
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			By C. L. Polk

			The Kingston Cycle

			Witchmark

			Stormsong

			Soulstar

			Standalone Novels

			The Midnight Bargain

			Even Though I Knew the End

			



	

eBook Originals

			Ivy, Angelica, Bay

			St. Valentine, St. Abigail, St. Brigid

		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, The Feywild Job, Author, C. L. Polk, Imprint, Random House Worlds]
			

		

	
		
			Random House Worlds

			An imprint of Random House

			A division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			randomhousebooks.com

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2026 by Wizards of the Coast LLC. All rights reserved.

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Random House is a registered trademark, and Random House Worlds and colophon are trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Polk, C. L. (Chelsea L.) author

			Title: The feywild job / C.L. Polk.

			Description: New York: Random House Worlds, 2026.

			Series: Dungeons & dragons

			Identifiers: LCCN 2026003946 (print) | LCCN 2026003947 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593599792 hardcover | ISBN 9780593599808 ebook

			Subjects: LCGFT: Fantasy fiction | Romance fiction | Novels

			Classification: LCC PR9199.4.P6563 F48 2026 (print) | LCC PR9199.4.P6563 (ebook)

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026003946

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2026003947

			Ebook ISBN 9780593599808

			Book Team: Production editor: Jocelyn Kiker, Elizabeth Palumbo • Managing editor: Susan Seeman • Production manager: Erin Korenko • Copy editor: Laura Dragonette • Proofreaders: Debbie Anderson, Emily Cutler, Julia Henderson

			Adobe Stock illustrations: Anna Sm (ivy pattern), antondzyna (ivy border line)

			Book design by Alexis Flynn, adapted for ebook

			Cover illustration: Alyssa Winans

			Cover design: Aarushi Menon

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland. https://eu-contact.penguin.ie

			ep_prh_7.5a_156578894_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Dedication

			

			
				Once, Long Ago

			

			
				Chapter One: The Pigeon Drop

			

			
				Chapter Two: A Better Liar than Anyone

			

			
				Chapter Three: Plan Faster

			

			
				Chapter Four: The Benefits of Patronage

			

			
				Chapter Five: Beauty Rest

			

			
				Chapter Six: We Meet Again

			

			
				Chapter Seven: Faith of Selûne

			

			
				Chapter Eight: Just One More Thing

			

			
				Chapter Nine: The Impatient Made Small under Moonlight

			

			
				Chapter Ten: Trouble Beyond Trouble

			

			
				Chapter Eleven: Nevermore the Trumpet’s Call

			

			
				Chapter Twelve: The Village That Chooses Its Own

			

			
				Chapter Thirteen: Bonds and Stones

			

			
				Chapter Fourteen: Beer, Bread, and Cheese

			

			
				Chapter Fifteen: Rock, Paper, Scissors

			

			
				Chapter Sixteen: Taking Squash from a Farmer

			

			
				Chapter Seventeen: One Hundred Acorns

			

			
				Chapter Eighteen: Five Thousand Grains to Dream In

			

			
				Chapter Nineteen: The Send-Off

			

			
				Chapter Twenty: Withering

			

			
				Chapter Twenty-One: A Pact Ended

			

			
				Now, Home Again

			

			
				Acknowledgments

				About the Author

			

		

	_156578894_

	
		
			For Amanda, George, Lloyd, and The Village of Hommlet

		

	
		
			
				Once, Long Ago

				[image: ]

			
			After a hundred prayers Saeldian had whispered at the wishing rock, an elf finally appeared in the wood. The elf—a man with long pale hair snagged by twigs, the hem of his fluttering dark robes tattered around muddy boots—walked inside the clearing where Saeldian sat as if he had known about it, but he paused when he saw that he was not alone.

			The elf watched Saeldian as Saeldian watched the elf: as if neither of them could quite believe their luck. Could it be? Could he be?

			His hair was too light, but Saeldian had their mother’s dark frizzy curls. His skin was too pale too, but Saeldian spent every moment outside. He didn’t look like he fed geese or pulled weeds. He looked fancy, and rich—richer than anyone Saeldian had ever seen before.

			Saeldian had pressed their fingers into the newest bruise Mr. Wheeler had left and wished as hard as they’d ever wished. And then this elf had come to Saeldian’s wishing rock: a little clearing where the aspens stood in a ring and gazed at the flat sandstone slab in the center. Perhaps it had not been a deer that had flattened the grass and the bluebells after all, but their wish come true.

			“Good morning,” the elf said.

			“Are you my father?” Saeldian asked.

			The elf backed up half a step.

			All those wishes for nothing, then. All those bruises pressed to carry the wish away on something, all those times Saeldian imagined their father coming back, how he would take their hand and lead them away from the mean little house where their mother lived and the mean little man who hated them. But all their wishes had never worked, never.

			“Oh, my dear,” the elf said, and his voice was soft and beautiful. “How alone you are.”

			He dropped to his knees in the bluebells beside Saeldian then, his careful hand on their shoulder. “You are young. Cry. It’s all right. You’ve had quite a day.”

			His handkerchief was soft and clean, and he patted their tears patiently. He lifted their arm and traced his finger over the purple-over-green bruises and said, “Who did this to you?”

			“Mr. Wheeler,” Saeldian said. “My mother’s husband.”

			The elf tilted his head. “Ah. I understand. Your father was an elf.”

			“But you’re not him.”

			The elf smoothed Saeldian’s hair away from their gently pointed ear. “No, little elf-human. I’ve never been this way before. But you were hoping, were you not, for someone to come?”

			Saeldian looked up. “How did you know?”

			“Because I’m here.” The elf lifted one arm to catch the sunlight in his hand. His fingers curled and spread, and the sunlight became fluttering wings. A yellow butterfly came near the sunlit double, curious.

			“Magic!”

			He smiled at Saeldian’s amazement. “Indeed. Have you seen magic before?”

			“I saw a storyteller once. She made things disappear and reappear. But real things, not made of light.”

			“That sounds like clever tricks.” He turned his hand palm down so delicately, and the sunlight became a leaf, shivering so much that Saeldian thought they could hear it whisper too.

			“Not real magic, like yours.”

			He winked and flourished his fingers. A coin rested on his palm. “Sometimes the trick to make something look like it vanished is even better than a spell.”

			He turned his hand over. The coin never fell. He showed them his empty palm, then showed them the coin in his other hand. “See? A trick. But a trick can do things that magic cannot.”

			“How did you do that?”

			He winked. “It’s a secret. But as I was saying. I’m hopelessly lost. I had nothing to guide me here but a feeling. I liked this place. It felt secret. Your secret, I see.”

			“I don’t mind,” Saeldian rushed to assure him. “Maybe it’s a fey place.”

			“I believe you’re right,” the elf said after surveying the wishing rock and the whispering aspens. “I could step back into the Feywild from here. That rock would do for a way in or out.”

			“Are you from the Feywild, Mister?”

			“It’s supposed to be a secret.” His smile let Saeldian in on it. “But I have an idea. First, introductions. We’ve gotten a bit out of step. I am the Archfey Osalor. I command a domain of the Feywild, and my proper address is ‘my lord.’ ”

			Saeldian tensed. They’d gotten it wrong. Disrespectfully wrong. “I’m sorry, my lord!”

			“Don’t be afraid, dear child,” Osalor said. “You’ve been living among humans. You didn’t know. And now that you know, you will never make that mistake again, will you?”

			Saeldian shook their head. “No, my lord.”

			“Then there is nothing to fear. What is your name?”

			“I’m Saeldian.”

			He waited.

			Saeldian hung their head. “I’m not supposed to use Wheeler.”

			“Good day, Saeldian,” Osalor said, very seriously. “I’m going to teach you something. Stand up, all on your own.”

			Saeldian obeyed and waited under Osalor’s inspection.

			He tilted his head, thoughtful but not smiling. Saeldian wanted to wipe their face, hide the stain on their tunic, but he shushed before they could apologize again.

			“You’re not in trouble. But you stand like a human,” he said. “Let’s correct it. How you stand tells people who you are. Lift your head—not your chin, my dear. Your head. Draw up high and powerful. Good. Now draw your head back so it feels like it’s balanced perfectly on your neck. There! You’re already taller. Very good.”

			Every time Osalor said good, it felt like the sunlight was happier to shine on Saeldian. He directed every detail until Saeldian stood more carefully than they ever had, then said, “There. How does it feel?”

			So strange. Too proud. But this was how Osalor stood, and he thought Saeldian should be proud too. “It’s hard.”

			“Then practice. You can feel it, though, can’t you? You’re balanced. You already look more graceful. You’ll see what standing in grace will do.”

			“Thank you,” Saeldian said, and corrected their shoulder position automatically. “For teaching me.”

			“It’s my pleasure.” Osalor backed up to sit on the wishing rock. “May I ask you something?”

			“Yes.”

			“I think I know what you asked for when you made a wish. You wished for your father to come back, didn’t you?” Osalor said. “To protect you from Mr. Wheeler.”

			“To take me away,” Saeldian said. “Will you do that? Will you take me to the Feywild?”

			“I cannot,” Osalor said. His serious expression wished that he could, though. “I am in very grave danger. I fled from a witch. They want something of mine, something very important. I came here to hide it.”

			“Here? In Priapurl?”

			Milkweed fluff drifted on the breeze, spinning as if dancing to unheard music. Osalor smiled again. “I think it would be safer if I could leave it in the care of someone who would guard it.”

			Saeldian leaned back. “From a witch?”

			“I know what you’re thinking. You’re only a child. But here’s where we bargain, you see. If you keep it safe, I can give you the power to make sure you are safe forever, and no one can hurt you again.”

			No one could hurt them again? “How?”

			Osalor stood up. “I will give you magic.”

			And then he vanished.

			He wasn’t there. No shadow fell on the ground; no ripple of bent light obscured their view. Saeldian hopped to their feet and turned in a circle, looking for the elf—no, the archfey—in the shadows.

			“Lord Osalor?”

			“Right in front of you,” came the voice, and then Osalor appeared again. But now he was taller, more beautiful, somehow. He was already the most beautiful person they’d ever seen. Now he glowed. Every movement was as delicate and vivid as when he had made sunlight turn into a butterfly, and then a leaf, and now a crown. Saeldian wanted to impress him, to do something good that would make him smile…because anything that would make him smile was the right thing to do.

			He snapped his fingers, and the feeling broke like a slender thread. Osalor no longer towered, robed in sunshine and something that made Saeldian feel the need to be pleasing. He had twigs in his hair. He was still beautiful, but that was all.

			He had done it with magic. And he was going to give Saeldian magic so they could protect the thing Osalor wanted to hide.

			“I see you understand. You’ll be able to do that too, eventually. If you’ll agree to my bargain.”

			Saeldian could do that, with power? He’d teach them? “What is it?”

			“You asked for details first,” Osalor said. “Good. Smart. Always know what you’re getting into.”

			He reached into the neck of his robe and lifted a round, carefully edged locket on a chain. “This is an amulet. I want you to guard it, to never let it go, and in exchange, you will have fey magic.”

			Saeldian watched it swing and glitter in the afternoon light. “And the witch won’t find me?”

			“You’ll be here in Faerûn,” Osalor said. “I’ll go back to the Feywild, and she will look for me. She’ll never imagine I let it out of my hands, because it’s so precious. And you will be strong, with the same powers I have, from your pact.”

			“Will I be able to do what you did? Look tall and beautiful like you?”

			“You will be able to make people see what you want them to see,” Osalor promised. “You will be beautiful, or frightening, or so anonymous people barely notice you are there. You can even make them feel what you want them to feel, for a few minutes. Long enough for you to get your way…or get away. You will be powerful, and no one will ever hurt you again.”

			Saeldian giggled, answering his smile at his own joke. They stuck out their hand, palm up. “I’ll do it.”

			“Wait—” Osalor lifted the amulet out of Saeldian’s reach. “We’re not done. I have told you what I will give you. What will you give me?”

			What did they have? Nothing. A stolen cookie, and that wouldn’t be enough. “I don’t have anything to give. I don’t have any gold,” Saeldian said.

			“Gold’s not worth enough for this,” Osalor said. “Whatever you offer, you can never have it again. Can you sing?”

			“No.”

			“That would have been too easy,” Osalor said with a shrug. “And that would have been precious. I don’t want to ask for something it would hurt you to give. It could be something that could hurt you to have.”

			“Do you want Mr. Wheeler?”

			Osalor laughed. “How perfectly bloodthirsty! I like you.”

			Saeldian wanted Osalor to like them more than anything in the world.

			The elf gave a thoughtful nod. “But there’s an idea. Why don’t you give me the thing that hurts you the most?”

			He didn’t mean Mr. Wheeler’s ugly words and angry hands. That wasn’t what hurt the most. And when Saeldian looked up at Osalor, they knew they had the answer.

			“My heart?”

			“My dear. My protégé,” Osalor said, his voice gone soft and admiring. “The symmetry is stunning! It’s perfect. I accept.”

			He lifted the amulet from around his head and draped it over Saeldian’s. “Hold it to your heart, and repeat your pact to me. Osalor, my protector…”
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			Aunt Lothiel’s Teas and Temptations was full of sparkling charm, and Saeldian was sorry they would never be able to come back after this scam was over. The pearlescent glitter the hostess had sprinkled on their hands had felt like divination magic, and Saeldian had to assume they’d been caught using their disguise.

			The gnome who had shaken the powder across Saeldian’s knuckles while greeting them with “Make a wish!” hadn’t reacted, though. She led Saeldian to the table they asked for, sitting in a sunbeam with a lacy tablecloth draped all the way to the floor, and left them to get comfortable. The right man had noticed Saeldian when they first arrived and had already glanced their way again as they sat down.

			Wearing a little illusion magic wasn’t a crime, even if Saeldian had sculpted an image that gave them a beautiful disguise. They darkened their skin to gleaming, flawless brown and made their eyes light hazel, and decided on adding a tidy, precisely shaped beard with face-sculpting makeup and silky, shiny brown hair a little darker than their skin. Their ensemble had been shaped by will instead of a needle. It wasn’t like they’d showed up armed, after all. Plenty of people in Waterdeep might correct an uneven chin or hide another imperfection. And their appearance had caught the attention of their target—a well-dressed, wealthy young man with real silver buttons on his silk brocade doublet.

			He would do.

			Saeldian quickly glanced away, then looked back, and the mark smiled. Saeldian studied the tablecloth, allowing a little smile as they did. He was human, and he wasn’t bad-looking. His clothes were pressed and well fitted; he had neatly styled hair and a nice smile and the ease of someone who never had to think about how much gold anything cost. Saeldian had a cistern leak that was very helpfully proving that the shingles under it needed patching. Remembering it helped the worry Saeldian let show on their face seem real, and they glanced at the door.

			The tea and cakes arrived on a pedestal plate. Saeldian poured a dainty glass cup before checking back on the mark, who smiled the moment their gazes met. Saeldian smiled back and reached for a cake that smelled of violets, popped it into their mouth, and choked.

			The little round table rocked as Saeldian shot to their feet. The carved chair tumbled backward. The teacup sloshed an amber stain over the tablecloth, rattling in its saucer. Saeldian clutched at their throat and headed for the comfort room, but the mark leapt out of his seat, getting in their way.

			He was taller and stronger, so he easily turned Saeldian away and pulled them so close the silver buttons on his doublet pressed against their slender back.

			“Bend forward,” he commanded.

			Saeldian squeaked as if outrage were the correct response, but they obeyed. The arm around their waist tightened. Two smart blows landed exactly between their shoulder blades. A lump of half-chewed cake and violet petals landed on the gleaming walnut floorboards.

			Saeldian sucked up a huge breath and fell to coughing. The mark didn’t let them go.

			“Are you all right?”

			Perfectly played. Saeldian raised their hand, asking for a moment, and coughed harder.

			“Not yet,” he observed wryly. “Allow me.”

			He guided Saeldian back to their table. As they walked, Saeldian glanced at the pale blue tiefling in a fashionable silk shirt and a shiny yellow cravat sitting at the table by the door. Jubilee sipped a delicate cup that steamed with heat and popped a pale yellow cake into her mouth. She watched the spectacle, no more curiously than the others, but Saeldian could almost hear her saying, Good work, Sheld.

			Of course it was good work. Saeldian Charmhand never missed a hook. Jubilee hadn’t panicked either. That deserved some praise, once they walked away from this phase of the job and Jubilee would need feedback and reassurance.

			The gentleman set the toppled chair on its feet. “Some helmthorn berry tea? A small sip will soothe your throat, but I don’t blame you if you’re wary of the cakes.”

			Saeldian gave a shaky laugh. “Perhaps I’ll brave the cakes another day. Thank you for your rescue, even if I’m so embarrassed I want to disappear.”

			“It could happen to anyone.”

			“Yes, but it happened while I was rudely staring at you.”

			He set his shoulders back as he gave a pleased smile. “Is it terrible if I say I’m flattered?”

			Hooked. “I’m Helarel Brightleaf,” Saeldian lied.

			He was close enough for Saeldian to watch his eyes shine. “Venthar Dornan.”

			“Thank you for rescuing me, Saer Dornan.”

			The table had been cleared. The lace tablecloth was pristine white. A human server stood a polite distance away, holding a tray with a fresh pot and cups. “My duty and pleasure, Saer Brightleaf. May I sit with you while you recover?”

			“Oh—” Saeldian looked to the door and let their shoulders sink. “Yes. I—think it’s all right.”

			Venthar looked at the door and leaned in closer to say, “You are expecting someone. How late are they?”

			Saeldian stopped stirring honey into their tea. “How did you know?”

			“You were watching the door. And forgive me, but you looked worried.”

			Saeldian let themself sigh. “I think they’re not coming.”

			He’d rescued Saeldian once already. A little more curiosity, and they’d have enough to patch the cistern again. The roof was tomorrow’s problem.

			“They’re a fool,” Venthar declared. “Who would leave you so rudely unaccompanied?”

			Saeldian smiled. So easy. “You’re so sweet. But it was a business meeting. Or, I should say, a business plea.”

			“A business meeting?” Venthar’s smile became a little indulgent. “What kind of business? I’d love to know.”

			“I have spent some years dedicating myself to the call of fashion intersected with practical enchantment,” Saeldian said. “I had an idea. And it worked! But I need a particular material—oh, you don’t want to know all of this.”

			“On the contrary! I am most intrigued. Fashion, you say? Like the ensemble you currently wear? It’s quite lovely.”

			Saeldian had fine-tuned every detail of this ensemble, from the sharply pressed pleats of their heavy silk robe belted over a wide, smooth skirt to a mostly unbuttoned vest woven from fabric as iridescent as grackle feathers. It suited Saeldian’s elegant, long-limbed motions and the changing weather that had finally come to Waterdeep. “This is my design, yes, but it’s not what I meant.”

			“Really? Here I was wondering if one of the fey had come to enjoy tea and cakes before Goldenight revels.”

			“You’re so kind,” Saeldian said. “I won’t deny the influence. But a hundred cutters in Waterdeep could match it without so much as a whisper of the Weave involved. I have developed a more…bespoke service. I’m getting this all tangled. Let me show you.”

			Saeldian reached inside their pouch and pulled out the bait. They spread a square of embroidered cloth across their palm and offered it to Venthar, who stared at it for a moment before daring to touch it.

			He could poke at it all he liked. Saeldian’s best work went into that handkerchief.

			“We don’t even know what to call it yet,” Saeldian murmured. “It’s spun from the result of our experiment, and it’s a long story, but—”

			Venthar wasn’t listening.

			He’d touched the fabric and traced his finger over the embroidery. Not a stitch out of place. Saeldian had been careful while making this filmy white-on-white square, and the magic they’d infused into it wove through every thread.

			It took another minute before Venthar summoned the will to close his eyes and lift his hand away, rubbing it on his own silk-embroidered jacket. He winced a little.

			“We can’t make it into woven cloth; the cost would be unthinkable. But the thread—”

			“It’s beautiful,” Venthar said. “Illusion magic, of course. But—”

			“It’s Enchantment,” Saeldian corrected. Gently. “It makes the wearer feel confident, seem magnetic. It’s…charisma.”

			And Saeldian’s spell would fade in a few minutes, so they tucked the sample into a tiny pouch. Venthar looked disappointed for a moment.

			“This sample is overdone just to demonstrate what the charmthread can do,” Saeldian explained. “It wouldn’t be responsible to use this much of it on an entire ensemble. If someone had all their stitchwork done with this—”

			He leaned closer. “What?”

			Saeldian shook their head. “You don’t want to know. Believe me, you don’t. But it won’t matter. I’ve been stood up.”

			“I repeat—they’re a fool.”

			Saeldian glanced at the door again. “Which might be for the best. The help I could get might have been more than I bargained for.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Their shoulders rose in an elegant helpless shrug. “I had a shipment of components for charmthread come in. A customs assessor flagged my trunk and decided that it fit the criteria for an exotic animal import. I can’t afford the duty. But someone from a guild has offered to pay it—”

			“And you worry they’ll take your charmthread invention before you can register it,” Venthar said. “But if you can’t pay the duty, you’ll lose the shipment.”

			Saeldian nodded. “I don’t know when I’ll be able to save that much gold again. It could be years.”

			The door to Aunt Lothiel’s opened, and a trim-looking human woman paused to survey the room. Her clothes were clean but just a little drab for this particular teahouse. Saeldian let their shoulders slump with disappointment.

			“I don’t know what to do,” Saeldian whispered. “Nothing but silk fiber from dream-bound Chultan orb-weavers will hold the enchantment for so long.”

			Venthar’s jaw went slack for half an instant before he nodded sagely. “I seem to recall reading something that referred to that species. Silk, you say? From a specific spider species in Chult?”

			The smart ones, bless them. There was no such spider. Their silk had no special “dream-bound” qualities, but the smart ones were so eager to do half the work of swindling themselves. Saeldian glanced at him with appreciative eyes. “You’re very well read—”

			“There you are!” a voice exclaimed.

			The woman was headed straight for Saeldian, her face glowing with relief, and—

			Jubilee tensed, but the woman sailed right past her before Jubilee could involve herself. The woman—just well dressed enough and just pretty enough to be unremarkable—stopped at Saeldian’s table and sighed in relief. “Thank the gods! You’re still here. The day is saved! I’ve taken care of everything, but we have to go right now.”

			What in the Hells was this game? “I’m sorry, who—”

			She grabbed Saeldian’s arm and pulled them up. “Saer Longsmile sent me.”

			Saer Longsmile? This was nonsense. Saeldian should pull away. They should say Who are you? in a loud, alarmed voice. But the choking gambit they’d used was already memorable enough. This stranger barging in was making people stare again.

			A matronly woman emerged from the kitchen, drying her hands on a clean cloth. Saeldian’s whole scam was ruined. They couldn’t protest. Too many questions. Who was this woman? What kind of trouble was Saeldian in?

			The amulet resting on Saeldian’s breastbone thumped twice, like a heartbeat.

			It hadn’t done that in years.

			What was happening? Saeldian was supposed to trust this stranger?

			Behind them, Venthar cleared his throat. “If Saer Brightleaf doesn’t want to go, then they shall not. Saer, do you know this woman?”

			Jubilee was on her feet now, stepping out of the narrow, cluttered space between chairs.

			Venthar’s gallant defense had hooked him more thoroughly than Saeldian’s patter ever could, but this grift was over. Saeldian didn’t know this plain-dressed woman, but the amulet had never been wrong, ever.

			So they nodded at the human woman and smiled. “I was hoping for Saer Longsmile’s company. You were sent to fetch me?”

			“With his most ardent apology. There’s no time to lose! The tide never waits.”

			Jubilee’s mouth popped open, but she followed as Saeldian allowed themself to be hustled along by the strange woman like she was an old friend.

			Saeldian looked back at Venthar. “It was nice meeting you.”

			The strange woman called over her shoulder, “Apologies, Saer Gentleman Lord whoever you are!” and shoved open the door to Aunt Lothiel’s Teas and Temptations. Saeldian squinted in the high, bright sunshine and left a sputtering Venthar behind.

			Once they spilled into the street, Jubilee caught up and put herself between Saeldian and the stranger who had hustled them into leaving. Jubilee stood a head taller than Saeldian, with spiraling horns that made sure she had to duck under most doors, and she made herself loom over the stranger a little. Her smile was wide but willing to turn unfriendly in an instant. “Hi! Who are you, and what’s going on?”

			The stranger said, “Mariel? If you would, please.”

