That there had been a chain of adventurers who had found this place, only to let it be lost once again.

Edith signed her name and became another link in that chain. Another person dedicated to preserving the path of Avalon.

Then she slid the paper over to Thomasin, held the quill out to her. “Our quest?” Edith asked softly, her heart clanging against her ribs.

It was an echo of the words Thomasin had spoken to her just before she had kissed her for the first time.

When Thomasin had said it, she’d been sure. In Edith’s mouth, the words came out like a question.

Edith had left her, and Thomasin did not have to choose her again.

But she did. “Our quest,” Thomasin repeated, her voice firm. She took the quill and signed her name next to Edith’s.

Edith lifted the sheet of parchment. In the light, she could see the ghost of another adventurer’s name lying over her’s from the other side of the page.

She returned the parchment to the book of letters, letting it join the legacy of dreams, and quests, and shrouded truths. The ancient parchment crinkled as the pages turned, and then the book fell shut with a heavy thud.

“One last thing,” Edith said to the Lady of the Lake as she began sinking below the waves once again. “Do you think Arthur is happy here? I would hate for his story to truly end in tragedy.”

There was a ghost of laughter threaded through the Lady’s words. “Oh, I believe he is content. After all, his spirit is not alone. You did encounter Merlin’s tomb at the threshold. Where did you think his spirit resided?”

Edith beamed. “Thank you,” she said to the Lady of the Lake, putting everything she was into those two simple words that would never be enough. She was thanking her not just for keeping Avalon safe, but for everything this story had meant to her.

Edith and Thomasin watched in silence as the Lady disappeared back into the lake, the waters going unnaturally still. After a long, heavy moment, Edith turned to Thomasin. “Are you ready?”

“What do you think the chances are we end up back in that cave to slowly die of thirst?” Thomasin asked.

A small laugh bubbled up from Edith’s chest. “I guess there’s only one way to find out. What do you say? One last leap of faith?”

Thomasin cocked her head to the side and shrugged a shoulder. A grin tugged at her lips. “Might as well. We’ve been lucky so far.”

Halfway to the threshold, Edith stopped and pivoted, allowing herself one last look. A wave of grief crashed against her. But it was the kind of sadness that felt right. She turned back around when Thomasin took her hand, the tight hold grounding her.

It was okay, Edith thought, to leave this place for now. To move on. The real world was enough for her. She was enough.

And Thomasin, she was everything.

Together, they stepped back through the threshold. The shadows encompassed them, and their quest fluttered to a close.






Chapter Thirty-Two


They emerged, not in the cave on Bardsey Island, but in a narrow chamber made entirely of cobblestones. It was impossible to enter a door in one place, only to exit that same door and be led to an entirely different place. Yet that was exactly what had happened. Thomasin just shrugged. It was hardly the most unbelievable thing that had happened in the last few hours.

There was a door a few steps away, and Edith pushed, but it didn’t budge. Thomasin came up next to her and gave the wooden door a great shove. With a cough of dust, the door fell open, taking the both of them with it.

Thomasin helped Edith back to her feet and then looked up, expecting to still be somewhere on the island. But they weren’t. They stood upon a grassy knoll, in the shadow of a stone tower that rose high enough to pierce the sky.

“Where are we?” She looked at Edith, but the other woman had already drifted toward the other side of the little room they’d shown up in. Thomasin joined her where she stood, staring at a headstone.

Here lies Arthur Pendragon, it read.

“We’re at Glastonbury Tor,” Edith said with a little laugh. Thomasin remembered Edith telling her about Glastonbury Tor. About how the hill used to be at the center of a lake, and that when remains had been found there, they were believed to be King Arthur’s. This led people to believe that Glastonbury Tor was actually Avalon.

“It really was a gate to Avalon, all along,” Edith said.

“More of a back door, really,” Thomasin said, leaning on one foot so she could peer into the cobblestone room once again. A mausoleum, she realized belatedly, that’s what it was. The archway of shadows that had delivered them here was nowhere to be found. “I don’t think we could get back into Avalon from here. Just out.”

“Yes, I think so too,” Edith said absentmindedly. She hadn’t yet looked away from the headstone.

“Are you alright?” Thomasin laid a hand on her lower back.

“Sorry.” Edith glanced up at Thomasin, managing a small smile. “I’m just trying to wrap my head around it all.”