			Another woman, this one taller than all of them—and by the look of her wide shoulders, stronger too—stood up from a bench outside the teahouse and took Jubilee’s arm.

			“The street’s not the right place for this conversation,” Mariel said. Her voice sounded like she had to scrape it free of her throat.

			Jubilee glanced at Saeldian, her wide eyes a question: What was happening?

			Saeldian didn’t have answers, but they knew how to keep moving. Don’t be scared. And if you are scared, hide it. “All this fuss for a meeting? It couldn’t wait?”

			“A sense of humor,” the first woman said. “I like the funny ones.”

			“Sometimes they get too funny,” Mariel said.

			“Not to say I’m laughing,” Jubilee said, “but where are you taking us? What kind of conversation?”

			“I’ve ordered a meal at the Golden Rose,” the first woman said, “so at the very least, dinner will be excellent.”

			“Oh, an inn. Traditional,” Jubilee said, forcing more confidence into her voice.

			The Golden Rose was new enough that neither of them had been there. Saeldian had heard that it was expensive, serving the best of the best. But that didn’t answer Jubilee’s question.

			“Who are you?” Saeldian finally asked. “Who is Saer Longsmile? What is this?”

			“In order, then.” The woman quickened her pace. “I’m Briona. She’s Mariel. Saer Longsmile isn’t real. This is a rescue from the mistake that would have had you fleeing Waterdeep for cheaper pastures, but that’s a fortunate accident. It’s actually a job offer.”

			“What kind of a job?” Jubilee asked, as Saeldian asked, “What mistake?”

			“One that will pay better than whatever hundred-dragon scheme you were about to pull. That man your partner was reeling in is the eldest brother of Lord Talmost’s bride, and he’s one mistake away from defaulting on all the debts he’d leveraged trying to go into business.”

			Saeldian sighed. “The right lamb, but too late.”

			Jubilee knocked her knuckles into Saeldian’s arm. “Sheld. They’re Zhents.”

			“What?” Saeldian looked at Briona again. Her plain clothes didn’t have any embellishments, but the ring on her finger bore a winged serpent chasing a coin. That was the sign of the Zhentarim crime syndicate, and Saeldian hadn’t noticed. Briona shrugged and smiled like she didn’t mind.

			“It’s just dinner in a really nice inn,” Briona said. “Hear us out.”

			“And what if we don’t?” Jubilee asked. Her voice went a little high with fear.

			“There’s no need to dwell on the unpleasant,” Mariel answered. “Is there?”

			Why had the amulet thumped for these two? Saeldian was supposed to trust operatives from the most notorious black-market traders in Faerûn? But it had never been wrong. Saeldian couldn’t distrust it now.

			“No need,” Saeldian said. “We’ll hear you out.”

			Jubilee gave them a long stare but let Briona lead the march.
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			The Golden Rose had been made by revitalizing an old villa, and the sight of it made Saeldian glance at Jubilee, who was sizing up every detail already. They passed through the gates, where a weary adventurer could hand over their mount to rest in a long, clean stable if they turned left, or enter a bathhouse that lent a scent of clean mineral water to the air if they took a path to the right. An outdoor courtyard held tables so patrons could enjoy a gorgeous, fairy-wild garden that already blossomed with spring flowers. Tall shade trees sporting new spring green as proudly as a young man’s first whiskers would make the stone drive cool when summer paid Waterdeep a well-celebrated visit. It was everything Righthoof Manor hadn’t yet achieved.

			“Nice place,” Saeldian said. “The Yawning Portal’s complete opposite.”

			“They’ve done an amazing job with this. Look.” Jubilee nodded at the bathhouse. “See those chimneys?”

			Saeldian looked. “Those short metal pipes?”

			“Correct. They have those heated rooms the northerners like. With the hot rock stove they sit around and half cook themselves in before jumping into a snowdrift, you know?”

			“It’s invigorating.”

			“There are nicer ways to get a little excitement,” Jubilee said with a scoff. “But look. They paid to replace the whole roof for maximum rain collection. All the roof troughs empty into those pipes. I bet there’s an underground cistern.”

			Jubilee had been helping with the repair of her family home since she was old enough to fetch tools. She would tell Saeldian about every single renovation choice she saw if they didn’t keep moving. Briona and Mariel had slowed to a sightseeing pace as Jubilee pointed out the details of the Golden Rose’s improvements.

			“Underground?”

			“Keeps it cool, simpler to keep clean. And from there you can use it for whatever you design.”

			Knowing buildings from the outside in was core knowledge for a burglar, so Saeldian listened every time Jubilee told them something about this building or another. “That’s clever.”

			Jubilee grunted. “Whoever spent their big score here had a lot of gold.”

			Gold that Jubilee’s father hadn’t had when he accepted Righthoof Manor as a gift—ha! A pig in a poke, more like. But seeing the clean stone and the sturdy, expertly replaced windows of the Golden Rose showed what Bastion dreamed of Righthoof Manor becoming. Anyone else would have tried to get rid of it. But Bastion Righthoof didn’t abandon anything for being too difficult, and Jubilee was cut from the same loyal cloth.

			The nine-foot-high doors opened as soon as Briona climbed the long, gentle ramp to the entrance. The main tavern floor, divided by a flowered carpet that climbed a wide set of stairs to private rooms, had a jovial side for post-adventure carousing and a quiet side for pre-adventure job negotiations. Casually dressed patrons talked and laughed while a beautiful halfling woman played a complicated, fast-fingering melody on a double-stringed lute. The quiet side was empty.

			Jubilee whispered, “All this wood’s restored. They must have sanded it for a year! Look at the windows—”

			Saeldian grinned, but they kept an eye on their hosts.

			No one even glanced at their group, despite their bootheels thumping on the floor as they entered. But Saeldian knew the sun-kissed faces and confident manner of professional adventurers. No armor, no weapons—slouching adventurers just enjoying music? They felt safe here. Saeldian could trust that, even if their nerves had tuned themselves too sharp.

			“Here we are.” Briona poured wine from a heavy-bottomed carafe into silver goblets. “Have a seat, and I’ll ring for our first course.”

			“Here” was a dining room with six chairs and five places set on an ironed white tablecloth. All four walls depicted a painted mural that was a full-circle view of Waterdeep, from the dawn rising over its wonders to a starry midnight on the harbor. Beyond this room was a sitting room with scroll-armed lounges and padded brocade furniture—these two had rented a suite, rather than a private dining room. This inn was nice—more than that, it was respectable. What were Zhentarim doing lounging around here?

			Mariel passed up a seat to lean against the wall near the door.

			It wasn’t the only escape. Saeldian could run into the suite and slip out a door into the hallway. But Mariel would be waiting on the other side. Saeldian and Jubilee’s only hope of escape was playing along until they could leave and have it be Briona’s idea.

			Baskets of warm, soft bread and sweet butter arrived, along with a tray of fine cheeses. The wine Briona had poured was merely passable, but Saeldian was judging it from Waterdhavian standards. Mariel walked over to get a slice of bread and a goblet of water before returning to stand next to the door.

			Five place settings. Jubilee, Briona, and themself were only three. Two more were arriving later. Their real employers?

			“I had been told that the house wine was good, but should I ask for a different bottle, Saer Charmhand?”

			Shit. Saeldian kept their smile up. “It’s quite pleasant, thank you.”

			“And you, Saer Righthoof?” Briona dropped Jubilee’s name like a second shoe. “A different vintage?”

			Jubilee set her goblet down to answer. “This one’s fine. Think it’ll pair nicely with rosemary roasted on a leg of something.”

			Jubilee was a champion, bantering with their…benefactors? Captors? But Saeldian was cold. The Zhents knew their names—their real names. What had they done to attract the interest of the Black Network? Had anyone been following them? Were they rankling the competition? How could they get out of this without Jubilee’s parents finding out? Bastion and Serenity were going to kill them…

			Saeldian laid their hand on their breast and covered the amulet hidden under their clothes. It had thumped. That had always been a signal to choose trust. Had it been wrong?

			It had never been wrong. So Saeldian drew a circle around their immaculate makeup and neatly trimmed beard. “Do you mind if I let this rest?”

			“Please make yourself comfortable,” Briona said.

			Saeldian altered the illusion. The beard disappeared, their jaw softened, and the silken, glossy ebon-wood hair bounced into Saeldian’s usual raven-black curls. The cosmetics Saeldian had applied for a darker brown skin than their own stayed in place.

			Briona gazed at them with some interest and said, “Do you always use an illusion to make yourself less alluring?”

			“You are so kind,” Saeldian said, “but yes.”

			Briona laughed, and a bell sounded in the hallway. Mariel opened the door for servers with a cart. They circled the table, lining the bottom of each plate with a thick sauce and placing thin slices of roast and tiny vegetable pastries on top. The extra place settings remained empty.

			“Please, enjoy.”

			Saeldian picked up a hot, herb-scented towel to wash their hands before touching anything else. The servers took the cloths away and left.

			“So! About this job,” Saeldian said, forcing false cheer into their voice. “I am curious to know how you decided on us.”

			Jubilee shifted. “We don’t usually rate this kind of attention.”

			Saeldian laughed and made it silvery. “We don’t even have company status!”

			“And we’ve never shared a meal with prospective employers,” Jubilee observed. “Makes chatting a little hard to navigate.”

			“I don’t need an adventuring company. I need retrieval specialists. Good ones. You fit the bill, and you’re discreet.”

			Jubilee’s face fell. “We’re not criminals for hire.”

			Briona laughed. “Of course not. If you were, I couldn’t use you. Relax. This isn’t a job suited to any of my associates, but I need adventurers with your skills.”

			Jubilee wasn’t wholly convinced, but she nodded. “What’s the job? Expedition?”

			Saeldian held their breath. If Briona said yes, they’d both say no.

			“We can talk about that in more detail later, but please don’t imagine sneaking into a monster-filled lair. I’m looking for polish and quiet work.”

			Monster-filled lair? Did she know—no, she couldn’t possibly. But Jubilee glanced at Saeldian. “If you’re looking for quiet, and you found us, we haven’t been quiet enough.”

			“Very few people have the resources I do. No one else could have found you the way I did. Shall we move on to sparkling table conversation?”

			“But how—”

			“Yes,” Saeldian said. “Sparkling table conversation sounds lovely.”

			“Splendid! I’m a bit of an acquisitions specialist myself. What’s your least favorite lock system on a burglary job?” Briona asked.

			Saeldian lifted their goblet in approval. “It’s even more awkward now, somehow.”

			Briona chuckled. “I’m actually terrible at not talking shop.”

			“Come on, we’re all professionals here.” Jubilee lifted her cup in echo. “My least favorite are quickened barrel tumblers.”

			“What’s your best technique for those?”

			“Steal the key,” Saeldian and Jubilee said together.

			“Fair enough. Second-best?”

			“You only get one try, so use your lightest fingers,” Jubilee said. “You have to be as quick as a key if you use the picks. Most won’t even take the chance.”

			“But not you.”

			Jubilee shrugged. “Under perfect conditions? Sure.”

			“So are you looking for burglars for this job, then?” Saeldian asked.

			Briona gave them a patient smile. “What do you think of the flavor balance with the wine?”

			They were going to be civilized about it, then? “The pepper grain on the roast does something interesting with how the minerality develops. I confess I thought this vintage to be a little ordinary, but now I see that it’s a sturdy partner to the meal.”

			“Knowing your wine is quite an asset in your part of the job, I imagine?”

			So this wasn’t really conversation about food and drink either. Saeldian had a casual sip, even though they regretted it a moment later. Briona didn’t just know of Saeldian and Jubilee. She had studied them both, but Saeldian especially. While Saeldian had become an irregular customer at some of the better wine shops in Waterdeep, that had been for personal enjoyment only. They hadn’t deceived a mark with their knowledge of the finer things in years.

			But they had, once upon a time, and Briona’s casual conversation about Saeldian’s wine expertise proved that she had drawn a line between Saeldian Charmhand and the Silver Cat of Baldur’s Gate. That should have been impossible. But she knew. How?

			“It helps that I like wine,” Saeldian said. “I’ve learned enough to get by.”

			“That’s putting it modestly.” Briona patted her mouth with her napkin and sat back. “You’re very good. Disguise, acting, research—you could walk out of here in rags and convince everyone that you were an abducted house lord before you reached the corner. Paired with the right lockpick and pickpocket, you’re set to lighten every pocket in Waterdeep.”

			Jubilee clamped her mouth shut, so Saeldian delivered the rebuke for her. “Sometimes picking the right lock is a good deed.”

			“Oh, the moral path!” Briona said. “That explains why you were pulling a pigeon drop job on a stranger. It makes so much sense.”

			Saeldian bit back a retort. They had been doing that. And Saeldian had been sloppy, defending their actions for Jubilee’s sake. All they were trying to do was make sure they could walk out of this expensive suite in this expensive inn without causing a fuss that would reveal that someone was offering a high-risk heist to Bastion Righthoof’s daughter.

			Briona rang a bell and waited until the door closed once more before standing to pour a taste of a different wine in each cup. “Now that we all understand each other, let’s get to it. The job has a generous payment in gold dragons. I think you’ll be amused to see these.”

			Briona set keys on the table. Jubilee leaned closer at the sight of them.

			“Quickened barrel tumblers,” she said. “Eleven teeth. You don’t want us to rob a bank, do you?”

			“Oh no, those are holder’s keys,” Briona said. “You can walk right in and they’ll escort you directly to your vault.”

			“So much gold you need a vault to hold it,” Saeldian said. “The risk is reflected in the payment, I take it?”

			“An excellent question. The payment is high because it is crucial that nothing else at the location be stolen, and because if you can actually manage the job, it’ll be a miracle.”

			Jubilee angled her head and tried to look only vaguely interested. “A miracle.”

			Shit. Jubilee was a sucker for a challenge. Briona knew it too, because she looked way too casual now. “It’s difficult. It’s a rush job.”

			That was exactly what to say to Jubilee to make her interested. “Rushing costs extra.”

			Briona snorted. “That’s funny. You need money, and you need it now.”

			Saeldian lifted their chin and shrugged. “A vault could have a single nib in it, once we got it open.”

			“Luckily for you, I have a deposit receipt. Compare it against your key’s stamp.” Briona pulled a folded square of paper from her sleeve. “This sum is behind each vault key.”

			Saeldian unfolded the paper and forgave themself for losing control of their eyebrows.

			“How much?” Jubilee asked.

			Saeldian didn’t answer. They kept their focus pointed on the deposit slip, the embossed paper, but they were concentrating on what they could see at the corner of their vision: the edges of Briona’s shadow had moved in a way that Briona did not.

			Jubilee leaned closer. “Sheld! How much?”

			Briona hadn’t really moved, but her shadow had leaned back in relief before it snapped back to what it should be. And Saeldian couldn’t look right at it to be sure, but Briona’s shadow was projecting on the wall wrong, as if it were taller than Briona was.

			Jubilee reached for the deposit slip. Saeldian jerked it away without thinking and turned to study the muralist’s rendering of Deepwater Harbor, where the stars were tiny and familiar among the forest of masts they peeked through. Mariel landed in the corner of their vision. Did the bodyguard sparkle, or was that the Light spell on the wall sconce next to her?

			Jubilee thumped the table with one palm. “Is it enough to fix the roof?”

			Illusion. It had to be. Both of them were in disguise. They could be anyone. Why had the amulet beat? Were they really supposed to agree to this?

			“Sheld!”

			Was it enough to fix the roof? It was enough to replace the roof. Pop the whole lid off, retimber it, and rebuild it with the fancy rain-collecting system Jubilee had admired on the way in. It was enough to replace the roof and the leaky pipes in the bargain. It was enough for all of that, with a decent start on new windows.

			Damn them to the Nine Hells. “It’s enough to fix the roof.”

			Jubilee darted in and stole the deposit slip from Saeldian’s hand. Saeldian didn’t even fight back this time.

			Jubilee’s breath came out hitched in awed disbelief at the sum. “We’re in. We’ll retrieve your item.”

			“Jubilee!”

			“We will try to retrieve your item,” Jubilee amended. “If we can’t succeed without getting caught, we’re not going to be heroes.”

			That wasn’t true. Jubilee would do dangerous things to get that money. “We don’t even know what the job is.”

			“We want you to recover a stolen item,” Briona said. “We don’t expect you to kill anyone or do anything your conscience would balk at. The job is rushed, as I said, and it’s risky, as you guessed. And that’s all I will tell you before you agree.”

			Saeldian looked at the paper again. A bearer vault’s worth of coins, meaning the coins weren’t registered in an account, and there was no reason to go telling anyone about them if you wanted clean money to spend. It was too much to carry away in one trip. And Jubilee wanted it so she could pour every clinking dragon into Righthoof Manor.

			But Briona’s shadow didn’t match. It didn’t match. Saeldian’s tongue was dry and tasted of tannin from the wine, and if the amulet would just give them a sign—

			“Sheld?” Jubilee asked, quiet as a prayer.

			Fuck. There was no way to say no. Jubilee, who believed that lanceboard was life, would say that Saeldian had been pinned. Unable to move, not because their piece would be eliminated, but because their piece guarded Jubilee’s.

			No way to say no, and this move just cost Saeldian everything.

			“All right.” Saeldian let their shoulders fall under their sigh. “We’ll try. But we’re not getting caught, and we’re not taking the fall.”

			“Fair enough.” Briona lifted her wine goblet in a toast. “It’s a bargain.”

			Jubilee snatched hers up, raising it high. Her smile was wide enough to cover every gable and cupola on Righthoof Manor. Saeldian picked up their cup and raised it. They drank.

			Something slid along the bottom of Saeldian’s goblet and bumped their lip. Red wine dotted the tablecloth as Saeldian put the goblet down too quickly. Their lip was cold where it touched, cold that seeped into their mouth, coated their tongue, and tingled in the back of their nose. It was no use, but Saeldian shook their head to banish the feeling. The magic sank into their bones.

			“Don’t drink that!”

			Too late. Jubilee had caught whatever it was in her lips and let it fall into her palm. “What’s this?”

			“Your promise,” Briona said. “Mariel.”

			The burly woman slipped out the door faster than Saeldian expected.

			“Our promise? What did you—” Jubilee let it fall to the tablecloth. “How did you even palm this? You’re on the other side of the table. This little rock wasn’t in there before.”

			Briona couldn’t have put that rock into Jubilee’s and Saeldian’s goblets without them noticing. It was a rock, wasn’t it?

			A pair of silver tongs rested on a small plate at Saeldian’s place setting. They fished out a stone from the bottom of their own goblet, which knocked on the tablecloth as it landed. Briona couldn’t have dropped the stone into their cup without them noticing. But the goblets were real silver, so there was no way to see to the bottom. And the wine had been poured before they’d settled in.

			Simple. Elegant, even—or it would have been if Saeldian had done it.

			“Prestidigitation cantrip,” Saeldian said. “An apprentice’s trick. You didn’t palm the stone a moment ago. It was in there all along.”

			Red wine wicked along the tablecloth’s threads, spreading beyond the stone’s shadow. The stone itself was plain grayish-blue with a hole near one edge, smoothed and rounded by water, unpolished.

			Jubilee bent to peer at it. “But what is it?”

			Casters used all kinds of objects to channel their magic. Saeldian had never seen a spell that asked for a stone like this, but the sum of everything that had happened added up quickly.

			“I have a guess,” Saeldian said.

			“Do you?” Briona asked. “I’m curious. You’re doing an impressive job of identifying my technique so far.”

			“There was a spell on that stone, wasn’t there? An enchantment. To make our toast a vow.”

			“Clever.” Briona raised her goblet again. “You do know your enchantment spells.”

			“But how did you do it?”

			“Ah, ah. That’s a secret,” Briona chided. “It shouldn’t matter. You voiced your agreement already. This is just a way of putting it in writing.”

			Jubilee set both her hands on the table. “I don’t appreciate being bound to a job we already agreed to do, friend.”

			Jubilee was too good to cause trouble in a room with only one exit, but Saeldian had been in Waterdeep long enough to know that was a clear warning that there would be trouble if Briona didn’t back off. They leaned back and tried to keep their tone just as mild. “Can’t say I like it either. Why the insurance?”

			“Because I’m giving you an advance.” Briona slid a bearer envelope to Jubilee. Saeldian’s heart sank. They were bound, but Briona’s generosity was just more rope. “The other half of your team knows as much as you do at this point. You can hear the rest of it together.”

			The other half of their team? The other two place settings. Saeldian had thought they were for the real employers, then forgot to wonder further when the meal carried on. A blunder. Saeldian’s wits addled by gold dragons.

			The door opened for the same servers, laden with trays of more hard cheeses, gaspingly expensive southern fruit, and dozens of those fancy little cakes Waterdeep had loved all this year. They brought teapots and five cups, and as they walked out, Mariel entered.

			She stood aside to admit a handsome orc even taller than she, and when he could raise his head from ducking under the doorjamb, Saeldian saw the braided ends of his hair held polished stones and glimmering silver oak leaves. The torc around his neck was fashioned from engraved curving antlers. His friendly smile showed off long, pointed teeth. Everything about his clothing and jewelry felt handcrafted and carefully made. A druid. Saeldian knew a spellcaster when they saw one, and everything about this orc declared that it was nature that supported his skills.

			The orc smiled at everyone. “I worried we would be late. The rooms are so comfortable. But I left the window open, and something has the robins swapping tales. Terrible gossips, robins.”

			“Saer Lorzok! You’re right on time, as it turns out. The bed was long enough, then?”

			Lorzok stood aside as someone else stepped in, but the orc stood in the way of Saeldian’s seeing more than the worn tip of a fiddle case. “Perfectly! I couldn’t resist stretching out and reading for a bit.”

			“What are you reading?” Jubilee asked. “I’m Jubilee, by the way.”

			“Let me introduce you!” Briona said. “This is Jubilee Righthoof and Saeldian Charmhand.”

			The orc looked at Saeldian and Jubilee. “Good to meet you—”

			From behind him, the other man said, “Did you say Charmhand?”

			That voice rang with shock. With anger. And Saeldian would know the voice anywhere, with any tone—laughing, singing, whispering, cursing. Ten years crumbled at the sound of it, and Kell Redsong emerged from behind the druid to stare needle-sharp fury at them.

			Saeldian’s first sight of him made the floor drop three feet. Gray salted his chestnut hair. Lines traced across his brow and the corners of his eyes—not deep, not yet. But to see their best friend—ex–best friend—with the weight of three thousand days between them made Saeldian’s throat hurt.

			“You.”

			Briona had known about the Silver Cat of Baldur’s Gate, all right.

			Saeldian smiled at their former best friend. “Hello, Kell. I see why Saer Briona wanted me to agree to the job before this reunion.”

			Briona didn’t even have the grace to look abashed.

			Saeldian clicked their tongue. Mariel shifted, aiming her attention at them, but Saeldian ignored her. “Is this part of your sense of humor, then?”

			Kell interrupted. “It doesn’t matter, Charmhand. No deal, Saer Briona. I prefer my spine without a knife in it.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				A Better Liar Than Anyone

				In Which Kell Is Offered What He Wants Most—for a Price
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			Kell Redsong sometimes wondered what he’d do if fate brought him face-to-face with Saeldian Charmhand again. He’d imagined what he would say (something devastating) or do (something impactful) or how Saeldian would react (something dishonest), but he hadn’t really expected them to flinch. He hadn’t expected to see sadness twist their mouth like it hurt, but they tucked it away so fast that no one but him could have seen it before the familiar knowing amusement returned to their features.

			There had once been a time when Kell could read paragraphs in Saeldian’s smallest expression. They wore their infuriatingly blasé mask now, but that stricken expression had been real. Kell shrugged it off. The knowledge that Saeldian was actually capable of regret wasn’t enough of a surprise to matter.

			He gave his ex-partner one final baleful stare. “Let’s go, Lorzok.”

			“I don’t want to say this,” Saer Briona interrupted, voice dangerously soft, “but if you walk out that door, there won’t be anywhere you can run.”

			The Zhentarim had waited so long to collect on the debt Kell owed for his life that he’d nearly forgotten about it. He shouldn’t have. Kell didn’t want to settle that old debt this way. But if he refused, the price would be the last thing he ever paid.

			But here in Waterdeep, of all places? What did Saer Briona expect him to step into in exchange for that favor? It wasn’t like any of the others could have escaped without his help. But that didn’t matter. Kell owed them his life, and he’d forgotten that they owned it.