“This is your moment, you know,” Thomasin said, nudging her with a shoulder, lips tugging up into a smile. “You get to give the world the biggest ‘I told you so’ anyone’s ever seen.” When Edith didn’t return her smile, she sobered. “Bad timing. Just trying to lighten the mood.” Thomasin knew they had much to talk about, but for the moment, she was just glad they were both alive and whole.

Edith looked at her fully then, eyes softening, shoulders relaxing. “Thomasin, I’m happy.” But she didn’t look happy. Her eyes were tired, and her mouth was tipped into the slightest frown.

“The sad kind of happy?” Thomasin joked gently.

Edith paused in thoughtful consideration, then nodded. “Yes. The kind of happy you are when something ends well, but it’s ending all the same.”

Thomasin knew—well, she was pretty sure—that Edith was talking about the quest, about her grandmother, and not their relationship. But she needed to hear her say it. “Is that your way of saying that you’re leaving me again? Heading home?”

Edith turned away from the headstone to face Thomasin fully. There was a sheen of tears in her eyes as she took Thomasin’s hands. Edith took a deep breath, then said, “I never should have left you. I will regret it for the rest of my life, and if you let me, I will spend that life making it up to you.”

There was hope bubbling up in Thomasin’s heart again. She couldn’t stop it, was helpless against it. She could still feel the miserable disappointment that had colored her entire being as she had watched Edith walk away from her. She could still feel the anger that had burned in her gut. It had all happened less than a day ago. If Edith could change her mind that fast, then what was to say she wouldn’t change it again? But Edith had also thrown herself into a room with no escape just so she could die with Thomasin. That was an unchangeable choice, and Edith had made it. As acts of repentance went, it was a showstopper.

“Why did you leave?” Thomasin asked, because she had to know. She had to know if it was because Edith had indeed realized Thomasin wasn’t anywhere near good enough for her. If it was because Thomasin was a terrible, ruthless killer. If it was because Edith never actually loved her at all. If she would ever leave again for the same reason years, or months, or days down the road.

Edith led her to the edge of the hill, where they sat down in a bed of long grass and wildflowers. Thomasin drew her knees up to her chest and wrapped an arm around them. Her other hand was still intertwined with Edith’s. Their clasped hands rested on the ground between them, soft grass tickling their knuckles.

Edith stretched her legs out in front of her, the length of her skirt looking like an icy blue stream cutting through the grass. Thomasin studied Edith as she tipped her head back and closed her eyes. The sun was just beginning to rise. The orange glow painted Edith’s face in the softest light. Her not-quite-blonde, not-quite-brown hair hung loose and messy, and Thomasin’s fingers itched to weave through the strands.

She was so painfully beautiful.

Thomasin could stare at her forever and die a happy death. Her round eyes and red cheeks. The stub of her button nose and the curve of her lips.

“Edith, why did you leave?” Thomasin asked again, because if Edith didn’t feel the same way for her, then this was all just the worst kind of torture.

Edith turned her head, and her chin tilted down so she was looking at Thomasin. “I left because I thought it would hurt less than you leaving me.”

Thomasin’s brows knit together, and she opened her mouth to tell Edith that was ridiculous, that the thought had never even crossed her mind, but Edith held up a hand.

“Let me finish, please. You deserve to know that it had nothing to do with how much I love you, how absolutely wonderful you are. When we couldn’t get that door open, I thought I had failed at the one thing I cared about more than anything, the one thing I thought I was good at, that made me worthy of existing. Failing the quest meant I was also failing my grandmother. Or so I thought,” she added with a wry twist of her lips.

“Because I was scared, I ruined my grandmother’s chances of going on the quest herself. And then to not even be able to accomplish it myself, it just felt like the last nail in the coffin. Like my one chance at redemption was gone forever.”

Edith swiped at a tear that had escaped down her cheek. Then, her eyes drifted up to Thomasin’s, and her lips tilted up into a sad smile. “Then there was you. The quest was over, which meant the adventure was over too. Without the quest, you would see that I’m not fun, or exciting, or brave. I’m actually quite boring, nothing special really. I thought it was only a matter of time before you got bored with me. I mean, you are the most legendary criminal in London. Someone like that wouldn’t be happy with a mundane, everyday life with someone like me.”

Thomasin squeezed her hand but kept quiet.