			“Then let him stay,” Saeldian’s voice cut in. “We will let him get all the rewards.”

			No. Not their pity. Never that. “Fuck you, Saeldian. Don’t do me any favors.”

			“Kell,” Lorzok said, and his surprise colored his tone. “Do you know this elf? Sorry, elf-human, right?”

			Saeldian gave Lorzok a curt nod and never took their eyes off Kell.

			Fair. Kell wouldn’t take his eyes off someone with reason for revenge either. “A long time ago, I thought I did.”

			“Oh,” Lorzok said, now understanding. “This is the Saeldian who betrayed you, back when you were a criminal.”

			The tiefling’s—Jubilee’s—jaw dropped. Saeldian’s soft brown cheeks flushed with offense. Kell didn’t care. “That’s them.”

			“And so they are the reason you owe the Zhentarim your life.”

			“Correct again.”

			Lorzok’s pleased smile at making the connection was eclipsed by the offended face Saeldian made. They pressed their lips tight on whatever they wanted to say. Something to defend their honor? Ha! Saeldian, with honor. What an imagination Kell had!

			Saeldian’s offended expression found its way to their voice. “Reminisce later. Good day, Saer Briona. Best of luck, Kell.” Saeldian tossed their napkin on the table. “Release us.”

			Jubilee studied a key cradled in her hand. Kell recognized it as a key for quickened barrel tumblers. The turning plate was shaped like a gold dragon…a bank vault key?

			“We’ll find something else,” Saeldian said. “It’s just gold. We’ll figure it out.”

			What kind of employer paid so much gold that they had to put it in a vault? The Zhentarim, apparently. What did they want so badly that they would bring him and Saeldian Charmhand together for a job? That was the question, and Kell didn’t care to hear the answer. But Jubilee looked at the vault key a moment longer before she closed her eyes and let it land on the table.

			“If you’re sure.”

			Once, Kell would have walked away from a vault full of gold out of loyalty to Saeldian Charmhand. Ten years ago, he would have trusted Saeldian over the word of a hundred experts, and he couldn’t stand to watch someone making that same mistake.

			Kell wouldn’t let himself. He couldn’t help it. “Wait.”

			Jubilee turned her attention to Kell. She was the color of a forget-me-not, with black hair that shone violet. She had a handsome face—angular in that way that meant a bit of makeup and a costume change would let her impersonate a man if she needed to. Perhaps that’s what she’d been doing, in the silk shirt and many-pocketed attire of a well-to-do artisan who needed to keep a variety of small things on their person to do their work uninterrupted. Everyone from cabinetmakers to cooks to tailors wore a vest like that.

			Combined with Saeldian’s glamorous, alluring attire, Kell would bet ten dragons they’d been in the middle of a scam when they were invited to hear this offer. Jubilee had been Saeldian’s sentinel, watching for the moment she needed to protect them.

			Jubilee probably took it as seriously as he had.

			Kell leaned closer. “You don’t know me, Jubilee. But get Saeldian Charmhand out of your life. Don’t wait until they’re done with you.”

			Jubilee sniffed. “You don’t know me, Kell.” The tiefling turned to Saeldian. “Is it true? What the orc said.”

			Saeldian looked exactly the way they had ten years ago when they were forced into an admission, down to the charming, rueful smile. “Not totally. I did leave abruptly, but I didn’t drop Kell in the hands of the Zhentarim.” Saeldian glanced at him and said, “I didn’t have a clue about that last part, not that he’ll believe me. I wouldn’t believe me either.”

			The muralist who had painted the rippling sea and dawn-to-midnight horizon on the dining room’s walls had hidden faces and animals in the clouds, and Kell counted running horses until the tiefling spoke again.

			“Then what did you do?”

			Saeldian’s dining chair creaked. They had shifted their weight the way they did when they were itching to vanish. “I just left! Like I said. I didn’t even take my share of the score.”

			“That much is true,” Kell said. “You made sure every gem was right there so you couldn’t be implicated.”

			“I didn’t—” Saeldian took a breath. “Saer Briona. You said this job was nearly impossible. If you try to put us together, we’ll never pull it off.”

			Briona shook her head like she had honest regrets. “I need you both.”

			Jubilee asked, “Why?”

			Briona looked between the two of them before she answered. “They’re uniquely suited to the assignment.”

			Kell groaned. “Oh no. I’m out. I quit.”

			Saeldian kept talking. “Kell doesn’t trust me.”

			Jubilee leaned closer. “But why doesn’t he trust you? What did you two do that—that I can’t?”

			Saeldian turned to their partner and shook their head. “I wanted to leave this behind me. We were thieves. We were very good thieves. Then I had to leave, and I didn’t tell him I was leaving, but I guess something happened after I left.”

			“Conveniently,” Kell muttered.

			Saeldian glanced at him before continuing to answer Jubilee. “This is the first I knew of Kell Redsong’s whereabouts after I got out of Baldur’s Gate. I thought he’d be fine.”

			“You thought I’d be fine?”

			Saeldian apologized with a shrug and wide eyes. “I only took the armor. The rest of the take was yours.”

			Saeldian lied better than anyone Kell had ever met. They lied so well that Kell could only spot their deceit when he knew the truth. They even looked genuinely surprised and upset to learn what had happened to Kell. But he knew better.

			“No. You don’t get to pretend you’re innocent.”

			Saeldian smirked. “When would I ever claim to be innocent?”

			“When it got you what you wanted.”

			They nodded. “Fair. But you know me too well to believe me.”

			Saeldian smiled, all sparkle and presence. Kell leaned away as if it would snap the threads of enchantment Saeldian never stopped spinning. Still the same. Still relentless. Still like a magnet that drew everyone closer.

			It hit him then—their hair was longer, their clothing suited to the blossoming eve of Waterdhavian spring, and that was all. Ten years were ten days to their face. Black hair held back by a beaded band and allowed to tumble around them in shivering, bouncy curls—Kell still remembered just from looking at them how soft those curls were. An expertly applied layer of makeup covered their golden-blush skin, but their eyes still shone like a starry night. The same curving lips and strong bones that made people stare at their beauty and mystery. Looks like a lodestone, he’d said once, and they had laughed.

			Saeldian looked just the same as the day they’d left, wearing the same subtle illusion that perfected their features. Was it the illusion magic that left them looking so young? Or was that the timelessness of elf-human beauty?

			When they turned their face away, Kell finally realized he’d been staring.

			“I do know you too well, Saeldian.” Kell tried to add just enough boredom to make that perfect façade crack, but all they did was roll their eyes.

			“You see,” they said to Briona. “It’s best if I go. Release me and Jubilee. Let him have the job.”

			“I said don’t do me any favors.” Kell turned to Jubilee. “I don’t know you. But I know your story. You were a pickpocket, weren’t you? A light set of fingers. You could steal purses, trinkets in shops, but you got your start with stealing food. Bread?”

			Jubilee made a face. “Cinnamon.”

			“Daring. Why cinnamon?”

			“Ran out,” Jubilee said. “M—Someone needed it for a cake.”

			Kell had an idea about what the first thing a thief ever stole meant about the person. Saeldian had taken coin from their father’s purse so they could sneak away and disappear. After Terandis had pushed Kell out of Essanderon’s Rest and into the Material Plane, Kell waited for his father to come through and tell him that it was safe again. On the third day, he had been so hungry, he stole a pie hot enough to burn his hands from a windowsill. It had been made from mortal fruit and not of the crust Terandis cut with two magically chilled knives. Every bite told him he would never have Terandis’s anyberry pie again.

			But Jubilee’s first theft stung his heart. “Stealing helped people you loved. Then one day you saw a fat purse swinging from the hip of an oblivious…young man? Head in the clouds, or reading a book and walking at the same time?”

			Jubilee’s lips tightened, but she glanced at Saeldian, who was standing still and quiet.

			“You got caught. But when the pretty elf caught you, they offered you a job, and your share was more money than you ever saw stealing from shops.”

			Saeldian didn’t move as Kell told the story of how he and Saeldian met, but Jubilee leaned forward a little.

			“Charmhand’s great. Clever, right? Fun and funny. They make you feel like you’re half of a whole. Bread and butter. You’ve been dressing better for years. Eating better. And it’s fun to pull off these schemes, isn’t it? You never imagined what a good friend you’d have, or how you could do anything, even though it’s just the two of you against the world.”

			That was the wrong thing to say. Kell felt it the moment he said it.

			Jubilee leaned back. She shook her head. “You’ve got it wrong. Sheld isn’t like that. They’re walking away to let you have a chance. And your thanks is this—telling a mean little story from a cold reading off a mark, trying to take their friend away.”

			Fuck.

			“Come on, Sheld.” Jubilee stood up. “You’re right. It isn’t worth it.”

			Now Saeldian looked shocked, but this time at Jubilee. “I did catch you stealing my purse while I walked and read a novel.”

			Jubilee shrugged. “Oldest trick in the book. Come on. The roof will keep.”

			Briona set her goblet down, and the soft thump snared everyone’s attention. “Well! Interesting backstory. I’m quite intrigued, of course. But now, to the point. You agreed to the job, Saeldian. You did too, Jubilee. Explicitly. Neither of you are going anywhere, so you may as well sit down and hear the rest.”

			“Release us,” Jubilee said. “We don’t know anything, so you can let us go. We’re not stupid enough to tell anyone.”

			“Release you?” Kell asked. “What are you talking about?”

			“She didn’t offer a toast after you specifically said you’d do the job?” Jubilee asked.

			“No. We were…invited to converse in a quiet alley and told to meet here.”

			“Did she give you anything?” Saeldian asked.

			Kell shook his head. “Just the tokens for a few nights’ lodging and meals.”

			“And for the baths! Kell loves a hot bath. Oh, and—” Lorzok fished a flat gray rock out of his pouch. “And this stone.”

			Kell stared at it. “What?”

			Saeldian and Jubilee shared a glance, a nod. Kell reached into his own pouch.

			“I don’t have one,” Kell said. “I just have tokens.”

			“Are you sure?” Saeldian asked.

			“There’s nothing else in here. Look.”

			He cupped the bottom of the pouch and poured the contents into his hand—some tokens marked with a bathtub, many more marked with a mug and a fork, shiny new ones stamped with a bed—

			Jubilee stretched out a hand to stop him. “Wait.”

			—and a flat, rounded gray stone that landed on his fingertips.

			Jubilee groaned. “Too late.”

			The soft blue-gray stone swelled at his touch. It didn’t look bigger, but it expanded, as if it were taking in a breath. He hadn’t seen it. It hadn’t been there. And as the stone contracted, a soft brushing of magic sank under his skin and into his bones.

			He wanted to drop it, but it didn’t matter. He knew what was woven into this kind of stone, which formed with a natural hole in it. Fey magic. Kell remembered it as vividly as the smell of moon-bathed starflowers as they hummed in the Feywild’s eternal twilight. It felt like three strings vibrating his senses awake before suddenly weighing him down.

			Damn it! He looked up from the stone into Briona’s pale eyes and searched her face—human, bearing the faintest lines at her eyes and beside her mouth, her ears pierced with plain silver hoops, each one holding a silver charm. A hare, ears high, and a hart, with a wide, delicately wrought antler rack. She looked back, and her effort not to smile at a trap cleverly shut made his blood heat up.

			He couldn’t punch a Zhentarim. Both of them knew that.

			“Just like us.” Saeldian glared at Briona. “You bound them too.”

			“What are they talking about?” Kell asked. He knew. But he wanted her to say it.

			Briona’s answer was to lift a pendant on a chain. “I needed both of you. And since I suspected you wouldn’t agree, I resorted to indirect methods.”

			Another holed gray stone dangled from her fingers. This one was wrapped in fine silver wire that braided around the edges, its surface uneven from a spell smith hammering the braid into a pendant.

			Saeldian murmured an obscene complaint. “That’s underhanded.”

			Kell closed his eyes and sighed. “Fuck.”

			Don’t accept gifts. Not food, not drink, not even a flower.

			Lorzok brushed his shoulder as he leaned closer. “Is that—are these vowstones?”

			“Indeed they are, Saer Seeker.”

			“What are those?” Saeldian asked. “Do you know how they’re made?”

			“I do not,” Lorzok said. “But no one on this plane can make them. Where did you get them?”

			“I don’t need to tell you that,” Briona said. “But I’ll give you this. I didn’t make them.”

			Lorzok hummed, but it sounded like a growl. “And you won’t release us.”

			“The job is too important. We’re wasting time. And now that you know you have to work together, you may as well sit down.”
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			Saeldian didn’t look at him. That was fine. Jubilee Righthoof glowered at him so fiercely he was already resigned to the confrontation afterward. Lorzok looked worried, though, and that bothered him.

			“All right, how about we get started? The sooner we’re done, the better,” Kell said.

			“As you all know, a significant sum of gold is on offer for the successful completion of this task,” Briona said. “This is a tricky job. It will require speed and discretion. I need you to retrieve a spell gem called the Kiss of Enduring Love, and then I need you to return that stone to its rightful owner without them learning that the stone was ever gone in the first place.”

			“A spell gem with a name like that?” Saeldian’s voice carried enough scorn that Kell didn’t need to see their expression. “I already don’t like it.”

			Of course you don’t. Kell caught sight of the chandelier above the table. Someone had dusted it recently.

			“It implies a coercive element, to my ears.” Saeldian shot him a sharp look.

			He’d muttered it out loud. He looked straight at them and said, “Of course it does.”

			Briona spoke again, cutting off the reply Saeldian opened their mouth to deliver. “The Kiss was stolen and then sold to a local collector of art and precious jewels, as it is an impressive rose sapphire with a particularly masterful cut. As a mere gem, it’s incredibly valuable.”

			Jubilee put one hand on Saeldian’s arm and squeezed. Kell read Sit back and cool off in that gesture before she asked, “Do you know what the spell gem does? I don’t like the idea of a stone that forces someone to feel love any more than Saeldian does.”

			“The client said that holding it lets you relive the memory of the first kiss you shared with your true love. Not terribly sinister, I’m afraid.”

			“Oh, is that all?” Kell said breezily. “Then Saeldian has nothing to worry about.”

			It was Lorzok’s turn to shift and squeeze Kell’s arm. “Kell. If you have to be unkind, the explanation will just take longer.”

			That stung. Lorzok was right. Kell hadn’t turned his life around just to backslide into the hurt, snappish person Lorzok had patiently befriended. “Sorry. Please go on.”

			Lorzok tilted his head, considering, and then asked, “Who is the client?”

			Kell, Saeldian, and Jubilee said, “That’s none of our business.”

			Lorzok shook his head. “You’re not talking about stealing it, are you? We’re adventurers, certainly, but that doesn’t make us thieves!”

			“I’m sorry,” Saeldian said, “but that’s exactly what we’re talking about. Stealing it back for the client it was stolen from. Because we’re—not thieves. Retrieval specialists.”

			Mariel stared at them intently, and Saeldian actually looked away. Guilt? From Saeldian? Were fish swimming in the sky?

			Jubilee looked embarrassed. “That time in the tea shop was on the line.”

			Mariel turned that look on Jubilee. “I know something about testing where the line is, girl. You were about to find out how flexible it can be.”

			Lorzok spoke up then. “Can you explain what you mean, Jubilee? I understand that you make a distinction, but I don’t understand the difference.”

			Jubilee answered. “Easy. We have skills in common with thieves and other criminals, but we use them differently. Stealing back what’s stolen. Con games to expose someone who won’t get justice otherwise.”

			Kell sighed. “Interesting reason! But it’s still crime.”

			Saeldian scowled. “Gone legitimate, then? Hoping the Harpers will notice you?”

			Kell turned his urge to smile into a knife. “Wasn’t hard, in the right company.”

			“I’m not responsible. The Oak Father just made sure I was there when it happened,” Lorzok said, and Kell wasn’t sure if he was trying to put balm on Kell’s insult. “But, Saer Briona—”

			“You can call me just Briona.”

			Lorzok nodded graciously. “Thank you. But I don’t see why this isn’t a job for the Guard. Your client is the victim of a crime, the object’s location is known—”

			“The Guard can’t handle this. There’s not enough time to wait for them, and given the specifics of the people involved, it would be…complicated. The person who bought the item is Lady Elezia Tarm—”

			Jubilee sat back. “Elezia the dragon?”

			“She can’t really be a dragon,” Lorzok objected.

			“Nickname. She hoards treasure. Art, jewels, that kind of thing,” Saeldian said.

			“If the client needs it back fast, they can’t report it to the Guard.” Jubilee picked up a wedge of cheese and considered it. “The Tarms are a powerful noble house, and reporting it would be accusing her of a crime. That’s sure to slow the gears of justice, even if she is a second daughter of a second son.”

			“So this theft is more just than going through the established channels?” Lorzok asked.

			“Terrible, but there it is,” Jubilee muttered. “Who’d she steal it from?”

			“Purchased,” Briona corrected as Jubilee popped the bit of cheese into her mouth.

			Eating. Kell remembered enough of Saeldian’s explanations on how people’s actions held more meaning than their words. Jubilee had already decided this was retrieval, not theft. Kell rubbed his forehead. “Are you suggesting that Lady Tarm was unaware the item had been stolen, let alone where it had been stolen from?”

			“Correct. We’d traced the item, but we arrived too late. Now we’re on to the next attempt to retrieve it for our client.”

			“Where was the spell gem stolen from?” Jubilee asked, and Briona’s smirk shifted in approval for someone asking the right question.

			“A small domain of the Feywild.”

			The front legs of Kell’s chair thumped as he leaned forward. “There it is.”

			His hands trembled. He squeezed his knees and tried to smell burnt sugar and smoked tea, the soot of the cheery fireplace, waxed wood. But the memory of warm, sweet almost-honey, almost-pear starflowers was too vivid to be banished.

			Damn it to the Hells. Briona knew too much about all of them.

			Lorzok gasped. “The Feywild! We’ve been trying to find a way there for ten years. Longer for Kell, actually, he—”

			Kell raised a quelling hand. “No.”

			“No?” Lorzok twisted in his chair to face Kell. “This is what you always wanted! How can you—”

			He had to stop this. Damn it! A chance to return to the Feywild, to go home after all these years, and he had to say no. Worse, he had to tell Lorzok no. “The owner of the stone’s probably powerful. I’d bet they are the archfey of that domain,” Kell said.

			Lorzok looked puzzled. “Yes, that makes sense—oh. Oh, I see.”

			“What?” Jubilee asked. “What are you oh-ing about?”

			Saeldian opened their mouth, but Kell spoke over them. “Think of all the stories you’ve ever heard about the fey folk. How much do they like being deceived?”

			Jubilee pursed her lips. “They don’t.”

			“Right!” Lorzok exclaimed. “If the archfey discovers the deception, we’re part of the blame. We’ll be made into donkeys! Or toads! Or sent on a terrible quest. Or…”

			“We’re bound to this bargain, but how are we supposed to pull it off?” Jubilee’s voice rose to an anxious pitch. Smart. This wasn’t going to be as simple as pocketing a shiny and going for a walk to drop it off. The Feywild had been Kell’s home, but only a piece of it, and that piece was gone now, eaten.

			He nodded to Jubilee, approving. “Jubilee’s question is the same as my own.”

			“How is an engineering question. I didn’t hire you to follow a preplanned heist-by-numbers like any dull-witted henchman. You are resourceful,” Briona said, addressing Jubilee and Saeldian, then she turned to look at Lorzok to say, “And clever. And fey-touched,” she added, an afterthought for Kell.

			Mariel spoke up, all gravel and diction. “You aren’t new meat, and Briona is paying you all to figure it out.”

			Jubilee eyed Kell, looking for something that made his time in the Feywild noticeable, like goat ears or movements that left sparkles in their wake. “You’re fey-touched? You’ve been to the Feywild?”

			“I am, and I was a child there,” Kell said, “but I don’t know how they know that.”

			Briona shrugged. “It wasn’t hard to hear your story, Kell. Most of the urchins you knew in Baldur’s Gate still live there, even if they’re not urchins anymore.”

			“Who sold me out?”

			Briona scoffed. “Oh, cheer up. If you play it right, you’ll not only have a chance to see your childhood home again, but you could stay there. Isn’t that a good bargain?”

			“Why did you involve them?” Kell flung his hand in Saeldian’s direction.

			“Because I need you both,” Briona said. “Saeldian, you must be present when the gem is returned. I have been told that the mounting has illusion magic on it, and illusions are a specialty of yours. You will need to place it where it belongs and then make sure the magic looks like it was never disturbed.”

			“No one else can do it?”

			“You’re uniquely suited to this task.”

			“And we’re bound to do it, so I guess we’re bickering for no reason,” Saeldian said.

			“Well, then. If that’s settled,” Briona said to everyone at the table. “Any more questions or complaints before we get on with it?”

			“I have terms of my own,” Kell said, glowering at Saeldian and Jubilee.

			Saeldian sighed and rubbed their temples with long, elegant fingers. “Let’s hear it.”

			“This job is over when I say it is, and not one moment earlier. Until that moment, we are a team. You will not betray us, desert us, deceive us, or harm us until I say it’s over.”

			“Neatly put!” Saeldian would have used that tone to praise a puppy learning to sit. Jubilee looked stormy and folded her arms while Saeldian gave Kell a You’re a good boy look that made him itch for an honest fight. “Anything else?”

			Saeldian would poke until he lost it and then turn it around on him. Not today. “Only one thing. When the job is over, I will give you one minute to get out of my sight. And if I see you again? It will be the last time, I promise you that.”

			Saeldian snorted. “Once you’re in the Feywild, you’re never coming back. All right, let’s bargain. What good will Waterdhavian gold do you where you’re going? Maybe you should give us your vault key to split.”

			“I was going to do something good with it, so I’d throw that key in the harbor first.”

			Angry sparks lit in Saeldian’s night-brown eyes. “Screw you, Kell Redsong.”

			“Again?”

			Saeldian sprang from their seat, their long, enameled fingernails aimed straight for Kell’s face—and then yelped as Mariel scooped them up in mid-launch. Kell didn’t even see the blur. Mariel set them back on their feet, delivering a disappointed look at them until Saeldian glared down at the floor.

			The bodyguard reached out and lifted their chin. “He baited you, but are you blameless?”

			Her accent was from south of here. Elturel? But her voice sounded like wagon wheels on an old road. And that expression had the power of a hundred disappointed mentors.

			Saeldian shrugged, uncomfortable. “I’m more blameless than he thinks I am. I never—”

			“Saer Charmhand, that is not what I asked.”

			Saeldian tilted their face up to the bodyguard and huffed. “No. I’m not blameless.”

			They settled in their chair. Jubilee offered them cheese, and after a sulky moment, they accepted.

			Lorzok shifted. “You’ll be back in the Feywild, Kell. You’ll be home. If we steal to do it. And if we can trust these two.”

			Jubilee leaned closer to Saeldian’s ear. “Home?”

			“Long story,” Saeldian muttered.

			“I was a firstborn child,” Kell said, not willing to let Saeldian tell his long story. “The classic price of a fey bargain. I don’t know what my parents traded me for.”

			Jubilee gasped, dismayed. “They gave you away?”

			Everyone reacted like that. Kell gave Jubilee a reassuring smile. “I don’t remember it, if that’s what you’re worried about. I was a baby—”

			“Three days old,” Saeldian said, just as he did.

			Kell glared at them. “My family chose each other. That’s who I lost.”

			Jubilee looked like she didn’t know what to think about that, but she put her hand on Saeldian’s shoulder without breaking her stare at Kell. “Easy promise to make. I accept. We’re a team—and when the job’s done, we’ll be well off seeing the back of you.”

			Saeldian sighed. “I accept. We’re a team, and when the job’s done, we are done.”

			Briona tilted her head inquisitively and pointed her gaze at Lorzok. “Well?”

			Oh Hells. Lorzok.

			Kell was so busy being angry that the chance to go home to the Feywild depended on trusting Saeldian that he had forgotten the important thing about fey bargains. You could get your heart’s desire, but only at a cost. Working with Saeldian was the last thing he wanted, but he’d started bargaining a way to do it without a moment’s hesitation. But Lorzok didn’t lie, didn’t cheat, didn’t steal, and he’d have to do all of that to help Kell find a way home. He’d been wrong about the price being trusting Saeldian not to betray him again. The price was Lorzok compromising his principles to help a friend, and he would never be the same again.

			“I’ll take the job,” Kell said. “But leave Lorzok out of it.”

			“You’ll need him.”

			“I won’t ask him to—”

			“I accept,” Lorzok interrupted. “We’re stealing the gem to return it. We’re a team, and when the job is done, enough will be put right to forgive what has been done wrong.”

			Outside the dining room, the hum of conversation hushed as Lorzok’s promise rose in the air.

			“I can’t let you do it.”

			“You can’t let me do anything. I decide what I do. And you need to go home again, and you need to do this…robbery?”

			“Heist,” Jubilee murmured.

			Kell ignored her. “We can find some other way.”

			“Heist,” Lorzok said. He nodded at Jubilee in thanks. “That’s not what I mean. I mean that you need to do this heist.”

			“What? Why?”

			“Because sometimes, the only way to be free of your past is to return to it.”

			Kell didn’t need to return—not to thieving, and not to Saeldian. But Kell could stop a thunderstorm before he could stop Lorzok once he decided on the right thing to do.

			Once, Kell had been the price for a heart’s desire. Maybe his mother or father had felt the same weight in their heart when they had set Kell down in the mushroom ring and turned to go back home. When they faced what they had paid for, did they want to take him back?

			There was one difference this time. When Kell returned to the Feywild, his friend would be by his side.

			He bumped Lorzok’s shoulder with his own. “Thank you.”

			He turned to Briona, who watched the whole thing with a smug smile. “I accept. You’ve got yourself a team. When do we hit the first target?”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Plan Faster

				Wherein We Learn Neither Saeldian nor Kell Handles Surprises with Aplomb

				[image: ]

			
			Saeldian and Kell, back when the two of them had been the Silver Cat of Baldur’s Gate, had once fleeced a con artist who had been selling bogus cargo shares for a sailing ship. He was touching people on their turf, and the marks had bragged enough that someone was going to figure out there were more investors than holds if Saeldian and Kell didn’t act fast. Baldur’s Gate on high alert for scoundrels would mean moving, and by then they’d built a comfortable living from eight years of careful work.

			Taking Rodanthe Highsail down had been easy exactly because he had thought that knowing the scam meant he couldn’t be fooled by one. They fed him gossip about a ship at bargain prices after planting the best battered journals and letters the two of them could forge inside the captain’s quarters. Put together, the documents told the tale of how three partners had found more treasure than they could store in the cargo hold after sailing a dangerous strait on the coast of the Great Sea.

			They’d taken care of every detail and let Highsail believe that he was swindling them when he stole the papers and sailed off to take the treasure for himself.

			They had laughed about that particular interloper’s fate for months afterward. Now here Saeldian was, humbled by their own expertise. Humiliating! Embarrassing! They could never tell anyone how easily they’d been fooled.

			And to make it worse, Saeldian was stuck with Kell Redsong. Of all people! What vicious fate was this? Mistakes really were forever.

			That breeze blowing in off the ocean was cold, and Saeldian let it slide into the gaps of their ensemble. The cold touched the tips of their ears. It wore down their annoyance at him being here in Waterdeep, walking on Saeldian’s streets.

			Saeldian had fled Baldur’s Gate on the first ship south, fearing that there was nowhere far enough that Kell couldn’t find them. He could always find Saeldian, and he had come to their rescue more than once with that knack. They spent a year dreading detection, but Kell hadn’t come to Velen or the City of Coin after that. Saeldian stopped rehearsing the explanation they’d need at their lips when Kell, who had found them, held a dagger to their throat—or worse, simply wanted to know why. But he never came, and after some years, Saeldian didn’t think of him that often.

			But now Kell was here on a sunny, cheerful street bustling with people set on their own errands while the two of them kept a rigid arm’s length apart. The breeze carried a clean and salty air, and the cloudless sky foretold the warmth coming to visit Waterdeep for its celebrated summer—on the bright side, it was perfect weather for Bastion to finally hire people to fix the roof.

			Enough daydreaming. They couldn’t escape Kell, so the faster this job was done, the better. Saeldian pinched a bit of fleece between their fingers and cast an illusion once the four of them were out on the street. It shimmered around the group, but only to Saeldian’s sight.

			“Gather close. We need to talk.”

			Kell fell into step on their left, the same way he had when they moved through the meaner parts of Baldur’s Gate and he defended Saeldian’s weak side. He didn’t realize what he had done for a few steps, then scowled and fell back to walk beside Lorzok.

			“I don’t like it, but we’re in this with no way out,” Saeldian said. “I can’t believe I got fooled by a cantrip.”

			“It’s not your fault,” Lorzok said.

			“I don’t need soothing. I need to keep my eyes open.” That was mean. But Saeldian was rolling downhill already, and no brake stopped their complaints. “For fey trickery, especially.”

			“You mustn’t blame yourself—”

			“Don’t worry, Lorzok.” Kell would have sounded jocular to anyone else, but it was meant to sting. “Saeldian’s just nursing injured pride over being deceived. Hard to believe you’re the best liar there is when you get fleeced into a fey vow by a Prestidigitation spell.”

			“Big talk, Kell Redsong. She had your measure so exactly I bet she didn’t even need to fool you.”

			“She offered our hearts’ desire,” Kell said. “Hard to resist what you yearn for most in the world.”

			And all Saeldian ever cared about was gold? “Surprised you haven’t made it there already,” Saeldian said. “Almost feels like it didn’t want you back.”

			The cruel rush of pleasure at the insult crashed into Kell’s flinch. He covered it over with frost and a delicate, contemptuous flare of his nostrils, as if he smelled something bad.

			“Hey,” Jubilee said. “We have to work together.”

			Lorzok barely stopped himself from putting a finger to his lips. “People might hear you.”

			“We’re fine. We’re in one of Charmhand’s favorite spells,” Kell said. “Nobody outside can quite catch what we say.”

			“What do you mean, they can’t hear us?”

			“They can’t understand us,” Saeldian said. “We sound like mumbling. Keep your voice normal and no one will think twice.”

			Kell Redsong. Here, in Saeldian’s city, on Saeldian’s team. Of all the awkward jobs whispering along the peace-kept streets of Waterdeep, how did they wind up in one with him?

			A shopkeeper in a pristine apron waved tickets at them. “Take one, and have an extra five percent off our Goldenight prices tonight! We’ve vellum and parchment and rag, all grades suitable for your pen or your scrolls!”

			Saeldian smiled, shook their head, and kept walking, with Kell glowering at their back.

			Saeldian had never planned to catch up with Kell again, but now they knew: On the same morning Saeldian had left Baldur’s Gate, Kell had landed in trouble with the law. Had it been while the storm harp they’d stolen from House Hullhollyn was stashed on his person?

			Had to be. If the Flaming Fist had pinched him for stealing an apple and then discovered the harp, that would have been bad luck, not betrayal. Maybe the Silver Cat hadn’t been as clever as they believed. Maybe they got sloppy somewhere. It didn’t matter. Kell took the fall; the Zhentarim got him out. Saeldian didn’t know the how or the why of that, but that didn’t matter either. Kell owed them his freedom and his life, and in all these years, they’d never called to collect.

			“How did this happen? My head’s still spinning,” Jubilee said.

			“The smartest grifter in Faerûn was bested by a novice’s cantrip,” Kell said. “Quite the mistake.”

			“Go to Hell, Redsong. Pick the one you like.”

			Jubilee took the blow of those mocking words, though. “Sheld, I’m sorry. I was so scared, I wasn’t paying attention.”

			“I’m just mad.” Saeldian reached over to pat Jubilee’s shoulder. “I shouldn’t have let all that gold distract me. Now we’ve got to pull a jewel theft in the middle of a party, improvising the whole time since there’s not enough time for a plan, all because I took the misdirection.”

			“Misdirection?” Jubilee asked. “What do you mean?”

			Some mistakes really were forever, as Osalor said. But why was Saeldian tangled in this one? Did the Zhentarim call Kell and Saeldian on the same job by coincidence?

			Not a chance. But Saeldian answered as if their scheme-spotting mind weren’t running on full sail. “Both Briona and her bravo, Mariel, had illusions on them. I noticed. So while I tried to subtly figure out what they were hiding, they got me with the spell they didn’t want me to see.”

			“Classic misdirection,” Kell said.

			And Saeldian shouldn’t have fallen for it, that syrupy tone shouted. They ignored him. Using that cantrip had been clever, and the vowstone was fey magic. Saeldian should have figured out that those vowstones were fey magic from a mile away. Why would the Zhentarim be dealing in that? “There isn’t enough time to bicker. We have to case the location—”

			“Saer Briona gave us the floor plans,” Kell said.

			Think. They had to think! “We need cover identities, something that wouldn’t be a disgrace to wear to a party this exclusive—”

			But why was this scheme so perfectly timed for when Kell just happened to be in town? That was obvious—they wanted Saeldian and Kell. But why?

			“I only wore that starlight gown once, and it’s perfect,” Jubilee said. “It’s just the lads we have to worry about.”

			“No time to get us into lord’s garb,” Kell said. “Front door, servant side, then. Any objections from our expert grifter?”

			Ass. “Won’t work. The Tarms only use temporary staff vetted by their own servants. You couldn’t blend in the way you could with someone less careful. If we could figure out who those temporary servants were, then find out where they live, and then get them out of the way for the night, so you two could impersonate them—”

			“But then they wouldn’t be paid,” Lorzok said. “They didn’t do anything wrong; why should they suffer?”

			“You’re right,” Jubilee said. “It wouldn’t be fair to them.”

			Saeldian huffed out an exasperated sigh. “It’s also too complicated. We can’t waste all that time trying to find a couple of servants.”

			Zhentarim didn’t hire deserters. They took care of them—for good. If Saeldian was smart, they should be walking out the gate of Waterdeep with only the coin in their pockets right now.

			No. They’d need a moment unseen to slip away. They kept a pack stowed in the trunk under the window in their room in Righthoof Manor.

			“We’re not vagabonds,” Lorzok objected. “We came for the celebrations, and we brought festival garb.”

			They all moved to the left to let a carter pass them, her cargo sealed with bright tags from the dockmaster. The sacks smelled like sweet dried herbs. Kell waved in answer to the carter’s nod of thanks. “It’s easy to get into a Goldenight party. The whole point is to show off how extravagantly generous you can be. If I can’t charm my way in, even a little underdressed, then the door’s guarded by automatons.”

			“I don’t think Lady Tarm is that wealthy,” Jubilee said.

			Saeldian had to play their part. “Is your garb fine enough that you will look like nobles of Waterdeep in them?”

			“No,” Lorzok said. “They’re well made, not high fashion.”

			“We’ll come up with something,” Kell said. “Not servants, not lords…entertainers. Do they only hire second cousins of the scullery for that?”

			All Saeldian would have to do was grab a couple of things and be on the road. Not the road. Too close to sundown, but there was a sailing tide right when the party would start. Enough gold to the right priest would buy a cursebreaking—

			Saeldian stumbled as their vision went black. Pain lit tiny flames on their fingertips. Their right foot couldn’t hold on to the ground, and that was so strange, they only realized they were falling when someone caught them.

			Someone strong. Who—what was happening—

			The vow. The vow bound in the stone they carried. The vow that Saeldian would absolutely uphold, of course! Saeldian wouldn’t dream of trying to escape. They had promised to bring the Kiss of Enduring Love back to where it belonged as fast as they could, and they would use every trick in the book to make it happen, whatever it took.

			The flames of pain snuffed. Strength flowed back into their limbs. Saeldian had sworn a fey oath before, but not one that hurt so much at even the thought of breaking it. Their vision returned, and Saeldian beheld Lorzok’s concerned face as he held them in his arms.

			“Are you well, Saer Charmhand?”

			Of course it had been Lorzok. Kell would have let them collapse in the street first.

			Saeldian summoned everything they had to smile at him. “I felt faint.”

			“You did faint.” Lorzok brushed curls away from Saeldian’s brow to place his hand on their forehead. “Warm. Let me—”

			“Save it,” Kell said. “Saeldian can swoon in a heartbeat and weep in the next. Whatever the occasion calls for.”

			“Kell. My friend,” Lorzok said, his tone as mild as a Waterdhavian who was ready to punch someone. “Shut up, please.”

			Lorzok’s hand cooled, and that feeling—like a brook laughing over stones, the water colder and cleaner than even magic could make it—filled Saeldian with peace and strength.

			Lorzok let them stand on their own. “Steady now?”

			“Steady,” Saeldian agreed. “Thank you. Maybe I’ve had too much sun.”

			Jubilee tried to take Lorzok’s place in steadying Saeldian, but they didn’t need it. Another pinch of fleece had the spell working again. “We’re back. Where were we?”

			“Sheld, you fainted in the street. Are you—”

			“I said, we’re back.” Saeldian strode forward.

			Jubilee huffed but kept up. Kell muttered something non-complimentary as he and Lorzok fell in behind them. Saeldian was being an ass now. But they had to keep moving. They were in a trap, and there was no way out but through.

			It was time to be strong. It was time to look strong. Saeldian ran through all the steps Osalor had taught them about posture. Posture is the foundation of disguise. How you stand tells people who you are. Their patron had drilled them in posture, movement, control—hours spent looking at a mirror that held their own reflection and the sight of Osalor, patiently instructing and doing his best to hide when he was disappointed.

			“I’m sorry, Jubilee,” Saeldian said. “You didn’t do anything to deserve being snapped at.”

			“I know it wasn’t about me. Kell said they could come in as entertainers, right? That will work,” Jubilee said. “If they’re good.”

			“Kell is good,” Saeldian said. “He could sing a robin right out of the trees, even without being a bard.”

			Lorzok made a surprised noise. “I’ve never heard you sing, Kell.”

			He hadn’t?

			“You haven’t,” Kell agreed, “because I don’t.”

			Yes, he did! What—

			Saeldian looked over their shoulder. Kell turned his face so they couldn’t see his expression. He didn’t sing anymore. Since when?

			Saeldian knew since when. And he blamed them for that too.

			Saeldian pressed their amulet against their breastbone, but it didn’t volunteer any guidance on demand. It never had. But it had thumped in the tearoom, and the amulet had never been wrong. Unless…had Briona been touching them when it knocked against their breastbone? They couldn’t remember.

			But if Briona had been? She could have used a spell to fake the amulet’s guidance. But to know to do that, she would have to know something about Saeldian that only two people in Faerûn did. And that made sense only if—

			“All right.” Jubilee used the patient tone she wielded on her younger siblings when they were clashing. “We still don’t have a plan, so we need ideas. Kell, you still fiddle, I see. Lorzok, do you sing?”

			“No. I can do birdcalls,” Lorzok suggested.

			“I’m sure they’re excellent,” Jubilee said, “but that’s not quite what we’d need.”

			“Maybe it’s just me and Jubilee on the inside,” Saeldian said. “There’s no way I can hold disguises on both of you. I’m good, but I’m not that good.”

			“Oh dear. Just when I thought we were having a good time,” Kell said. “It will not be just you and Jubilee. I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

			What? “I have to rest for a bit if I’m going to have my full potential on hand.”

			“And you can do that,” Kell said, “where I can be sure you’re not running out on me again. Our rooms at the Golden Rose are quite nice.”

			Saeldian stopped too fast for Kell to keep from bumping into them. He caught Saeldian mid-stumble, one hand around their arm and one at their shoulder. Saeldian sprang away and scrubbed the touch off their arm.

			“Are you hurt?”

			It still tingled. “No.”

			“All right, then. Let’s go wherever you were headed. Where you go, I go.”

			“Sheld…” Jubilee said. “It’s okay. The bath is finished. Dad fixed the leak. There’s plenty of room, and you know Ma always fixes too much for dinner.”

			Kell chuckled. “You’re staying at her parents’ house?”

			“They live at my house,” Jubilee corrected. “With my family. Who adore them.”

			“Do they.” Kell’s voice was dry as sand.

			It wasn’t up to Saeldian to say whom Jubilee could or couldn’t invite to her home, but Saeldian hated the idea of Kell walking through the gates and sneering at Righthoof Manor.

			“It’s a bit of a walk,” Saeldian said. “I’m sure you’ll find an old lady to help across the street on the way.”

			“Funny,” Kell drawled. “Maybe you should be an entertainer at the party.”

			“All right, let’s play nice,” Jubilee said. “You’re a big fellow, Lorzok, but…druid? Am I right? I thought maybe ranger, but after the healing you just did, it makes sense.”

			“I am a steward of the wild, yes,” Lorzok agreed. “I love the balance of nature, and I have been blessed with many of its gifts.”

			Jubilee patted his elbow. “Solid. Cities aren’t your favorite, then?”

			“Nature is here, friend.” Lorzok lifted one finger, and an iridescent speckled starling landed on it. “Nature is never gone from a place unless it is eradicated…and even that never lasts for long.”

			“Lorzok’s powers are impressive,” Kell said. “Animals adore him, of course, but animals always know who’s worthy of trust, don’t they? They know faster than we do.”

			Saeldian’s insides went dull and heavy. Kell hated them. He sometimes had moments when grief and fury wrapped him up—those days when he couldn’t help but look for a sign that the Feywild had pushed close enough that he could enter. But today he was cold, unforgiving stone.

			Saeldian watched Kell out of the corner of their eye. He just happened to be in Waterdeep at the right time—was this his scheme? Was this revenge?

			It didn’t matter. Saeldian had no choice about doing the job. They just had to be wary of Kell Redsong, whatever that took.

			“Jubilee’s a fine lockpick and building infiltration specialist,” Saeldian said. “I’m a warlock. My patron’s an archfey, though, not a devil. Kell is…What do you do, Kell, since you don’t sing?”

			“Good deeds,” Kell said.

			Oh, this was going to be wonderful.
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			Kell shaded his eyes against the sun and watched Saeldian walk ahead of him as if taking a stroll alone. The ten years he earned being someone without Saeldian Charmhand had crumbled the moment he walked in the door and saw them, and nothing he thought he’d say or do came to pass.

			Suddenly, nothing mattered but making his ex-partner—his ex-friend—hurt. He needed to get under their skin like he needed to breathe. When they lost their temper, it was like a shot of cask-strength spirit swallowed in a gulp; the feeling was too much, and not enough.

			“Kell?”

			He could hear Lorzok. He could feel the sunshine’s warm touch on his hair and his shoulders. He could smell feast cakes baking, but—

			The Flaming Fist had dragged him to Wyrm’s Rock barefoot. They had herded him into a chamber that had nobody in it but a magistrate and a secretary, who had recorded every careful word he’d said.

			The way the magistrate talked about the theft without saying exactly what the object was for the official records was sneaky. Anyone could hang for any theft, but they didn’t want the details of this theft known. The clever white-haired dwarf in charge gave a guilty verdict and smirked when he told Kell he would see the gallows the next time he saw the dawn.

			Then they shoved him in a cell. He had stood in a puddle on the floor, and the wet was wicking up the hem of the rough uniform they’d made him wear. He was trying hard not to think of what that puddle might be. His entrance had interrupted a conversation among the cell’s occupants, and he stood in that puddle while three sets of narrowed eyes bored into him.

			All men. The man with the fiercest glare had the kind of hair that went dull and colorless cooped inside but brightened to blond in the sun. He’d been punched one time too many, judging by the slant of his nose. In the middle was a handsome dark-skinned gent who smirked after he’d sized Kell up. The last was hardly old enough to shave.

			In that dank cell in Wyrm’s Rock, he had dropped his chin to regard the water he stood in. Just water, and he let his relief sigh out of him before he raised one foot to rub on the other, washing off the dust.

			The handsome man chuckled. That was good. “What’d you do, then?”

			Kell shrugged. “Theft.”

			“What’d you steal?” the broken-nosed one asked. He had that accent of the rough streets, those with rags stuffed in broken windowpanes and soup that had simmered on the stove, turning scraps into something to eat with the bread. They all watched him, deciding—was Kell fresh meat or a man worth respecting?

			He knew the company of criminals when he was in it. And he knew exactly how to bait the line. “Hullhollyn’s Storm Harp.”

			“Bullshit,” the handsome man said.

			“Somebody did steal it,” the youngest objected. “The guards had their skirts all tangled about it last night. I heard them say Hullhollyn, and that the Silver Cat must’ve done it.”

			Kell sprawled on an empty bench and fiddled with one of his braids while his cellmates argued. He knew that the handsome dark-skinned man did the talking, and he didn’t like that Broken Nose made the decisions. But the man with the broken nose had a sharp eye, and Kell wouldn’t forget it.

			Handsome scoffed. “Him, though? Look at him. What did he do, sing them all to sleep and nearly knock over an urn on the way out?”

			“Do you sing?” the youngest one asked.

			“No.”

			It was supposed to be a lie, but the moment Kell said it, he knew it was true. He didn’t sing. Not anymore.

			“If Krent is right, then the guild wants that thief,” Broken Nose said, “so we’ll know for sure if Fist Ralthar comes to gloat. They’ve been paying him to spy for years.”

			“Fist Ralthar’s not in today,” Handsome said. “Convenient that this one’s claiming to be some secret genius burglar even the guild doesn’t know on a day when Fist Ralthar’s out washing his feet.”

			“Thank the gods for that,” Krent said. “The only thing that should smell that way is cheese.”

			Kell laughed. So did Broken Nose, who jerked a thumb in his direction. “And how’s Rusty over there supposed to know who spies for them in here, anyway?”

			Rusty? Kell shrugged. It was as good a name as any, and he wouldn’t need it for long.

			“He’s not the Silver Cat.” Handsome waved the notion away like it was ridiculous. “He’s trying to impress us, and he thinks we’re stupid.”

			Saeldian had always said the suspicious ones made it easier. He shoved down the storm that wanted to break things and scream every time he remembered Saeldian. Last night, they let Kell believe they had the whole world waiting for the two of them. Now he was waiting for the noose.

			Unless he could save his own skin. He didn’t have time for feelings. He had to get out of here. And he needed these marks to fall in line.

			“I never think anyone from the Zhentarim is stupid,” he said, and when they all stopped arguing to stare at him, he knew he’d reeled them right in.

			“How did you know—”

			Handsome shoved Krent. “Shut up.”

			Kell shrugged. “You said Fist Ralthar spied for the guild. And then you called them them. Not us. Therefore…”

			“All right, smarty-pants,” Broken Nose said. “Why should we believe you?”

			“Because I am the Silver Cat. I stole the contents of Lady Tressym’s secret vault, and the Deer’s Leap’s entire cargo before anyone realized those crates weren’t from the bank.”

			“And how did you manage that?”

			“I switched the manifests,” Kell said, “while everyone on guard thought they were still properly guarding. No one was paying attention to an annoying clerk arguing with an exciseman about every last bean.”

			Saeldian had been the annoying clerk, and Kell had been the exciseman, but they didn’t need to know that.

			“Ha!” Handsome elbowed Broken Nose in the ribs. “There! Deception by paperwork! I was right!”

			“People thought it was us, though,” Broken Nose said. “So you stole Hullhollyn’s Storm Harp. Was it much harder than stealing Sharess’s Sigh?”

			Hells. “No idea,” Kell said. “I don’t even know what that is.”

			All three of them leaned forward. “You never heard of it?”

			He hadn’t. Had he? It didn’t matter. He could lie about some things, but not a scam he hadn’t pulled. “Never. What is it?”

			Handsome glanced at Krent, just for a moment. “He never heard of it.”

			“It’s not like I can steal every hatpin in Baldur’s Gate,” Kell said with a scoff. “I need to sleep and eat eggs occasionally. I never heard of your Sharess’s Sigh. Whoever stole it must be good.”

			Broken Nose slapped his thighs and grinned. “No such thing. I made it up to see if you’d claim it.”

			He couldn’t sigh in relief. “I’m not the only smarty-pants in the room, then.”

			Broken Nose puffed up at the compliment, and now Kell had them in his hand. “That’s settled, then. You’re better off timing your escape for closer to dawn than night’s heart, by the way.”

			Krent kept his mouth shut this time.

			Kell looked at the bricks across the room, bored stiff by all this nonsense. “In the morning on payday, the guards get the good breakfast.”

			“That’s the day after tomorrow,” Broken Nose said.

			“That’s enough time for cheese-foot Ralthar to come and gloat at me, then, isn’t it?” Kell yawned, stretched, and continued in a bored tone, “But it’s not a lot of time, so I guess you’d better plan faster. I can open that cell door, by the way.”

			Handsome leaned closer. “If you can open that cell door, we can help you escape.”

			“Since you can’t open that cell door, I think I’m helping you escape.”

			“Getting out of this cell is a favor for a favor,” Broken Nose said. “Getting you out of Baldur’s Gate in one piece is another.”