“If you left me because you were bored, then maybe I could’ve dealt with that. I would’ve understood it. But Thomasin, you gave up everything for me. You gave up the syndicate and your whole career as a criminal to help me go on this quest. You let Worthing, your nemesis, take the syndicate so you could stay with me. You wouldn’t just be bored, you would resent me. You would grow to hate me when you realized that I was never worth all you had lost. If I let you be with me, I would be ruining you the same way I ruined my grandmother.” Edith sighed deeply, worrying her lower lip between her teeth.

“So, I left for your own good. I left so that you could be free of me, so you could go back to your own life, where you’d never be bored.”

“If you thought all that, why did you come back?”

Edith smiled again, but this time it reached her eyes. “Because I love you too much to be selfless, and I want you too much to be scared. I realized that I can’t let fear make every single one of my decisions. I don’t care if you’re going to leave me tomorrow. Even one day of loving you is worth being utterly destroyed when it’s over.”

“What if it’s never over?” Thomasin murmured.

Edith’s smile crumpled, and her shoulders sagged. “You still want to be with me?”

“Of course I do, you ridiculous girl.”

They met each other halfway, lips crashing together. Thomasin clutched at Edith with a desperation that she had never known, and then the grass flattened beneath her as Edith rolled on top of her, knees framing Thomasin’s hips. Edith’s hair hung in a curtain around them, and Thomasin snaked her fingers up to fist a hand in her hair. She tugged gently, just enough to pull Edith’s mouth away from her own.

Thomasin licked her lips, tasting Edith on them. “You have to promise me that next time you freak out about ruining me and decide to run away, you’ll talk to me first.”

Edith nodded, pressing her forehead against Thomasin’s. Their breath mingled in the scant space between their lips.

“Because then I can tell you that I was miserably bored before I met you.”

Edith’s eyes widened, and she drew back to look at Thomasin more clearly. But Thomasin just pulled her right back down to press kiss after kiss along her jawline, down her neck. In between kisses, she said, “I’ll tell you that I haven’t been bored since the second I laid eyes on you.”

She tugged on her hair again, exposing the soft skin beneath Edith’s ear. Thomasin grazed her teeth across the lobe of Edith’s ear before whispering, “I’ll tell you that when I’m with you, I feel more like myself than I have ever before. Because being a criminal, it was just armor that I wore to keep myself alive, to prove to everyone that I had a use. But with you, I don’t need to be useful, or dangerous, or uncaring. I can just be me, and somehow that’s enough for you.”

“More than enough,” Edith said, her voice trembling.

“You did not ruin me,” Thomasin said, kissing her way back to Edith’s mouth. “You saved me.”

Edith held Thomasin’s face in her hands, the tips of her fingers pressing hard into Thomasin’s skin. “I love you. I will never stop loving you.”

“I love you too,” Thomasin whispered against her mouth. “If that wasn’t already obvious.”

Edith burst into laughter, and Thomasin’s lips broke into a lopsided grin. As she laughed, Edith rolled off of her, landing on her back next to Thomasin. She pressed her hand against her stomach as she giggled.

Together, lying on the hill at Glastonbury Tor, they watched the sun as it finished rising, as it crested over the hill and threw pinks and oranges into the blue sky.

“What happens now?” Edith asked, her eyes closed. “If we go to my home, my dad will lock me in a room and probably try to kill you. If we go to your home, well, the entirety of London will try to kill you, and who knows if Worthing made it out alive. I cut pretty deep, but I wouldn’t put anything past him.” Edith laughed.

“No one knows we’re here,” Thomasin mused. “Everyone who wants to kill us thinks we’re still on Bardsey Island, but here we are, all the way across England. You know what this is?”

“What?”

“A head start.” Thomasin smirked.

“To where?” Edith felt her own smile stretch impossibly wide.

Thomasin gave an exaggerated shrug of her shoulders. “I’ve always wanted to go to Egypt or China, India, Spain …” She trailed off, waiting nervously for Edith’s response.

She didn’t have to wait long. Edith laughed, the sound light and airy. Her eyes were bright as she looked at Thomasin. “I’d go anywhere with you.”

Thomasin sat up, then rose to her feet, bringing Edith along with her. “That settles it then,” she said, tucking a strand of Edith’s hair behind her ear. “Edith Darling, will you run away with me?”

Edith launched herself into Thomasin’s arms, and whispered yes a thousand times over.

Though the quest was over, Edith had a feeling the adventure had just begun.

THE END
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