			He had agreed, because what choice did he have? Kell’s skill at opening locks freed them from Wyrm’s Rock. The Zhentarim smuggled Kell out of town like he was untaxed brandy.

			Baldur’s Gate was ten years behind him. He wasn’t even the same person now. But here, on a comfortably down-at-the-heels promenade in Waterdeep with the song-drenched air smelling of cake and the sunshine warming his hair, he had become Kell the charlatan again. All it took was Saeldian, looking just the same.

			He was in the sun. He was walking free.

			To his left, a contralto trilled out a scale. Brightly dressed young people trooped out of a coffee shop, declaiming lines from a comedy. He was in Waterdeep, walking with Lorzok to a job that would take him home.

			“You’re brooding,” Lorzok said.

			“You’re right, I am.”

			“Is it about anything useful?”

			“No. Is there anything useful to brood on?”

			“Yes. We still don’t know how to get you two inside,” Saeldian interrupted. “Lorzok doesn’t sing. You don’t have the right clothes. You don’t have unlimited invisibility—”

			“Dad does,” Jubilee said. “Not unlimited invisibility. But he’s about Lorzok’s size. Wisdom is about Kell’s size too. They could borrow.”

			“There!” Kell said. “All fixed.”

			“What’s your cover, though?”

			“I thought I’d be strong and silent,” Lorzok said.

			Kell paused to let people pass them before answering. “Right. Traders from out of town with the nerve to crash a party.”

			Saeldian walked ahead, bored with the details.

			Kell was in the sunshine. From all around him came music—tuning lutes, a duet rehearsing, a trio of women in petticoats out on the balcony heckling the rest. He was far from the dark memories of Wyrm’s Rock. He couldn’t dwell on Saeldian. It was time to move, so he moved. It was time to act, so he would meet whatever faced him.

			“You are trying very hard to pretend you’re fine, Kell.”

			The trouble with having a druid come along just when you needed a friend more than anything in the world was that they were very difficult to fool after ten years. “Yeah. I am.”

			“Can you talk about it?”

			They walked another eighteen paces before Kell said, “No.”
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			Now that Kell and Lorzok were walking just outside Saeldian’s Major Image spell, they had turned west off the wide High Road and onto a street full of shops for people with too many gold dragons and not much restraint. Saeldian glanced longingly at a jewelry shop with no mention of a Goldenight sale and waited for Jubilee to match their stride. Jubilee leaned close and asked, “What’s the story—”

			“With me and Kell?” Saeldian finished. “He covered it pretty well already.”

			“I mean, how did it start?” Jubilee pressed.

			How did you meet? People liked to know that about someone who hated you just as much as someone who loved you, and the information was about as useful. “It’s a long story, but it condenses like this. Kell was an urchin. I was an urchin with pretensions.”

			“So you met when you were children?”

			Saeldian winked at a gentleman who looked at Saeldian with interest. He looked hastily away. “Not quite young enough for the sad widows to dote on us. Old enough for—other attentions. We had to stick together.”

			Jubilee nodded. “That’s why you give gold to the older ones.”

			Saeldian continued down the comfortable beggar-less street. “Right. We ran small swindles and petty thefts until we were running full scams and legendary burglaries down in Baldur’s Gate. We juggled the guild and the Zhents and did enough favors for the Harpers that we stayed up on that tightrope.”

			“Until you left?”

			Saeldian answered the question wedged in Jubilee’s tone. “I didn’t sell him out. By my word and my oath. I just left.”

			“Why?”

			Saeldian shook their head. “Patron stuff.”

			Jubilee sighed. “Are you saying your patron ordered you to desert your partner and never look back?”

			Not exactly, but Saeldian couldn’t explain the truth. “I didn’t know what was going to happen.”

			“If you had, would you have made sure he didn’t get caught?”

			The thorny pain in Saeldian’s throat was tiny, but they couldn’t speak around it.

			“Sheld.”

			More barbs sprouted. It hurt to swallow. Kell had gotten caught with the loot. How? They’d been careful. No, they had been perfect. Flawless. They had built their cover identities impeccably for months. They never dropped a cue, never faltered in character, never mixed up when they were supposed to be whom. It was the greatest job the Silver Cat had ever pulled—the theft that would have passed into legend, and no one would have had the least idea they were the ones who did it.

			They’d left Kell everything. They wanted to set him up for life, at least, before they stole away in the soft gray dawn on a ship set down the coast.

			“Sheld. Would you have helped him?”

			“I’m trying to think how,” Saeldian said. Their voice croaked. “I would have tried. But I left a note.”

			“A note.”

			“I did what I could.”

			“What did the note say?”

			Saeldian would never forget. “Sorry. I left it all for you. I know it’s not enough. I wish I could explain. Please be happy, S.”

			“That’s it?”

			Jubilee had to be thinking about whether Saeldian would do that to her. Saeldian would be, if their positions were reversed. “I had to go,” Saeldian repeated.

			“What? Immediately? In secret? Why?”

			Thorns sprouted in Saeldian’s throat again.

			“Right. The secret,” Jubilee said. “Your pact.”

			Saeldian couldn’t even nod to verify that Jubilee was right.

			Everything in Saeldian’s life depended on their pact. Ever since the day they found the most beautiful elf they’d ever seen…even with torn robes and burrs caught in his hair, he was everything elf beauty was supposed to be, unlike Saeldian, who was runty and weak and unbearable to look at. But the elf was something more than a woodland wanderer, and he had offered Saeldian power if they gave up just one thing—and stayed silent about it forever.

			It had been a bargain.

			“So you left your—partner?”

			The street lined with handsome, discreet shops gave way to the high walls and pointy gates of noble villas. Fragrant flowers in gardens Saeldian couldn’t see scented the air and made it sweet. “Not partner like that. Partner in crime, best friend. Yes.”

			“I’m your best friend,” Jubilee said. “And your partner in—well, retrieval services.”

			Saeldian nodded. Osalor had wanted something that was worthless. They agreed. The deal was struck. And Saeldian was safe and would be safe forever.

			“And if your pact—whatever that is—told you to bug out on me, you’d…do it.”

			There it was. “The reason why I had to leave Kell won’t happen to us.”

			“By your bond?”

			“By my bond,” Saeldian said. “I made a mistake. I know what happened and how, and that’s not happening again.”

			There were still mistakes to be made, but not that one. Saeldian patted Jubilee’s arm. “What can I do?”

			“Nothing. It’s on me. I got in my head. He got in my head, with that little speech of his. But he’s wrong. It’s not the two of us against the world. It’s never been like that. We—” Jubilee stared down the street, frowning. “Is that—that’s Verity.”

			Jubilee took off at a sprint toward the terrified howling of Jubilee’s littlest sister. Saeldian let out a relieved sigh before running hard after her.

			“Hey!” Kell shouted.

			“There’s trouble!” Saeldian shouted back.

			Four people running down this street would catch attention, until onlookers saw a tiefling leading the other three to the open gates to Righthoof Manor. One day, they’d be fixed so they closed properly. Saeldian lengthened their stride over the potholes in the lane to the main house and hopped over the still-broken knee-high gate into the orchard. They narrowly sidestepped an abandoned bough hook and skidded to a halt beside Verity, who had cried so hard her face was wet with tears and—well.

			Saeldian flourished a fresh handkerchief and squatted beside her, starting at the child’s leaky eyes and wiping downward.

			“Blow,” Saeldian commanded, and folded the expensive cotton square carefully as they looked up.

			Snowball, that stupid little beast, had scrambled up one of the cherry trees and clung to the end of a branch dense with reddening buds, only a few of them daring to bloom. He meowed at the sight of them, the branch swayed, and Verity shrieked, which scared him even more. Pounding footsteps behind them slowed and stopped.

			“A kitten,” Kell said. “You came running at a child’s distress over a kitten?”

			“He’ll fall!” Verity howled.

			Saeldian sighed but rubbed Verity’s back. “He’ll be fine. He would have come down by himself once he got bored.”

			Jubilee jumped for a branch and dangled from one hand. Snowball was crying now, and Verity shook her head at the adults, who were not listening. “I called for him, and he wouldn’t come!”

			Lorzok laughed, but gently. “Cats understand their names perfectly well, but you can’t tell them what to do. You can only present a tempting offer.”

			Verity looked at Lorzok, filled with hope. “You’re really tall. Can you reach him?”

			Lorzok looked up at the cat with a measuring eye. “I can tell he’s just a little too high for me.”

			“If you put me on your shoulders, I could!”

			“He’ll scratch you to ribbons,” Jubilee called. “He’ll scratch me to ribbons instead, I guess.”

			Saeldian put their fists on their hips and called, “Jubilee! Did you really climb a tree after a kitten?”

			“She loves this kitten.” Jubilee retreated to the sturdier portion of the branch. “I have to go get him.”

			“I swear I have to do everything around here,” Saeldian grumbled. “That cat is terrified now, with all this fuss. He’ll never come to you in that state.”

			In answer, Jubilee let go of the branch she was on, dangling by her hooked knees. “So you’re volunteering? Good.”

			“I did not—”

			Kell chuckled. “I think you did.”

			Great.

			Jubilee landed on the grass with a thump, then knelt with her arms out. Verity dashed into her and plastered herself to her big sister. Over Verity’s shoulder, Jubilee gave Saeldian a look.

			Saeldian huffed. “Fine.”

			Their knee-length skirting became a short jerkin, and gloves covered Saeldian’s hands.

			Kell scoffed. “Rescuing a kitten is a fashion show?”

			“I can’t show up to the dance with scraped hands, and Lixettia just did my nails. If I chip them now…”

			“Oh, this is too good,” Kell said with a chuckle.

			“She’s just a kid,” Saeldian said. “Come on.”

			Kell gave his most embellished gesture of invitation. “Whatever rescues Snowball.”

			“Ass.” Saeldian rolled their eyes and stood under the lowest branch. They caught hold on their second jump.

			“You’re getting better!” Jubilee called.

			“Shut up.”

			Verity twisted around to watch as Saeldian swung their legs a little, getting enough movement to jackknife them up and over the branch.

			“You are getting better,” Jubilee called. “That’s the smoothest jump I’ve ever seen you do.”

			Saeldian was too busy getting their feet centered to sass back. They had to jump for the next bough, the one where Snowball, who needed daily brushing and was too good to eat mice, cringed on a branch. He stared at them with huge frightened eyes, backing away as they approached.

			“Hey, buddy,” Saeldian said. Gentle, soft. “Those aren’t strong enough to hold you. We’re okay. We’re just up in a tree, because it’s fun.”

			Jubilee snorted.

			Saeldian ignored her and went on. “It’s a nice afternoon and there’s nothing to do but sit with my friend Snowball, who is so pretty and fluffy and smart, oh yes, he is.”

			Kell covered his mouth, but his eyes squinted with mirth. Snowball, meanwhile, was not buying any of it.

			“And I’m wearing my good clothes, and there is not a single long white hair on them anywhere! How will people know that I belong to Snowball, buddy? Huh? How’s that going to work?”

			The kitten’s ears swiveled forward, and he meowed. Saeldian pulled out a bit of fleece and made it look and smell like smoked smallfish, which Snowball was not supposed to steal off Mr. Bastion’s toast. Irresistible. Stinky. Forbidden.

			Snowball leaned closer, then moved up the branch before he knew what he was doing. Every step was steady and balanced as any cat who hadn’t forgotten that he was a cat, and when Snowball touched his nose to Saeldian’s fingers, they grabbed the kitten by the scruff and said, “And elsewhere!” in Draconic.

			In the next instant, they were both on the ground. Snowball writhed and scratched at Saeldian’s gloved hand. Saeldian let go, and Snowball raced off toward the main house.

			“There,” Saeldian said. “Snowball is safe.”

			Verity blinked at Saeldian. “How did you do that?”

			“I tricked him,” they said. “If you can give him a bit of smoked fish, he’d appreciate it.”

			Kell slowly clapped his hands. “Way to go, hero.”

			“I don’t have time for you.” Saeldian rolled their eyes. “I have to rest. Will I be permitted to have a nap, O my warden?”

			Kell looked to Jubilee. “I want the room across from their door. Do the floorboards creak?”

			“Like an orchestra. But that room isn’t as nice as the others.”

			“I camp outdoors,” Kell said. “It will be fine.”

			“The sun is still falling and I haven’t rested,” Saeldian said. “Claim whatever room you want. There’s no time to lose. I’ll see you at dinner.”

			They followed after the child and the kitten before Jubilee had the chance to keep asking questions.
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			Kell shaded his eyes and watched Saeldian disappear through a cheerful yellow door after a kitten and a four-year-old tiefling girl. Nothing about the last ten minutes made any sense. Saeldian had just rescued that kitten out of a tree to soothe a child.

			And Saeldian apparently lived here, in this once-grand villa that had two tarpaulins stretched across different parts of the roof. None of this made sense, but that didn’t matter. Saeldian was no longer in his sight.

			Jubilee hooked his elbow, stopping him from following. “Hold. Saeldian said they needed rest. There’s not much time until dinner. Let them be.”

			“Saeldian only needs an hour to rest.”

			“And then,” Jubilee explained patiently, “they’re going to build a complex illusion to dress like a wealthy Waterdhavian and speak to their patron. Who is an archfey, in case you’ve forgotten? Since we’re going to the Feywild, it’s a good idea to get some help from someone there. Leave them be.”

			“Saeldian is attached to my chance to get home, and I’m not throwing that away because they need a nap.” Kell twisted his elbow out of Jubilee’s grasp. “I mean to sit outside whatever door they’re behind and wait. I won’t be noisy.”

			“You will not disturb them,” Jubilee said. “You’re coming with me to fetch the eggs, and then we’re going to find out what needs doing after that.”

			“That sounds like it would be fun,” Kell said, “but I can’t—”

			“You can’t what? Give Saeldian a moment’s peace so they can be at their best tonight? Do you want us to fail?”

			“I don’t want us to fail,” Kell said. “That’s my point.”

			Jubilee squared herself directly before Kell. She was a good four inches taller than him even before counting her tall, spiraling horns, and she knew how to put menace in the step she took toward him. “It’s time for you to explain why you’re being such an ass.”

			“That’s a long story,” Kell said, “and you just said we have to fetch the eggs.”

			Jubilee didn’t seem to think that was funny. Neither did Lorzok, who had been listening to sparrows and robins. He glanced at Kell and said, “Saeldian feeds these birds.”

			“What?”

			“They scatter seed for them in the winter. They talk to them—the sparrows don’t know what they’re saying, but they hear the song of it. They keep the cats away while the seed is out.”

			What was Lorzok on about? “Why are you telling me this?”

			“You’ve had years to change, Kell. There was no way you could stay ungrown.” Lorzok’s tone was gentle. “Saeldian had the exact same number of years as you. Maybe you should consider that they have grown as well.”

			“They didn’t betray you, Kell,” Jubilee said. “Saeldian already told me they had to go. That they left a note—I suppose you didn’t have time to read it.”

			“Did they tell you they had poured their heart out on that page? Did you believe them?”

			“They said that it was just a note, but they remembered exactly what it said ten years later.”

			“A note.” Kell’s tone was so sharp, it could have cut the seed-heavy lawn. “That certainly makes everything better—”

			Lorzok moved away. He laid his hand on the trunk of a cherry tree and busied himself with connecting to it.

			“Lorzok?”

			“Just curious about something,” Lorzok said. “Go on. I’m sure this argument is something you can win.”

			Kell’s skin chilled as he realized he was being awful to Jubilee. “Sorry. Can I have a moment to think?”

			“Come collect eggs while you do.”

			Kell followed Jubilee and tried not to look back at his friend. Lorzok was giving Kell room to stop feeding the furious, spiteful person he used to be—the person he became again the moment he laid eyes on Saeldian Charmhand.

			Sometimes, the only way to be free of your past was to return to it. Here was his past, and he was not free. He wasn’t the person he thought he’d become.

			“I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you.”

			“You don’t need to apologize to me.” Jubilee handed him a basket and unlatched a wire-covered gate. “Mind the black rooster.”

			The black rooster laid one beady eye on Kell, and it was instant hate.

			“Thanks for the tip.” He gave the bird a wide berth. “So! Your home is nice. Lots of character. And you keep chickens in the old—what is this building, a carriage house?”

			“It used to be a laundry. We keep the goats in the old smithy,” Jubilee said. “And a couple of dogs and a colony of mousers. Lots of character is a kind way of saying we live in a heap.”

			“I wouldn’t say heap. Did your family inherit it?”

			“A grateful noble gave it to Dad, land and all.”

			Kell understood. “Owning land in Waterdeep isn’t an easy thing to come by. And this land is titled, isn’t it?”

			“Yes. On paper, we’re House Righthoof, though Dad won’t let anyone call him Lord Righthoof.”

			That name was familiar. “But to be considered a House, you have to have a house.”

			“That’s right. But it’ll never be a grand villa. We’ve got the orchards, and the old garden’s a vegetable patch—no tea parties hosted there anytime.”

			The rooster danced, head low. Kell held his empty basket in front of him like a shield. “Try it, friend. I have an excellent recipe for stringy old birds.”

			Jubilee laughed. “Be nice to Uther Blackcomb.”

			“Tell him to be nice to me. So Saeldian lives here with you?”

			“They’ve lived here three years,” Jubilee said. “It took them a while to accept.”

			“I see.”

			“What does that mean?” Jubilee asked.

			Kell petted a hen, who let him reach under her for her warm, greenish-tinged eggs. “The Saeldian I knew wouldn’t do that.”

			“Interesting. Does it change what you think?”

			That was a trap. “I don’t know what to think yet.”

			The rooster hackled up and rushed him.

			“Whoa!” Kell pointed one finger and laughed theatrically. The rooster tripped, overcompensated, and crashed into a hen that chased him into a corner.

			“Did you just hex my chicken?”

			“No!” Kell said. “That’s for warlocks. It was just a cantrip.”

			Jubilee laughed. “Come on, I’ll protect you.”
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			Lorzok and Verity rejoined them after they gathered eggs. They took down washing from a line docked in the mouth of a roaring stone lion maned by clusters of grapes on one side and the pale green-coated downspout of the carriage house on the other. Waxed cloth patched up a year’s wages’ worth of missing panes of glass in the windows, but every window had a garden box, and the glass-housed orange trees, carefully trained up the side of the sunniest wall, still survived.

			“So owning this land makes your family one of the nobles, but your father doesn’t want to be noble?”

			“He’ll accept the responsibilities, but he doesn’t like being bowed down to,” Jubilee explained. “And the place was something he could fix.”

			“Your father likes to fix things, then?”

			“He sees what things could become if someone cared enough,” Jubilee said. “But not necessarily how much it would really cost.”

			That explained a lot. Kell managed to bite back the first thing he wanted to say. “Your father is a very kind man.”

			“My father is a very wise man.”

			Kell knew a parry when he heard it. “Indeed.”

			Kell and Jubilee scattered dead flies for the trout living in the ornamental irrigation network that wound between the gardens that grew food and flowers side by side. Jubilee cut young lily buds while they fed the fish, pulled weeds, and plucked herbs. Kell and Lorzok carried baskets, and Verity guided them to a bright green kitchen door that opened with a squeaky greeting.

			“Mum!” Jubilee said. “I brought a couple people home for dinner.”

			The woman who answered to “Mum” had her back to the door. She glanced left and said, “Wisdom, can you go catch one more trout?”

			A young man studying a book let his head fall back to stare at the heavy timbers that held up the kitchen’s roof. His hair was as black as Jubilee’s, but his skin was lavender, like Jubilee’s mother’s. He pushed a fine pair of silver-rimmed spectacles onto his nose and sighed. “Ma, I’m reading about principles of conjuration magic.”

			The woman at the center counter laughed. “Oh, conjuration! That’s a fine reason to let guests go hungry.”

			“Make it two more trout,” Jubilee said. “Mum, this is Kell Redsong and Lorzok the Seeker.”

			“I took Lorzok to see the kitties,” Verity said. “He can talk to them! He told them all that they were good.”

			“Lorzok is a champion at praising animals,” Kell said. “The best, really.”

			Wisdom slipped a shiny silk ribbon into his book to mark his place. “Two more trout.” He let his clogs clomp on the slate floor as he stood. Saeldian had been right. Wisdom was taller than Kell but nearly Kell’s size—maybe a bit skinny, judging from the way his robes draped at the shoulder.

			“Blackstaff Academy?” Kell said. “I know those robes. That’s a prestigious school. Are you good?”

			“I’m the best in my year.”

			“How good is that?”

			Wisdom smiled at him. “I can turn you into a toad.”

			“He can’t!” Verity yelled. “He just says that to scare people.”

			“I’ll turn you into a toad.” Wisdom chased Verity across the kitchen while she screeched in delight.

			Lorzok laughed. “Be kind to Saer Wisdom, Kell. I can catch those trout, if you’ll point out where the best spot is.”

			He grinned and gave Lorzok a hand-knotted net. “Deal.”

			Lorzok followed Wisdom out to the trout pond.

			Jubilee beckoned Kell to follow with the baskets and started putting away everything she’d foraged. The tiefling who stood at a gleaming marble counter stretched a blob of bread dough by one corner and folded it in. She smiled at Kell and gave a single sharp upward nod of greeting. Kell echoed it before he could think, and when she winked, Kell felt the base of his throat quiver like he’d told a lie.

			“Kell Redsong,” he said. “But I—I’m not in the game anymore. I just have the habits.”

			“Serenity Righthoof,” the middle-aged tiefling replied. “I was a Harper-trained infiltration specialist before Bastion and I retired from the Golden Guardians.”

			Kell swiveled to stare at Jubilee. “Your mother is Serenity Surefingers? Your father is the Bastion of Light? And you—”

			“Stop,” Jubilee said. “Please, it’s not a big deal.”

			Serenity Surefingers! “I know a song about you, ma’am.”

			“Lord of light, don’t ma’am me. Which song?”

			“ ‘Pickled Garlic and True Love.’ ”

			“I like that one,” Serenity said. “The chorus is a mug-thumper.”

			“The one about you saving Pa from a vampire?” Jubilee asked incredulously. “What about ‘Undermountain Light’?”

			“It’s weepy,” Serenity and Kell said, and smiled at each other. He’d paid the night’s rent singing about Serenity Surefingers, and here she was, making bread.

			Jubilee groaned and put an egg in a wire rack. “The melody is beautiful.”

			“You didn’t tell me you were adventurer royalty, Jubilee.”

			“Jubilee is a proud girl.” Serenity gave Jubilee a fond smile. “She thinks letting people know that she’s a child of the Golden Guardians will raise expectations of her own skills too high. As if her mother would send her into the world without teaching her everything she knows. She can pick a seven-pin quickened barrel tumbler faster than I ever could, did she tell you that?”

			“Mum!”

			Serenity slapped the now-shaped loaf into a cloth-lined basket and took up another. “And now I’m embarrassing her, as if she were a lass of fifteen. You can’t be proud of your children at that age.” She leaned closer and stage-whispered, “It’s mortifying.”

			Kell couldn’t help chuckling. “Everything is mortifying when you’re young.”

			Jubilee made a face. “I’m not fifteen anymore. You’re just embarrassing me on purpose.”

			“I remember too well.” She turned her attention back to Kell, and if she hadn’t spotted every hidden blade and dart in his attire, he’d eat his boots. “Kell, hm? You’re obviously a specialist of some experience. Have you joined my daughter and her partner, Saeldian, for a new venture?”

			Her eyes gleamed with vicarious anticipation. Behind her, Jubilee drew her thumb across her throat and tapped her fingers against her thumb. Don’t tell her. Quack about something else.

			“I knew Saeldian from a long time ago,” Kell said. “I was shocked to my bones to see them.”

			“How long ago?”

			“Ten years.”

			Serenity Righthoof’s eyes softened. “In the hard times.”

			What?

			“They’re different now, I think you’ll find. Took me two years to get that one calm enough to stay the night without bolting, but by Lathander’s beams, they’re settled.”

			Two years? They must have run out of gold. “Where were they staying before?”

			Serenity’s smile was like a drawbridge raising. “That’s not my story to tell. Ten years. So you knew them when they were in Baldur’s Gate, before it all went sour.”

			“When it all went sour?” Kell managed to keep his tone curious rather than disbelieving.

			But Serenity backed away from the bait. “I suppose the two of you haven’t had a chance to catch up yet. Maybe they’ll want to talk to you about their trouble, seeing as you knew each other back then. Did you know their partner?”

			Jubilee’s shoulders came up. “Mum, that’s him. He’s Saeldian’s old partner.”

			Serenity looked at him again, and the dough landed on the counter with a loud thump. That look made him fight to keep from explaining that he was the injured party, not Saeldian. He tried to hold still while she decided what to do about him. Him!

			He didn’t have time to try to talk this entire household out of the mistake they’d made, trusting Saeldian. “It’s a long story, and too complicated to sum up. I think we both hurt each other.”

			He used to lie like that all the time, and it never used to make him feel like he’d just swallowed a moldy egg.

			“I don’t know exactly what happened. He’s really mad at Saeldian for whatever.”

			Kell kept his teeth together. Serenity nudged the dough into a tidy ball, concentrating on making it perfect. “And how does Saeldian feel?”

			“Hurt,” Jubilee said. “Spiky. Mean. Angry. Guilty.”

			“Poor lamb,” Serenity said with a sigh.

			Poor what?

			She snapped a stern look back at Kell. “You secured an invitation to this house. My daughter is not a poor judge of people. But I’m watching you, young man.”

			Serenity probably wasn’t even ten years older than him, but Kell ducked his head and said, “Yes, Mrs. Righthoof.”

			The second loaf landed in the other basket. “That’s done. Do you know how to clean water lily buds? We eat them until we’re too sick to see another, but they’re best this early in the year.”

			An escape. “I could use some instruction, Mrs. Righthoof.”

			“You’ve nimble fingers. You’ll need them,” Mrs. Righthoof said. “Come along to the pump.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				Beauty Rest

				In Which Saeldian Remembers Decorum
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			Saeldian had to rest, and it wasn’t working. The circle of light on the floor of Saeldian’s bedchamber had moved two floorboards away from their bed. Half an hour, or close enough.

			Saeldian let their head fall back onto the pillow and stared at the patches of pale blue and gilt that still graced the ceiling. Another section had fallen in the corner near the terrace doors. A problem for after the roof replacement, or a sign that it was getting worse?

			There was no time to think about the dratted ceiling, the stupid heist, or Kell bloody Redsong! They had to relax. Not sleep, but fall into drifting, dreamlike thoughts. They had to rest. They had to—

			Saeldian’s door creaked, heralding an intruder. Hags and high fey, what now? Verity? Wisdom? Jubilee, unable to stand not knowing the truth? Kell, who decided he needed a good kick in the—

			A tiny, insistent meow. Snowball had broken in, butting his dense and sturdy head against the door that didn’t stay closed unless Saeldian lifted it into the strike plate. He leapt to the embroidered linen coverlet, and his meow smelled of smoked fish.

			“Hark! The rescued,” Saeldian grumbled. “Gratitude, or more demands, Saer Snowball?”

			The kitten, uncaring, ambled right up onto Saeldian’s chest, puffing his fishy breath right up Saeldian’s nose, and purred loudly enough for three cats.

			“Brat.”

			His fur was soft under their hand. Tiny wicked claws poked into their skin in a contented rhythm that kept time with his purring. He settled into a warm, rumbly little loaf and pressed his jaw into their scratching fingers.

			“More tribute for his majesty,” Saeldian muttered, but it didn’t pause Snowball’s purring. “What am I to do, then? Become a cat, like you? Handsome, and stupid, and promptly forgiven for everything—not a bad bargain, actually.”

			Snowball’s breath made his whole body swell. His eyes slid nearly shut.

			“If I were a cat, I wouldn’t be in this mess,” Saeldian grumbled. “Everything was fine, and then Kell Redsong, of all people. Reformed! Him! Now he’s some kind of wandering do-gooder with his Silvanus-hugging partner. Saving random widows from eviction, living in the bounty of nature, looking down his nose at everything—”

			The cat yawned.

			“You’re dead right he’s boring. Boring as watching crops grow. If it’s not all an act and this is some elaborate revenge scheme that will, among other things, end my career as an erstwhile kitten rescuer. Then what will you do? You’ll have to live in that stupid tree.”

			Snowball’s tail twitched. He set his head down, and his breath puffed on Saeldian’s throat.

			“I don’t know what to do,” Saeldian whispered. “I can’t run. I can’t explain. Jubilee wants answers I can’t give. Everything’s gone wrong.”

			They stroked Snowball’s head and down his spine in time with their breath. The kitten didn’t even weigh two pounds, but his weight pressed them down into the bed so firmly they couldn’t get up if they wanted to. Their eyelids were too heavy to prop open. They were falling into reverie, thanks to this awful little beast.

			“I shouldn’t have kissed him,” Saeldian said.
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			The next thing they knew, the door was creaking again as Snowball pried it open with his paws. Saeldian sat up. The light from the window had shifted five more boards.

			“Cat, you have perfect timing,” Saeldian said, and scrambled out of bed to wash, don fresh underclothes, and put on their armor once more. They stood before a carved wooden panel split down the middle and pulled it open, revealing tall arched mirrors.

			They had places where the silver backing had worn thin, but it was silver. They were tall and gilt-framed and beautiful, and Saeldian made sure every full moon got to watch her reflection in them for her three fullest nights, to keep the magic strong.

			Saeldian adjusted the side mirrors, making the images in their frames perfect, and held the amulet in their fist. Saeldian focused on their armor, shaping it into a long open robe and underskirt. They imagined stays scaled with shivering coins. They put on Helarel Brightleaf’s face, sculpted with cosmetics and anchored with a tidy, slightly pointed beard.

			Good enough. Now for the rest.

			Saeldian studied their reflection, perceiving the room behind them only on the edges. They kept the amulet in their hand and kept their focus wide enough to take in the whole reflection while their link to Osalor’s spell activated. The hastily remade bed, the still-colorful floral wallpaper, a tall bookshelf only half full—they were the background, less real, less important.

			The wallpaper blurred, then became the view between slender ivory pillars and panes of glass wreathed in vines and flowers, the glowing rose and gold of a setting sun silhouetting a garden beyond. That was real. That was important.

			It was time. Saeldian was going to the Feywild soon. They could see Osalor again, in person. They would walk side by side through that beautiful garden heaped with flowers and just talk to each other about…about anything.

			And bustling around in the left panel, dusting, was Nobble, whose tall ears swiveled backward before she herself did, nose and whiskers twitching. “Eh? Is it that scapegrace apprentice? Nobble knows you’re there. Nobble always knows!”

			“Nobble,” Saeldian said. “It’s me. Where is Osalor?”

			The harengon came right up to the mirror, glowering so fiercely Saeldian fought the urge to lean back. “Oh, it’s you, then, is it? Wanting something—oh, Nobble knows you never call on Master Beguiling unless there’s something you want.”

			Cool air blew in from a tiny hole in one of the windowpanes. Saeldian let it touch their smile. “Why else would I call, if not for Master Osalor’s guidance and wisdom?”

			Nobble’s ears flopped over her softly furred cheeks as she scolded. She wore the tidy, spotless white-and-silver uniform she always did, with silver rings piercing her long ears. When those ears came down in disapproval, silver charms of an owl, a rabbit, a fox, and a mouse, each with diamonds in their eyes, shivered with her anger. “Saeldian the wheel-spinner never bothers with Master Beguiling unless there’s a want or a need—if Nobble had to pour tea because you came calling on Master Beguiling, Nobble might faint dead away!”

			“And does Master Beguiling want to sit and chatter with me? We could set up a lanceboard game and gossip through the mirror.”

			“You’re teasing Nobble. Nobble knows Master Beguiling is alone all the time, no visitors, never, not even you, his only pledge.”

			Really, Saeldian didn’t have time to be harangued by Osalor’s latest servant. Were all harengon so presumptuous? It had been one year since she’d come to serve in Osalor’s domain, and she meddled harder than a pathlighter. “Master Beguiling has you,” Saeldian pointed out. “You’re always there. And perhaps I could come.”

			Nobble stilled and turned to look at the mirror where Saeldian stood in its frame, reflecting the wrong room back into Osalor’s study. “You? Come to see Master Beguiling, your blood and bone here in the grove? Oh! Whatever you want, it must be big trouble. Too much!”

			“I don’t have a lot of time. Could you please just—”

			“I am here,” came a voice. “Thank you, Nobble. I would speak to my protégé uninterrupted.”

			“Of course, Master Beguiling!” Nobble ducked her head and found something to tidy at the far end of the softly lit room. Saeldian shifted their posture as their patron came into view.

			Osalor the Beguiling appeared, dressed in a robe the color of jasmine blossoms, its translucent gathers overlaid with silver filigree stays. Saeldian tried to figure out how he moved to make the hem that floated a touch above the floor ripple like that, how he could move like the air shivered in delight at his presence, but perhaps an elf could not presume what an archfey could do without thinking about it. Perhaps every bit of their effort to be Osalor’s undeniable protégé would never quite meet the expectation.

			“I’m so glad you called on me,” Osalor said. “Dear Saeldian. How fetching you look. An ensemble for a Goldenight party?”

			Saeldian shimmied one hip, letting the coins dripping from their illusioned ensemble tinkle. “What gave it away?”

			“What indeed,” Osalor said with a chuckle. “What if you wore all those coins against a darker blue?”

			A moment’s concentration adjusted their outfit’s illusion. “This?”

			“Wonderful,” Osalor said. “Did you only need a suggestion for your party outfit?”

			“I’m on a job,” Saeldian said. “It’s during the party, and it’s weird.”

			“What do you mean by weird?”

			“We were hired today to steal a spell gem. No time to case anything in person. The only time to steal it is tonight, in the middle of a big party full of Waterdhavian wizards, nobles, and noble wizards—”

			“You’re nervous.”

			“Who wouldn’t be? The client picked the team. Me and Jubilee, but they also hired Kell Redsong.”

			Osalor tilted his head. He didn’t frown—such an expression would be too obvious. “I don’t recall—”

			“Kell and I worked together in Baldur’s Gate.”

			“Right! Your old partner. How is he?”

			“Angry,” Saeldian said. “He got pinched with the harp shortly after I set sail. And he thinks I informed on him before I left.”

			Osalor looked offended. “You would never.”

			“He didn’t have a chance to hear anything different. But that’s not all. We’re stealing the target—the Kiss of Enduring Love—so we can put it back where it belongs before anyone figures it out.”

			“Ah! A good deed.” Osalor held out his hands, inspecting his nails. “Did you say the Kiss of Enduring Love?”

			“Do you know of it?” Saeldian asked.

			He looked back into the mirror. “Never heard of it. Awful name. It rings with sentimentality. Who was it stolen from?”

			“We don’t know exactly, but who isn’t as important as where.” Saeldian paused to let the curiosity unfold but couldn’t hold their grin. They’d risen on their toes with the news. “We’re supposed to return it to a domain in the Feywild!”

			“Oh! You’re coming here.” His expression went bright with a surprised smile. “Do you know yet which domain?”

			“We haven’t been informed,” Saeldian said. “I suppose the client will tell us when we have the gem. What we don’t know, we can’t say.”

			“True. The Feywild, though.” Osalor kept smiling. “That’s an interesting place to finish the job. What exactly did your employer say about the domain? Perhaps there’s a clue you missed.”

			“She only said a small domain in the Feywild. And then there’s the name of the spell gem, of course.” Saeldian wrinkled their nose.

			“They can’t expect you to return a tacky spell gem all on your own. They’ll have to tell you something after you succeed.”

			“You’re right, of course,” Saeldian said. “But since I’ll be in the Feywild, perhaps I could come join you for a visit? If everything goes well.”

			The feeling of being near enough to touch through the mirror diminished. “If everything goes well, you’d be better off stepping out of the Feywild the second you deliver the prize.”

			He didn’t want to see them.

			Saeldian didn’t let the sting in their eyes become tears. Saeldian did not cry like a needy, burdensome child. Saeldian was clever. Saeldian knew how to hear what people didn’t say. Saeldian understood exactly what Osalor meant, so they pulled themself together.

			Osalor didn’t want to lose Saeldian, and that meant Saeldian needed to be safe and smart. An archfey could handle thieves inside their domain as they pleased. And the danger that had forged Saeldian and Osalor together still lurked there.

			Osalor had never said so, but Saeldian was sure that the amulet Saeldian always wore had been stolen all those years ago. There was no reason to assume that theft had been forgiven. It would be better for Saeldian to quit the Feywild the moment the job was done. That was prudent. It was sensible. Sentimentality was for marks and fools.

			But behind Osalor, the glass house’s leaf-shaped panes glimmered. Beyond the panes so large and clear they were nearly invisible was Osalor’s garden, bordered with apple trees that never stopped blooming, white star jasmine nestled beneath, and moon-white roses trained over archways. They could only imagine the smell in the air, as they always did whenever they used the mirror to talk to each other, just as they imagined walking with Osalor in the heart of that garden, sparkling with fireflies all around them.

			It would be safer for them to do the job and leave. It would be safer for Osalor. He had hung the amulet around their neck, promising that its power would keep them safe, and it would be poor repayment to bring whatever revenge Saeldian would drag behind them for a social call.

			“You’re right, of course,” Saeldian said. They couldn’t visit. That should have been obvious from the beginning. “Do you think taking the job is unwise?”

			“It’s risky,” Osalor said. “What is the payment?”

			“Simply gold dragons,” Saeldian said. “A staggering sum of gold dragons.”

			“Gold wins many arguments,” Osalor said. “But you’re smart, and I trained you well. No point in walking away from all that coin.”

			Saeldian let their belly rest against the wall of stays holding the bodice of their Goldenight ensemble in place. “Do you have any advice for finding a particular domain?”

			Osalor lifted his hand, exactly as if he were lifting Saeldian’s chin. Saeldian returned to their disciplined posture. Someone else wouldn’t have seen Saeldian’s lapse, but Osalor noticed. He always did. “There are a lot of domains. Some aren’t much bigger than a hut. And in every one of them is an archfey whose word and will is the law. Be kind to everyone you meet. It may not be immediately obvious who the ruler is on sight. And be careful with your power.”

			“I always am.”

			“But you wanted to know where to begin,” Osalor said. “Eightbridge—dated name; it’s full of bridges now—is a quilt of domains that make a city in all but name. It’s the best place to start looking.”

			“How will I find it?”

			“By your need to find it,” Osalor said. “The Feywild will give you what you want from it. So, need Eightbridge, which you will know by the crooked spire that rises as tall as any tower in your Waterdeep, shining with weaveglass.”

			He held out his hand, and a slender glass spire, leaning at an angle, rose above the rooftops of buildings made from far humbler stuff. Saeldian planted it in their memory, remembering it rising above the horizon and growing larger with every step closer. Saeldian remembered a place they had never been, looking forward to the friendly bustle and fine food and how simple it was to get there.

			Osalor let the spire vanish when Saeldian nodded and smiled at him. “One more thing. Your power may be different here than you’re used to. Be careful. You may find your spells are stronger, or weaker, but certainly stranger than they are in Faerûn. But if you wind up in trouble beyond trouble, call on me.”

			If they were in trouble. Saeldian touched the amulet resting under their midnight finery. “But if that happens and I have to run to you, what if the archfey—”

			“Is more powerful than I am? Then we run, my dear. We run straight to whichever of my friends is more powerful than they are. If you don’t need my rescue, call on me when you’re finished so I know you’re safe.”

			“I will.”

			Osalor’s posture softened. He swayed toward them. “But it has been a long time since we met, hasn’t it? Very well. Once this is all over and you’re well free, we’ll find a safe way to have a visit at last.”

			At last. Saeldian would walk through Osalor’s garden beside him, play lanceboard at the same board he used, and see him again for the first time since they were a child. Osalor had no idea how much their pact had done for them. How he had given Saeldian safety, and power, and he never asked them for a single thing outside of the pact.

			“I can’t wait,” Saeldian said, and Osalor’s smile stayed steady even as the mirror’s spell faded.
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			Saeldian gave themself a few minutes to let the feeling of being just a tiny bit disappointing fade. Osalor had to know how hard Saeldian tried to fill the potential he saw in them. He saw the improvement. Osalor noticed the tiniest things others never saw, since they weren’t so finely tuned to the ideal. “Good enough” was all it took to please nearly everyone. Saeldian lifted their head and opened their bedroom door, braced for Kell’s presence.

			“You look so pretty!”

			Verity burst out of the smaller library the moment Saeldian took two steps into the hall. She grabbed Saeldian’s hand and hared off to the stairwell, and Saeldian hiked up their hem and hurried beside her.

			“Are we late for dinner?”

			“Almost. I like it when you make that beard! It makes your makeup even prettier. I want a beard too.”

			“Do you want to learn the illusion?”

			“Yeah!” Verity clomped on the floor as if she still had the hooves family legend swore they once had before they turned to the god Lathander in service.

			“Have you been trying the concentration drill Wisdom taught you to feel the Weave?”

			“It doesn’t work. You have to be still! And you can’t think thoughts! How do you stop thinking thoughts?”

			Saeldian hid a smile. “You have to forget to think thoughts.”

			“I tried,” Verity complained.

			“We’ll try again together when I’m back, all right? It’s not easy. You have to work hard.”

			“Okay,” Verity said, and went upstairs rather than down.

			“Why are we going up?”

			“Dad needs you. He and Wisdom loaned Lorzok and Kell their garb, but—”

			“It doesn’t fit exactly right?”

			“Yeah! And you can fix it, like you fixed all Jubilee’s old dresses so they fit me.”

			Saeldian let Verity drag them along to the library—which had very few books, since they were too precious to risk under the roof. Bastion sat next to his desk, which was heaped with fabric scraps and boxes filled with the odds and ends of sewing. Lorzok was wearing Bastion’s dress ensemble, and his shiny brown hair was freshly braided with charms and glittering foil coins.

			“I helped,” Verity said. “I got to pick the next charm to braid in.”

			“Verity was a great help,” Lorzok said. “She was the one who decided that the coins should be tied to the ends.”

			“Because I’m smart,” Verity said. “I have to help in the kitchen.”

			She stampeded out the door and back to the stairs.

			“I hear you’re the expert,” Lorzok said. “Saer Bastion and I are close in size. We figured out how to fix the trousers already.”

			“You look very good,” Saeldian said, ostentatiously sizing up his morning-blue doublet, snug breeches, and ribbons with coins laddered up the outside seams. “You need longer sleeves.”

			Lorzok held out his hands so Saeldian could pull on his pristine white shirt cuffs. A pile of fine lawn shirts, soft with many washings, lay folded nearby. The top one had a section with no mendings, so Saeldian cut it up before taking the scissors to Lorzok’s sleeves. A quick mending cantrip later and even Saeldian couldn’t tell where the extra part had been put in.

			Lorzok inspected the fine lace on his cuffs. “That’s so much better. Thank you.”

			“Lorzok, you said you were interested in my books,” Bastion said. “Did you want to borrow one?”

			“I’d like to look, at least,” Lorzok said. “Do you have any Tenebrux Morrow?”

			“By those windows there.”

			“One moment, before you get lost in a book,” Saeldian said. “Is the back of the doublet all right? Can you dance?”

			Lorzok raised his arms gracefully, spun around, and offered his hand. Saeldian took it and grinned as they turned a dance step to Lorzok’s tuneless humming, but they stopped when Kell emerged from the office, dressed in Wisdom’s finest.

			His hair fell to his shoulders in loose, feathery waves, and it gleamed where the light caressed it. He’d shaved the adventurer’s stubble off his face, exposing the delicate dimple in his chin, but his borrowed robes did not fit. Wisdom had excellent color sense and had ordered his dressy non-magical robes in deep plum-shot black silk that would flatter his lavender skin. They made Kell’s golden-toned skin look smooth and warm, but if Kell took a deep breath, Wisdom’s beautiful, shimmering robes would split.

			“Oh dear,” Saeldian said.

			“It’s a disaster. I know. You don’t have to say it. What if I left it unbuttoned and used a belt?”

			That fine black weskit and blouse had to be Kell’s, at least. The black didn’t quite go, but Saeldian had an idea.

			“Letting it hang free will hide it better. Wisdom’s a beanpole. A nice deep hem will weight the whole robe dramatically, so that part’s simple. But those shoulders, and across the back…” Saeldian eyed the heap of scraps left over from its making. “That’s the problem. I hope I have enough.”

			Too small all across the back, and they couldn’t use scissors this time. Saeldian found a little two-pronged hook in one of the sewing boxes. They slipped one end into the seam at the shoulder and paused. Kell was bigger across the shoulders, and not because he was getting softer with the years. He had carrying muscle, the kind of strength that came from work, which made sense if he was keeping up with the traveling pace of an orc.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“I’m thinking,” Saeldian said, but started carefully picking the stitches out.

			Kell’s looks had always transformed when he needed to dress up, and he’d pulled out all the stops. He’d used soap that smelled like the sweet grasses of Tethyr, and he held very still while Saeldian tried to ignore it.

			The seam around the armscye picked out cleanly. Saeldian lifted Kell’s other arm to get at the stitches holding the sleeve, and Kell flinched away like he thought Saeldian was going to tickle him.

			“Hold still.”

			“I’m trying.”

			“No, you’re not.”

			Kell laughed at that, and Saeldian didn’t let themself laugh back.

			Once they’d unpicked the other sleeve, they measured the gaps. “I’m going to Mend extra pieces in. It’ll do, as long as no one studies it.”

			“Do you have enough?”

			Saeldian eyed the pile. “I should work the back seam first.”

			Once far enough away that Kell’s warm, perfumed skin was overtaken by old wood and beeswax, Saeldian sorted through the scraps from Wisdom’s robe.

			“There’s a big one just there,” Bastion said. “What more do you need?”

			Saeldian found the largest piece and draped it over their shoulder. “Four more pieces? Each shoulder and under the arm.”

			“I’ll find them. You go ahead and fix our man there.”

			“I can find them—”

			“You need the time to do it right,” Bastion said. “Go on. I’ll find them.”

			Banished back to the afternoon light by the window and that shiny-haired, good-smelling lout. Saeldian changed their angle to get the best view and breathed through their mouth.

			Unpicking the sleeves had eased the strain of the back seam, but Saeldian would have to open it from the waist to the collar before they could really fit it properly. How was it laying now? Saeldian ran their fingers across the shoulder seams, and Kell jumped.

			“I didn’t mean to scare you.”

			“I’m not scared,” Kell protested. “I wasn’t expecting it.”

			“Have it your way, obviously steely-nerved hero,” Saeldian said, snickering. “I’m going to start picking this seam open. Just a little touch—”

			But when Saeldian pressed the unpicking hook to Kell’s back, he shivered.

			“All right there?”

			“Fine,” he said. “Wasn’t expecting it.”

			“Even though I told you. Going again.”

			Kell tensed just a little before relaxing again. Really, this was too dramatic.

			“I’m not going to stab you, Kell.”

			“Of course not,” came the indifferent reply. “Not in front of Bastion, anyway.”

			“Never,” Saeldian said. “He’d make me sand the blood off the floor myself.”

			Bastion huffed out a laugh and picked out another fabric scrap.

			Saeldian flipped the hook over to draw the thread out. “I hope there are no experienced tailors there to notice what I’m doing.”

			“What—what are you doing?” Kell’s voice scraped over the words.

			Saeldian paused. “Frog in your throat? Do you need some water?”

			“No. Actually, yes.”

			Bastion set his task down so quickly, a scrap of shot silk fluttered to the floor. “Don’t move. I’ll get it.”

			They needed all the time they could get to fix Kell’s ensemble, but why was everyone acting so weird? Maybe if Saeldian explained, it would help.

			“Mending is usually just fixing a garment with a hole in it, or a burn mark, that kind of thing. I’m re-tailoring this robe to fit you.”

			“So?”

			“So you’re not going to have seams down the center back or on the shoulders. It’s just going to be the right shape. A tailor will know it’s odd at a glance. Mending now.”

			Saeldian let the spell flow out of their fingers, and the pieces merged, inch by inch. Kell’s back shifted as he tensed again. Why?

			“Can you feel that?”

			“Yes.”

			“I’m sorry,” Saeldian said. “I’m nowhere near done.”

			Bastion returned with a clay jug and a cup. Kell drank it in one quaff and held it out for a refill from the jug. Saeldian concentrated on fitting the robe in silence until they could say, “It’s done.”

			Kell was halfway out of the library in a breath. “Thanks.”

			Saeldian stared at the doorway, hearing only the echo of Kell’s hurried steps. What had they expected? Kell hated them. Saeldian helping him probably made it worse.

			On Kell’s exit, Lorzok looked up from his book and sighed. “I guess we’ll see you at dinner.”

			“Which is right about now,” Bastion said. “Find him and drag him to the table, will you?”

			Saeldian put the seam cutter and scissors back in the mending box. How were they supposed to do this job together if Kell couldn’t wait to get away from them?

			Bastion helped them clean up the scraps. “It seems you two are sailing on choppy water.”

			“He can’t stand me,” Saeldian said. “I guess I would feel the same if I were him.”

			“Take a moment to settle,” Bastion said. “You can’t be late for dinner if you walk in the room before me.”
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			Kell found a sturdy doorjamb and rubbed his back on it like a bear who’d found an excellent tree trunk while Lorzok waited for him to explain.

			“Itchy.”

			“I’m sure you are,” Lorzok said. “It’s such a reasonable explanation for the way you’re behaving.”

			“Lorzok—”

			“They said they deserted you, but they didn’t report you,” Lorzok continued. “You can’t observe Saeldian with all your anger in the way. I can. They were shocked.”

			“So I should forgive them?” Kell glared up at Lorzok. “Because they only did nine-tenths of the horrible thing they did to me?”

			“I’m not saying that. Saeldian told Briona that we can’t succeed if we can’t trust each other. I know this can’t be easy. But you can’t even let them help you with your disguise. Are you capable of putting that all aside for tonight?”

			Kell slumped against the doorjamb. “You’re right to ask.”

			“I’m no expert in heisting,” Lorzok said. “But even though we both look extremely handsome right now, I imagine this is dangerous, and Saeldian might need to touch you. Or you might have to touch them. Can you do it?”

			Rubbing against the doorway did help. It was like an itch. Maybe he’d always have a tree handy. “I have to.”

			Lorzok nodded as he let it go. “I trust you.”

			“Oh, the secret weapon,” Kell said. “Let’s go, we’ll be late.”

			When they reached the bottom of the stairs, Verity popped out of the dining room and put her fists on her hips. “Everyone is late! Ma’s making paper potatoes, and I get mine first because I was here first.”

			“And we’re getting ours last?” Lorzok asked. “That’s fair.”

			But Verity shook her head. “Saeldian and Pa haven’t come down either.”

			Serenity said, “They’re in the kitchen. Bastion’s frying the fish, and Saeldian’s fetching things for him. Sit down, boys.”

			Kell hadn’t been a boy in ages, but he said, “Should I do anything first, Mrs. Righthoof?”

			Serenity looked up from the potato she was slicing so thin, Kell could almost see through it. “Will you pour out water for everyone?”

			Easy. Kell was filling the fourth cup when the scent of exquisitely seasoned, freshly fed trout announced Bastion’s imminent arrival, and behind him came Jubilee and Saeldian, bearing serving dishes.

			“Seven-spice trout,” Bastion announced.

			Verity wrinkled her nose. “Seven is too many flavors.”

			“That’s why it’s good,” Saeldian said. “Maybe you’re old enough to like it now. Did you try looking at the candle and concentrating?”

			“It’s too hard,” Verity said. “I can’t stop thinking thoughts.”

			Saeldian set the smallest piece of fish onto Verity’s plate. “I said already, you have to forget to think thoughts.”

			“That’s easy for you to say,” Wisdom joked.

			“Brat. Oooh, I’m Wisdom!” Saeldian said in a mocking tone. “I’m an apprentice wizard, so you’ll just have to forgive me for being right. All the time! As if—”

			“As if it’s my fault!” Verity and Jubilee shouted together, full of giggles.

			Saeldian grinned, until they caught sight of Kell staring at them.

			“You look lovely, Jubilee,” Serenity said over the bubbling rush of those thin potatoes boiling in a small cauldron of oil. “Why do you want to go covering up how nice you look with my old hat?”

			“Ma,” Jubilee said, with too much patience, “I ought to be incognito. Look at Saeldian right now.”

			“Ravishing, my dear, as always,” Serenity said. “I do like that beard on you, even if you don’t look like yourself.”

			“Thank you, Mrs. Righthoof.”

			Serenity emptied a wire basket of freshly fried potatoes into a bowl for Verity. “And you’re not getting out that easy, Jubilee. How do you expect to make a name for yourself if you’re always hiding who you really are?”

			“Even if I didn’t have to be in disguise, they won’t see who I really am, Ma! They’ll see Bastion and Serenity’s little girl—”

			“That is who you are.”

			“They see the legend I inherited,” Jubilee said. “Not what I earned for myself.”

			“You never do anything where you can show your face, girl. Why is that?”

			Bastion stirred, letting his fork scrape on his plate. “Renni.”

			Saeldian had gone perfectly still. Everyone else shifted, passing plates or bowls around, but Saeldian looked like they were trying to hide in plain sight. Kell knew an old argument when he heard one, but why was Saeldian so tense about it?

			“Kell,” Lorzok murmured, and Kell turned to accept a plate heaped with the most perfectly cooked spears of tall cabbage. The fish came next, and Kell regretted taking only one piece.

			“It comes with the job,” Jubilee said.

			“You’re going to have to explain that,” Serenity said. “What have you been doing?”

			Kell glanced at Saeldian, who had speared a water lily pod with their fork, intent on not getting involved. Was he about to watch Serenity understand the truth about Saeldian?

			But they set it down. “She’s worried about this one, Serenity. Lady Tarm bought a spell gem without checking its provenance, or was deceived into thinking it was a legitimate sale. We have to retrieve it—but it leaves Lady Tarm robbed, with probably no way to get justice against the person who swindled her.”

			Serenity Righthoof listened, but from the way her lips pursed, she didn’t like what she heard.

			“Usually we’re stealing from thieves,” Jubilee said, now fortified by Saeldian’s backup. “But Lady Tarm didn’t know she was doing anything wrong. I don’t know how we help her.”

			“That’s not a comforting reason for the disguise,” Serenity pointed out. “Nor a reason for all the skulking about.”

			Wisdom crunched on one of his own paper potatoes. “Because they’re not hanging around the Yawning Portal looking for toe-to-toe battles, Ma. Think about the work they did breaking up that blackmailing ring. They have to be discreet. I’d like to do something that clever.”

			“But people should know it was my eldest who did it,” Serenity said. “Let me boast about something in the market besides your exemplary grades.”

			Kell couldn’t say anything. But he wanted to warn these kind people who had taken Saeldian in and believed that they needed the comfort of a family. The Righthoofs loved Saeldian Charmhand, and none of them had the slightest clue about the truth.

			But Lorzok said, “What about the blackmailing ring?” and Serenity, beaming with pride, started the story. Saeldian ate, nodding in the right places. But he knew how Saeldian behaved when they were hiding their real feelings, and how to spot the truth in the cracks.

			Saeldian was sad and putting a good face on it. But why?
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				We Meet Again

				Where Saeldian and Jubilee Have to Mingle
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			Kell hated to admit that Saeldian had been right about not needing a carriage. The four of them strolled along with many happy people dressed with shiny coins hanging from their sleeves or shivering on their hems, and music spilled from the open doors and windows of parties all along the short walk to their destination.

			The Tarm villa couldn’t have been more different from Righthoof Manor. Its stone was smooth-faced and a little bit green, as were the carved grapes, goblets, and cheerful maidens crowned in wheat. A few carriages waited to be admitted, but most people walked through the gates after being greeted by the guards.

			Saeldian fell in behind one such group, twirled a lock of hair, and gave the gate guard a flirtatious smile. Kell saw exactly when the enchantment clouded his thoughts. The four of them stepped into the warmth of a party in full swing, laughter and talk rising in concert with musicians playing dancing music. Eight players?

			Three steps more, and Kell nodded at being right. Two steps later, the lights in the ballroom dimmed, then flared brightly in the sconces next to the entrance.

			People glanced in their direction as Saeldian walked into view as if flowers bloomed in response to their step. Tall and proud, with a stride that carried them across a room faster than the eye would assume, as if they were dancing already.

			Kell had taught them to do that, but not the way Saeldian captured every eye as they regarded the crowded room, comfortable with the staring until someone pushed their way through and called, “Saer Brightleaf!”

			Saeldian covered their surprise and headed toward the man who’d called out. Jubilee’s sigh ended on a curse. “Hells, it’s Venthar.”

			“Friend of yours?”

			“Long story. We’ve got to give him the brush-off.”

			That was a mark, then. Kell knew it in his bones. “What’s our move?”

			“I’ve got it handled. Scatter.”

			Jubilee followed after Saeldian, ready to intervene.

			“Scatter where?” Lorzok asked.

			“Let’s go see the dancing master for partners,” Kell said. “Keep an eye out, though.”

			Lorzok followed him to the dancing master, a dwarf who never stopped smiling. She nodded to them. “Lead, follow, or both?”

			“We can do either.”

			“Thank Tymora,” she said. “We’re short on leads. We’ve two who’ve been waiting a quarter hour. Everyone’s still dancing with their sweethearts, the night’s so young. You’re staying, right?”

			But she was already leading Kell and Lorzok to partners, and soon Kell bowed to a white-haired woman whose brocade gown was decorated with a gentle sprinkling of real gold dragons, instead of the brass copies Kell and his party wore. She bowed in return, and he escorted her to the floor to dance with Lorzok and his partner.

			If only they were honestly here just to dance. The musicians knew their tunes, and they probably played together for hire all the time. His partner didn’t chat with him, but she never stopped smiling as she danced with a light grace, squeezing his hand when the song was done.

			Saeldian was by the buffet. Jubilee had joined them. Venthar did his best to smile at being joined by a third wheel. The dancing master led him straight to a young man who smiled and said, “Will you teach me how to follow? I watched you with Franth, and I think you’re really good.”

			“The key is to not let yourself anticipate, even when you know what you’re supposed to do next. First, I’ll be clumsy, because that’s when follows have to do the most work.”

			The young man’s name was Candar, and Kell kept him laughing while teaching him to trust his partner, even through a mistake. Lorzok was performing a dance with a small girl and boy, each looped in one of his arms, spinning and teetering so they squealed with delight. He set them both down and bowed with perfect courtesy when the music stopped.

			This was fun. This should be a pleasant way to spend time in the city. Instead—

			Instead, someone was going to feel their stomach drop to the floor at the sight of an empty display case. Lady Elezia would wonder who had presumed on her hospitality, who invaded her safety to steal from her. Briona said the gem had been stolen and they were returning it, but it didn’t feel like a good deed.

			Kell would have shrugged that off ten years ago. Stealing a stolen gem to return it to the owner was more justice than he would have needed or even noticed. And it was justice now.

			He’d be home when this was done. Perhaps, when he was back in the Feywild, he could find a way to make it up to Lady Elezia. But first, he would find out what happened to Essanderon’s Rest and its people. He would find anyone who escaped. He would remember those who fell. He would be home, but not without sadness at learning who passed.

			The musicians stopped playing their dance tune for a breath before the horns blew a clarion, welcoming Lady Elezia Tarm.

			Everyone stopped and applauded like a gentle spring rain. Lady Elezia was tall as a ladder, and her every gesture demonstrated a great deal of strength to carry a full-skirted gown that glittered with golden coins, the music of their clinking telling everyone that they were real. Coins dangled at the ends of beaded fringe made from citrines, shimmying as she clasped offered hands and returned friendly waves. Her tower of meticulously dyed chestnut hair braced itself against a crown of coins, and she didn’t stop smiling as she swept along, wearing a fortune with studied elegance.

			The music stopped as she reached the dais planted between the stairs. Flanked by replicas of the Honorable Knight and the Swordmaiden, Lady Elezia smiled graciously to all.

			“Thank you all for coming. I hope the viewing exceeds your expectations, especially my newest acquisition, the Kiss of Enduring Love. Admire as you will, but take care not to step within reach of the art. Music, please!”

			The musicians played again—a kind of soft layer cake of sounds that felt like a fond and aching memory. Golden dragons scraped against the waxed floor, the train of Lady Elezia’s gown trailing along as she climbed the right-hand stairwell.

			Across the ballroom, Saeldian, Jubilee, and their unwanted third linked arms and joined the line to view the gallery. Saeldian didn’t look his way, and they didn’t signal needing help. Daring of them to go case the site with a stranger, but Saeldian had always had nerve.

			The dancing master looked hopefully at Kell, and he smiled as he walked up to be matched with another stranger. “Thank you so much for this.”

			“I’m glad I can help.”

			“You’re amazing with beginners. Can I toss you to another one?”

			“Couldn’t be happier.”

			He smiled at the tall shy woman he’d been led to and coached her through the steps while she held tight to his hands. The four of them would ruin this party later. For now, the only thing he needed to do was dance.
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			Saeldian kept smiling at Venthar Dornan—damn Mephistopheles for bringing him to this party! He wouldn’t stop talking and wouldn’t go away. They waited on the stairs to the gallery where Elezia Tarm’s hoard rested, and Jubilee was doing most of the work of chattering.

			“Have you ever attended one of Lady Tarm’s fêtes before?”

			“Those are my secrets you’re poking at,” Saeldian teased. “I confess that I have never had the honor before, but a client—I can’t say who!—arranged invitations for Accurate and me.”

			“What do you think of it?”

			“It’s been modernized, but you can see the old bones beneath,” Jubilee said. “Do you see how all the old hearth fires have been covered over? You can see the chimneys when you come in, but all the walls are paneled over.”

			“What an astute observation, Miss Accurate,” Venthar said. “Saer Helarel, what do you think?”

			A bit overdone, but Saeldian wouldn’t say so. “It must be quite satisfying to live in such a beautiful place.”

			“And with your very own collection of art! When you were last here, what was your favorite work of the collection?” Jubilee asked, cheerful and fizzy.

			“The fairy ball,” Venthar answered. “It’s so vivid that you expect to puzzle over the brushwork as you come near, but it’s actually embroidered. I’m sure you’ll both like it.”

			“That does sound lovely,” Saeldian said, though their eyes were glued to the dance floor. Kell had a new dancing partner. All around him, people watched and wanted to be next.

			Kell would have probably been the best dancer in the room regardless, but in ten years, he’d gone from excellent to exquisite. Kell moved like he could climb a glass wall without tools, like he could cross a wire strung between buildings as if it were a promenade not worth noticing. Did anyone else see what Saeldian saw? Did they know mastery when it twirled among them?

			Lorzok had been surprised at the idea of Kell singing, when Kell could entrance a listener by drawing them into the emotions of the lyrics. Kell could sing fractious babies to sleep, move a room to tears, inspire them to bravery, set a listener’s skin to thrilling as if their lover serenaded them. Kell never stopped being music; he even sang while he mended socks and had songs that he used to time the cooking of an egg.

			But Lorzok didn’t know.

			Saeldian took in the whole ballroom and tried to get Kell out of their thoughts. This was a good party. Everyone’s happy smiles were natural, entertained—and entertained people didn’t notice unusual details. The conversation didn’t drown out the music, which was lively enough to fill the dance floor. And if everyone kept watching Kell dance, they couldn’t help it.

			He was probably saying perfectly charming things to his partners, picking up exactly the right thread of conversation to pursue as the dance made him change to his second partner.

			Saeldian knew they were an excellent actor. But Kell could charm a devil into giving him their soul, if he would just lean in to it. He could make you feel like you were alone together in a room full of people, and he did it just to make other people feel good, feel liked, feel special. But these days, they would still have their gold when he walked away.

			“But you don’t sing?” Saeldian muttered, and when Kell looked straight at them, they glanced at the movement at the blurred edge of their vision instead.

			Venthar swayed a bit, bumping gently into Saeldian’s shoulder. “Hm?”

			Hells. They’d been woolgathering too long. “There are words to this song. I’m trying to remember them.”

			The line moved, and Saeldian turned away from Kell to climb the steps to the gallery floor. A tiny flash high on the wall had Saeldian scanning the dentils lining the bottom of the crown molding. They let their gaze rest, and—

			Another flash. Miniscule. If they hadn’t been looking…but now everything needed inspecting.

			Jubilee kept up friendly chatter with Venthar. Saeldian used his tone to cue which empty bits of politeness would stand in for actually listening. When he laughed, they whispered a word and tapped their eyes.

			Spells coated the gallery. Some of the people around them glowed, but they were the royal purple–colored aura of illusions. Saeldian ignored that in favor of magic smeared on the floor, the walls, the picture frames, the pedestals and tables. That turquoise glow was for divination—cool, pale, looking for the condition that would trigger them. Those ones on the frames and cases were obviously triggered by touch. But the walls…

			Nine Hells.

			Jubilee kept Venthar talking about himself while Saeldian took careful note of the spells guarding Lady Elezia’s treasures. Saeldian made agreeable noises as they tallied their observations on the slow walk around the gallery’s impressive paintings, sculptures, and even weapons.

			Of all the divination magic visible to Saeldian, the spots on the walls were the key. But why so many? If only Saeldian could tell what the spells were meant to do, instead of just the school of magic they were from.

			The shadows in between the dentils hid a dozen spots that glimmered with golden-orange transmutation spells. Transmutation? What would that do, turn would-be thieves into toads? Conjuration made more sense, though Saeldian wouldn’t like to be caught in a poison cloud. Evocation would have been obvious—fire, lightning, ice, acid—though a lot of those would hurt the art. But transmutation?

			Turquoise divination spells midway up the walls. Periwinkle-blue abjuration spells on the walls and floor. Alarms or warding glyphs, almost certainly. It didn’t matter. Saeldian knew exactly what they had stepped into.

			This was a Conundrum Chamber: a complex array of mechanical triggers, magical spells, and swift consequences for mistakes. No one had ever succeeded in robbing one, the legend said.

			Saeldian and Kell had posed as servants for a month trying to learn how a Conundrum Chamber worked so they could defeat it and steal House Hullhollyn’s Storm Harp. Briona wanted them to repeat that trick in one night. Hells. Hells! All nine of them, in order and at random!

			“Helarel?”

			When had they stopped making agreeable noises? “I’m awestruck and quite distracted,” Saeldian said. “I’m so sorry.”

			Jubilee fluttered her eyelids and looked down, then at the pillars and posts holding the polite silk ropes fencing away the art. All those mechanical traps too—and they had no idea how they connected to all the spells.

			“Oh, I know,” Venthar said with a chuckle. “I simply wanted to bring you back to Toril, so you wouldn’t miss it.”

			“Miss what?”

			Venthar made a flourishing gesture to present the Kiss of Enduring Love, sparkling in its enormous silver setting. They were at the final display, draped so people climbing the stairs wouldn’t see it until the end. A single light shone down on it, soft as the light from a bright full moon. Saeldian still held their focus on their spell, and the sight of it made every muscle in their body go tense.

			The gem glowed with magic. Part illusion, part divination, part enchantment, it was silvery lavender and rose and green all at once, but also not any of those things, because the color was not a shifting of three colors or even an undertone of one or the other. It was fey magic, imbued with great power, and magic glowed in the heart of the long, brilliant cut oval as if it could breathe.

			Saeldian’s spell ended. The glow of fey magic faded. The gem was still beautiful, still hypnotic, but Saeldian missed the magical sight of it already. It was somehow not as large as they expected, but still too big to be a reasonable gem for a necklace. A crown? Again, it didn’t matter. It would fit in a pocket, if they could steal it.

			“Well,” Venthar said. “What do you think?”

			Saeldian caught Jubilee’s eye and bit their lip. They inhaled, sharp and short, through their nose. Get us away. They sighed and smiled at Venthar. “I have no words. I never imagined such a thing.”

			Jubilee got the message. “Helarel, you look a bit chalky. Did you have one of the battered peppercorn mushrooms?”

			The question didn’t make sense. “Yes. Quite distinctively flavored. And tasty!”

			Jubilee leaned in. “Did you have more than one?”

			When your partner suddenly asks you a strange question, any good actor says yes first and figures it out as they go. “Well, yes, I—wait. Were they—”

			“Cooked in maize starch? I suspect so.”

			“Oh,” Saeldian said, letting their voice fill with air. “That explains why I feel so—”

			“I knew we should have asked if there was maize!” Jubilee said. “Maybe it was only a little. Was it only a little?”

			And there was, of course, more than one way to say yes.

			“No.” Coins clacked as Saeldian clutched at their belly. “It definitely wasn’t only a little. I can’t undo this bodice alone. Accurate, please help.”

			Jubilee-as-Accurate moved to take Saeldian-as-Helarel’s free arm, but Venthar didn’t let go. “The comfort rooms are to the right of the right-side staircase. Shall I send in a remedy?”

			Jubilee dragged at Saeldian’s arm as they patted a pocket. “I always have some handy. Thank you, Saer Venthar!”

			“Excuse me! Coming through. They’re not well.” Jubilee pushed through the crowd to the stairs. Venthar stared after them, disappointed as Helarel disappeared from his life forever.

			And Helarel would disappear. This appearance and background was burned. Saeldian would be a different person when they emerged from the comfort rooms, and so would Jubilee.

			Be empty. Be empty. They rounded the corner, and one of the doors stood ajar. Thank the gods! Saeldian turned the sign on the door to in use and locked it.

			Jubilee leaned against the door, making herself a barricade. “You used your detection ring. What is it?”

			This makeup had to come off. Saeldian lathered up their hands and apologized to their complexion before massaging all their creams and powders away. “This is really bad. The room is a trap.”

			Jubilee unfastened her skirt, fished under the stiff petticoats, and pulled a short jacket free of its basting stitches. “Of course the room’s trapped. They’d hardly need a thief if it wasn’t.”

			Saeldian wiped the coin-scale bodice away, dropping the illusion until they stood in a set of light undyed armor, drab as a conscripted peasant’s. A gesture pulled all the pins from their hair. They shoved them into a pocket and stared at their reflection.

			Their disguise as Helarel hadn’t really changed their appearance much, but it had to go. The tidy, illusory beard faded to angular cheekbones and the delicate creases of age. Black hair, smoky night-dark eyes, and full red lips softened to white-streaked barley blond, summer blue, and smiling sweetheart rose. “I mean the room is a trap. The whole room.”

			“The whole room? The floors have pressure sensors in some of the squares. They didn’t spring right in places.”

			“Map?”

			Jubilee unfolded a paper and sketched on the floor plan while Saeldian worked on the quick change. Drab armor bloomed into an azure gown with coins dangling from a wide neckline. They laid a delicate, wrinkled hand on Jubilee’s shoulder and muttered, “Change-oh, none will know, set a disguise and off you go.”

			Rhyming verbal components hardly ever failed to bring out the spirit of doggerel, but Jubilee barely faltered as her hands became an aged lady’s mid-sketch.

			“There. I marked the squares that felt wrong. You know when I started dashing to and fro, quite overcome by the art? I had to check them all.” Jubilee shoved the paper toward Saeldian and paused, horrified at Saeldian’s altered visage, before whirling to look at herself in the mirror. “You didn’t.”

			“We’ll apologize later. If they find out.”

			“I look like Saer Madenhal. And you—Aunt Teve will kill you.”

			“Aunt Teve doesn’t need to know,” Saeldian said. “Hold on, let me add to this map.”

			Saeldian ringed the floor with little symbols, connecting them with arrows. Jubilee leaned over and made a dismayed noise.

			“How many divination spells did they put on this room? What are those abjuration spells? Alarms?”

			“Probably.”

			“And all these marks for transmutation spells…oh Hells. It’s a Conundrum Chamber?”

			“Yes.”

			Jubilee’s face went chalky. “Fuck! Nobody’s ever beaten one of those.”

			“They’re complicated, but—”

			“Complicated? They’re impossible! We have to get out of here—”

			Jubilee swayed, and her disguised face went slack with confusion.

			Hells. Saeldian grabbed her hand, and the firm, youthful feel of her skin was a dead giveaway. Saeldian could alter themself at will, but Jubilee only looked like an older human woman. “Jubilee, listen carefully. We are not getting out of here. We wouldn’t dream of going back on the oath binding us. Say it.”

			“We can’t—ow.”

			“We can. Say it.”

			“Wur noh genn owh uh here.” Jubilee’s words came out slack. The vowstone was clearly sensing her doubt—and punishing her for it. “Noh…goin ba—hurts.”

			“I know. I know you’re scared. Listen to me. Somebody beat a Conundrum Chamber once. Do you believe me?”

			“Who…”

			“Nod if you believe me. I beat a Conundrum Chamber. With Kell.”

			Jubilee tried to speak, but only surprise spilled out. She nodded.

			Saeldian held her up and kept talking. “That’s why Briona wanted us. That’s why she forced us with the vowstones. Do you understand?”

			A little more steadily, Jubilee nodded.

			“She wanted me and Kell because we stole Hullhollyn’s Storm Harp ten years ago.”

			Even with all her strength focused on soothing her fey oath back into quietude, Jubilee looked shocked. But even as she closed her eyes against the pain and confusion, her nod was strong and sure.

			Saeldian heaved a sigh of relief and hugged Jubilee tight. “We can do it. You and me and Kell? We’re the burglary team no one even dreamed of. We can beat this. Do you believe me?”

			“Yes.” Jubilee squished Saeldian right back. “We’re not going back on the deal—oh shit, that hurts!”

			Jubilee swayed, and Saeldian staggered getting her onto the settee. A stack of clay cups waited by the basin. Saeldian pumped the lever until water flowed out and set the cup to her partner’s lips.

			“Drink slowly.”

			Jubilee took the cup and drained it. “How did you know what was happening to me?”

			Saeldian filled another cup and handed it over. “I had my panicked escape plan this afternoon.”

			“During the meet? No. On the walk back. You fainted. Lorzok caught you.”

			“That’s when.”

			“And you didn’t tell me? Even after?”

			“Lorzok healed me. I was fine. Get him to spruce you up. We have to find them and tell them the new plan.”

			“But they’re dancing.”

			“Not a problem.” Saeldian swept one elegant hand to indicate the two of them. “We’re two retired, fabulously wealthy, successful ex-adventurers, and we can brief them while they partner us.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Faith of Selûne

				In Which Kell Smiles and Won’t Stop
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			That older couple was Saeldian and Jubilee in disguise. The majestic silver-haired woman gave Saeldian’s quick, fluttering sign they used to identify themself. The woman with the long scar on her face winked.

			Saeldian was even better at illusion magic now, if they could hold one on themself and Jubilee at the same time. Kell tapped Lorzok’s arm and crossed the ballroom to bow in greeting. “I hope you are enjoying the party, Saers. Do I guess correctly that you would like to dance?”

			“We’d like nothing better,” the woman hiding Saeldian’s true face said. “I’m Tevailia Trueshot, and this is my wife, Madenhal Dawnsinger.”

			Tevailia Trueshot and Madenhal Dawnsinger? The other half of the Golden Guardians? Saeldian was out of their mind. Everyone knew who the Silver Arrow and Lathander’s Fist were. Everyone! “It’s an honor, my lady. Truly an honor. I’m dying to know how many of the stories are true.”

			He offered his hand and pulled Saeldian to the safety of the dance floor before anyone could walk up and start talking. If anyone figured out those two were impostors, it would be over. So Kell put on his best starstruck smile and lifted his posture to impress.

			“Tevailia” matched his step perfectly as he led the way to a space for the four of them. The moment the counterfeit ranger settled into the first dancing position, the music started. The musicians didn’t have singers, but Kell knew the words by heart.

			“ ‘Bobbins and Skeins,’ ” Saeldian said, with syrup all over their voice. “My favorite!”

			Saeldian hated this song. Would anyone overhearing their impersonation of Tevailia know whether that was true? Kell brought Saeldian to the center, where the four of them clasped hands, closely bunched together. The song about a pretty young spinner, the mason who loved her, and the jealous chancer’s daughter scheming to tear them apart sang inside Kell’s head.

			Jubilee muttered, “Lover’s cross. I’ll tell Lorzok what we found.”

			It was the right choice of dance. Lover’s cross—or the gossip wheel—was a dance designed for private conversation between pairs, whether for flirting or muckraking. Everyone danced with the other three people for one turn, then returned to their first partner for the last.

			They laid their hands together, forming the cross, and turned in a circle while facing one another. Kell got right to it. “What do you know?”

			“The gallery is a Conundrum Chamber,” Saeldian said into the small space between their smiles. They stepped into the circle, elbows, forearms, and hands meeting. “Divination spells on the walls, pressure-activated floorboard triggers with abjurations, and some kind of transmutation hidden in the shadows of the crown molding.”

			Lorzok blinked in surprise, but Saeldian stopped speaking just as the verse would have ended with Then the dancers call, ho!

			They all stamped their feet in a quick triple step and clapped. Kell broke the four-person figure to hold Saeldian in a cloak-step promenade and led them through a circle of steps that shuffled and twirled through the verse.

			Kell tilted his head to Saeldian’s ear. “How many times can you change how you look?”

			“A hundred times, if I want,” Saeldian said. “The perks of patronage.”

			Saeldian had pleased their archfey patron that much, then. “A Conundrum Chamber. Suddenly, all of this makes sense.”

			Saeldian’s grimace was an essay’s worth of agreement. They spun and came back to his hold. “No idea how Briona knew where to find us, both conveniently in Waterdeep at the same time.”

			“We came into town for Waukeentide,” Kell said. “We’ve been here half a day.”

			“Do you show up for every Waukeentide?”

			“No. We had the idea that we could sail to Caer Callidyrr.”

			“You were going to Dernall Forest, looking for a way into the Feywild,” Saeldian guessed. “That explains why you dared set foot in Waterdeep.”

			“I dared set foot? You live here. How do you explain that?”

			Saeldian smiled. “It was the one place I was sure you’d never show your face.”

			Every moment of betrayal Kell had felt since that morning slipped right between his ribs. He must not look at his dancing partner like that, much less one of Waterdeep’s homegrown heroes.

			Saeldian was too busy chasing along the path of reasonable guesses to notice. “Briona had to know about the storm harp, but how did she know we…”

			Saeldian’s realization on a stranger’s face looked so odd. “It was you.”

			Shit. Of course Saeldian turned it around to blame him, but they had hit the target. Kell signaled a traveling spin, and they whirled in perfect response, speaking through clenched teeth.

			“It was you. Briona said you owed the Zhentarim. This is them collecting your debt.”

			Kell didn’t spin lies much these days, and he’d never be able to fool Saeldian, who could spot them as readily as they spoke them. “Yes. They helped me escape from Baldur’s Gate.”

			Then the dancers call, ho!

			Saeldian stamped and clapped as if they weren’t ready to curse Kell on the spot. They turned away from him and bowed to Lorzok, ready to change partners, and all their fury vanished from their face when they took his hand. Saeldian was so good at switching to smiles or whatever expression would get the best results from a mark. Why did he ever think he knew the truth about their feelings?

			Jubilee came to Kell with a graceful smile, and Lorzok switched to the lead steps with Saeldian without a stumble. Jubilee started their meeting with a bow, lead to lead.

			Weaving trouble, spinning strife, gossip from the cooper’s wife! Saeldian blamed him for this job. Two leads dancing meant showy steps that mirrored the other, and Jubilee carried off the posture and movement of a woman who had been in prime physical shape before settling down to relax with her years. He smiled companionably and hooked elbows with her.

			Kell did owe the Zhentarim. They ran in Baldur’s Gate. A few questions in the right ears—exactly the right ears—would bring enough gossip for them to figure out that Saeldian was his partner back in Baldur’s Gate. Their network was wide enough that someone could bring back the story of a warlock living with a family of retired adventurers trying to make the best of a “reward” that needed a fortune of gold to restore.

			Jubilee bumped Kell’s elbow and fluttered her toe on the kick step. Was the retired war priest she impersonated that skilled a dancer? “They told you about the Conundrum?”

			Kell stepped to Jubilee’s left, backed up, and repeated on the right. “They did. I don’t know why I’m surprised.”

			Jubilee put her palm in the air, and Kell matched it, circling as two leads dancing would. She smiled under the wrinkles and scars of a dashing human woman. “They said the two of you beat one once.”

			“Don’t think you get to slack off,” Kell said. “The two of us barely made it.”

			“How?”

			“We have to get up there,” Kell said. “Arming the trap is disarming it in reverse. We should know as much as possible.”

			“Right. I studied the floor plates and made a map. Sheld can point out the spells—”

			Jubilee had a good ear for verse. She was right on time with the stamping and clapping, then swept Saeldian into a cloak step so they could promenade and flutter-kick.

			Kell circle-stepped with Lorzok, who looked at him, concerned. “Are you well?”

			“Can you ever leave anything behind you?” Kell asked.

			“If you only leave miles behind you? No,” Lorzok said. “But I apologize. I was asking about the plan.”

			“I was too.”

			Lorzok nodded. “You mean the Conundrum Chamber. The trap that Saer Madenhal said you had succeeded in defeating with Tevailia Trueshot.”

			“That’s Saeldian and Jubilee.”

			“They are,” Lorzok agreed, “but that’s not what their names are right now.”

			“Right.”

			Lorzok led their weaving steps around the square, raising his palm at the end of the sequence. He and Kell circled the spindle created from their arms meeting, palm to elbow.

			“Did Saer Madenhal mention anything about the plan?”

			“We have to go see it,” Lorzok said. “After this dance, we’ll need to sneak upstairs.”

			Kell glanced at the stairs. One family climbed them together, and that was all. But the “Silver Arrow” and the “Fist of Dawn” going up for a look…What if someone asked why they had attended and Bastion Dawnshield and Serenity Surefingers had not?

			“Kell?”

			Kell clapped his hands against Lorzok’s. “Right. After this dance?”

			“Has to be,” Lorzok said. “They’re closing it soon.”

			Lorzok shuffled and hopped his way back to Jubilee, and Saeldian slipped back into his hold just in time for the last verse. They had no smiles for him. That cursing glare was back in their eyes the moment they settled into their floating, unthinking follow.

			“I didn’t tell them about you.”

			“So you claimed you stole the Storm Harp by yourself?”

			“I didn’t tell them your name.” Kell slipped them into another cloak-step promenade, and Saeldian’s hand lay in his, soft as rose petals. “And you know that’s true, if you stop to think about it.”

			That made Saeldian close their mouth on their retort. If Kell had named them, they wouldn’t be here right now. Kell guided their spin, and they landed back in his arms.

			“Thank you.”

			“I didn’t do it for you.”

			Saeldian’s scowl smoothed almost immediately. “Right. Your shining, golden morality.”

			Ten years ago, Kell hadn’t wanted to believe they would just leave him like that. He spun an escape plan from Wyrm’s Rock and expected them to be halfway through their own rescue. After Kell got free, he wondered if Saeldian had left signs showing which way they’d gone. There were none at the villa, at their favorite inn, or at the docks.

			Saeldian didn’t come to rescue him. They didn’t leave a mark to follow. They had vanished, and finally, it had sunk in: Saeldian had left him to die.

			Saeldian spun out of his hold to stamp three times and clap, folding into his arms when they joined to dance spinning circles. Their neutrality was flawless—they followed Kell’s cues as if they could read his mind. “You should try it, you know. Maybe if you put someone’s needs above your own, the world wouldn’t end after all.”

			No one could see Saeldian’s instant rejection, but he felt it rustle down their spine. “Really! What an idea. What do you know so far?”

			“Lorzok and Jubilee filled me in. You’re right, I have to see it. We can make it upstairs unseen. What then?”

			“Head upstairs and take a wander around by the art,” Saeldian said. “There’s a spot we can use to hide while they close the exhibit.”

			“And reset the traps.”

			“If we’re lucky, we’ll see how they did it.”

			“Do you think anyone besides Fimmelden designs them now?”

			“It doesn’t matter who designed it. A lock is made to open. The key only matters in clumsy hands.”

			The song ended with virtue triumphing over spite and gossip. The maligned maiden and her beloved were united to dance together in marriage, to smile for all their days. Saeldian stamped out the last triple, clapped their hands three times in stingy applause, and hooked their arm in Jubilee’s, strolling to the stairs.

			Lorzok followed Kell to the exit leading to the comfort room, and together they snuck up the staircase most people had come down.
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			They had a one in two chance of picking the wrong staircase, and they had. Kell hardly dared to breathe as Lady Tarm and her attendants climbed the stairs before them, as if too deep a breath would shatter Lorzok’s and Saeldian’s spells. Four maids continued up the stairs with Lady Elezia, but the rest stood on the landing, backs turned, and settled thick blindhoods over their heads. They were close enough to slap on the shoulder, but none of them acted like anything was amiss.

			Lorzok had blown a pinch of ashes into the corner of the north staircase landing and cast a spell that would dim them from anyone’s notice. Saeldian gathered them into the corner and cast an illusion that would make the landing look empty—as long as they didn’t create too many places where the shadows weren’t right or where the perspective was odd.

			These hooded servants weren’t studying the shadows, of course. But could they sense the team clutched together in the corner? Did any of them feel the puff of their breath unsettling the air?

			From the steady, even breaths that beat against Kell’s right shoulder blade, Lorzok didn’t seem worried at all. Jubilee’s chin, wedged on Kell’s left shoulder, pressed into his muscle, but not so hard as if she were afraid. From the tension in her thigh, pressed next to Kell’s, she was ready to spring into action as soon as the coast was clear. Saeldian leaned against his chest, stiff and resentful of the proximity. Their hair smelled like bay laurel and iris root. Could the servants smell that, above the beeswax and the mingling of dancers?

			Saeldian slouched and shifted from foot to foot, bored and untroubled by the tiny clues Kell worried about. They must love this. There was nothing better than proving themself smarter than any trap, any defense, or any trick that made a collector sleep soundly at night. The illusion Saeldian held over them seemed effortless. Saeldian’s shoulders barely moved as they listened to Lady Elezia instructing assistants, standing almost within arm’s reach.

			“Places,” she said, and then, “Inspection?”

			The voice that answered was a woman’s. “Clear.”

			“Splendid. Phase one, places. Good! Activate…wonderful. Phase two, please.”

			Two maids took their hoods off and climbed the stairs to the gallery. Four maids filed past the hidden crew—what if they had to get into the room the four of them currently blocked?—but they continued down the stairs without a pause.

			Smart. None of these servants knew the whole disarming sequence. Kidnapping one to get the answer wouldn’t work.

			“Phase two, begin.”

			Phase two didn’t take long. But only one maid came down the stairs, while the other three doffed their blindhoods to climb up. Was there another pair of shoes tapping down the other side?

			“Excellent. Ganadil, Rildur, Feathilia, you may begin.”

			Two feet landing, then another pair, and the third simply stepping. A pause. And then—two people jumping, the other one stepping. That was the pressure plates for sure. Activating a pattern on the far end of the floor—

			“Perfect. Thank you all. If you wish to change out of your uniforms and join the party, please do.”

			They murmured thanks and left by the other staircase nearest them.

			Kell hadn’t seen any of it. Only Lady Elezia, directing three teams of servants in activating three sets of traps. Four maids, then two maids, then three footmen. They had enough to activate the trap sets. Were their four enough to defeat them?

			Finally, Elezia descended the stairs, choosing their side. She stopped on the landing to lean against the bannister, watching the party whirl along below—then she stood upright, head cocked to follow an unexpected sense.

			She sniffed the air. Sniffed again, turning in a slow circle, with frowning eyebrows and a downturned mouth. Lady Elezia inhaled slowly, reading the odors in the air like a gossip column mentioning someone she recognized.

			Kell pressed his lips together, but Saeldian’s iris root and bay laurel hair oil filled the air. How far had it spread? When would Lady Elezia move to track it?

			Saeldian’s shoulder tensed the instant before they lifted their hand and whispered, “Is that you?”

			Lady Elezia lifted her elbow and turned to smell herself.

			“Phaugh!”

			Their host picked up their skirts and made haste down the stairs. Kell sagged against the wall and learned how to breathe again.

			“Wait,” Jubilee whispered.

			Kell stayed still, but why did Jubilee hold them up? Elezia was gone—oh. The lights were still bright. The servants hadn’t dimmed them.

			Saeldian’s spell didn’t falter, not once, while guards climbed either stairwell, peeked into the gallery, and turned back the way they came, turning half the lamps off as they went.

			When they were gone, Saeldian let the spell fall. “Time?”

			“Fifteen minutes, almost.”

			“Hells. There’s no time for a single mistake. I need one of those minutes, or else I’m all out of big spells for today.”

			Saeldian touched their chest, closed their eyes, and murmured words under their breath.

			Kell caught You who gave me the power of your splendor in Sylvan, but the way they spoke it had the feel of memorized sounds, not understanding.

			This was no time to puzzle over it, and—no. Saeldian wasn’t worth being curious about.

			He leaned against the wall and watched Jubilee squint at the doorknob. “Quickened barrel tumblers?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Cheer up,” Kell said. “We’re on strict instructions to not steal anything else.”

			Jubilee shrugged and stood upright. Saeldian’s chant subsided.

			“All right, I have one more charge. Let’s start.” They halted at the threshold and studied the floor. “Hells. Jubilee?”

			What? Kell pushed forward before he glanced at the diagram in his hands. All the squares in this first area had pressure plates, according to Jubilee. He looked at the inlaid floor and—

			“Red Knight help us.”

			That drew a chuckle out of Saeldian. “So you see it.”

			“I should have seen it when I saw the diagram.”

			“I should have seen it when I was up here casing the pressure plates,” Jubilee said.

			“Seen what?” Lorzok asked, peering over Jubilee’s shoulder. “Oh no, you couldn’t have, my friend—are you actually? My friend, that is.”

			Jubilee paused to consider. “Not yet, but we are a team.”

			“Yes.” Lorzok seemed satisfied. “You couldn’t have, my compeer. There were too many people to see the floor in detail.”

			“I had the count in my head. That should have been enough to have a hint.”

			“Never mind, Jubilee. We’re down two minutes. This is your field. What have we got?”

			Why was Saeldian coddling Jubilee like this? The parquet floor was arranged between blond wood squares and walnut, but this section, eight squares wide on each side, was obviously a lanceboard. And inlaid on some of those pressure plate–loaded squares was a figure of a game in progress, and that meant that the way to disarm the trap was to engage the correct squares—

			But Jubilee was mumbling. “King’s gambit accepted. Lathander’s priest takes Shar’s knight’s pawn? Has to be, nothing else makes sense…”

			What was she talking about? Kell was about to ask when he saw the squares next to the board had pieces inlaid on them too. Pieces that had been taken out of play. Jubilee was reading the game like she had watched it.

			“But then Lathander’s priest is taken—oh.”

			She went silent, reaching out one hand as if to adjust this piece or that. “I’ve got it. Remind me to beat Lady Elezia in lanceboard if we make it out of here. I learned this game when I was eight.”

			“Lanceboard?” Lorzok asked.

			“Faith of Selûne,” Jubilee corrected. “That’s the name for this particular game of lanceboard. It’s famous. Plenty of king’s gambit games are classics.”

			Lorzok bent over to look at the black queen in the corner of white’s end of the board. “My family did a brisk trade in lanceboards, but I do not know the game.”

			“How do you know that this is Faith of Selûne? I don’t doubt you,” Kell said as Saeldian’s expression darkened, “but you knew instantly.”

			“Look at the captured pieces carved on the sides. Both of Selûne’s rooks sacrificed, one after the other, in the midgame. Compare that to the board now…Lady Elezia is a romantic.” Jubilee traced the progress of moves with a pointing finger, verifying every play. “This particular game was played against a devil, and the priestess of Selûne won the game by looking like she was losing.”

			“This sounds like an interesting story.”

			“I’ll show you the whole game when we have time and a board,” Jubilee promised.

			Saeldian used to encourage him to use his talents when they were partners. It had always felt good to be treated like an expert. Saeldian knew the moves, but Jubilee Righthoof was a lanceboard master.

			“I’ve got it.” They turned back to Jubilee. “Selûne isn’t on the board, and she’s not on the side with the captured pieces. Neither is her priest. Or…Shar’s knight-errant?”

			“Cyric’s,” Jubilee said. “Do you want to guess where they ought to be on the board?”

			“You’re determined to teach me this game,” Saeldian grumbled. “Faith of Selûne, is it? And we need three pieces on the board in a certain place, and then we move them to finish the game?”

			“That’s what those footmen set, I’m sure.”

			“Right. Since you called the game Faith of Selûne, white wins, even if Shar and her Mother Superior are on this side of the board ready to catch Lathander—”

			“Cyric’s knight-errant is in its original place,” Kell interrupted. “Selûne is at Cyric’s priest’s six; her priest is at Shar’s six. It’s black’s move.” Two sets of disapproving stares. But Kell didn’t care. “How long until the guards come back? Teach lanceboard later. Who can jump from here to Cyric’s knight’s eight? Since we’re on the wrong side of the board.”

			Saeldian pointed at the diagram. “That one off to the side. Where Selûne would sit once she was taken off the board.”

			“Do you want to—”

			Saeldian had already stepped out onto the floor. Kell held his breath, but nothing. They leapt over the pressure-plated square with a little jeté, then hopped to Selûne’s place on the board.

			Nothing happened. But the footmen had jumped together…

			Beside him, Lorzok said, “Knight.”

			Two puffs of silvery mist settled gently to the ground as Lorzok and Jubilee took their places.

			Saeldian waved from their place on the board, and Lorzok waved back. “Black to move? Black knight-errant takes Selûne.”

			They both leapt—Saeldian to the space where the captured queen would rest; Lorzok landing neatly in the space Saeldian surrendered.

			Jubilee smiled at Lorzok in thanks. “Selûne’s priest to Cyric’s seven. Checkmate.”

			She stepped onto the plate, and the air went a bit slack. The music wafted more clearly into the loft. And further into the gallery, twenty tiny lights flared against the walls and went dark.

			“That’s the key trap handled,” Jubilee said. “What do you think they’ve done to the display?”

			Saeldian carefully hopped over a square that probably had a pressurized plate. “This is a labyrinth, isn’t it? But does it take avoiding the plates or stepping on them?”

			Jubilee took out a folded scrap of paper and a costly pencil that had been used down to a stub and sketched it. She frowned at it. “Pressure plates surrounding each of the pedestals. But a thief who didn’t know that activating the lanceboard trap was the key would avoid the pressure plates…if they had managed to case the gallery well enough to know where they were…”

			This was taking too long. “We’re down five minutes by now. Avoid the plates,” Kell said. “It’s obvious.”

			“Six minutes,” Saeldian said. “But what if—”

			Kell had already moved, ignoring the rich gold-leaf frames resting on deep brown walls to step on a walnut square that hadn’t been marked on Jubilee’s sketch, just as Lorzok put his hands up to cover his peripheral vision and mutter a word, then gasp, “Don’t!”

			Just as something under Kell’s feet clicked. In the recesses between the fancy chair rail and the carved oak panels, small blue lights glowed and then dimmed as if they had all blinked simultaneously. Saeldian stage-whispered, “Get down!”

			Kell pushed away his annoyance at being ordered around by Saeldian and accepted the wisdom of their command.

			He curled to keep himself from touching another pressure-activated plate. Above him, the blue lights blinked again and then dimmed.

			“I believe I may have acted unwisely,” Kell said.

			Jubilee snorted. Saeldian cut their finger across their lips. Shut it, that annoyed gesture said. They turned to Lorzok. “What do you see?”

			“Divination spells. A dozen on each wall, exactly across from each other. And near the ceiling—”

			“Transmutation spells,” Saeldian said. “Don’t move, Kell.”

			“Not planning on it.”

			“Good boy.”

			Ass. Kell kept his mouth shut because it wasn’t worth it.

			“He’s pressed on the plate, and those divination spells on the chair rail, exactly opposite each other, activated,” Jubilee said.

			“So the system is half armed?” Lorzok asked.

			“I can’t see the spells near the roof, but I’m assuming they’re ready,” Kell said.

			“Shh.” Jubilee cut the noise with a sharp chopping hand. “Tripped the plate, activated the divination spells…are they looking at each other, do you think?”

			“I don’t know if they’re looking, exactly, but I was thinking something like that,” Lorzok said. “And if one spell ‘eye’ can’t see the other one, it will set off an alarm, or perhaps the spells next to the ceiling.”

			Kell stopped himself from raising his hand. “I have a guess.”

			Their silence waited for him to continue.

			“I think those transmutation spells are going to spew some kind of gas, or fire arrows,” Kell said. “Something that will stop thieves without hurting the art.”

			“Gas would be conjuration or evocation. I think it’s arrows. Why not? I could complain that arrows are a cliché, but we don’t need this to be more complicated,” Saeldian huffed. “I shouldn’t have dropped that illusion. Of all the foolish, short-sighted, hapless things to do—”

			Uh oh. “Don’t be like that, Sheld. You couldn’t have—”

			Lorzok got there first, laying one hand on Saeldian’s fashionably bared shoulder. “You couldn’t have known you would still need it.”

			“I should have prepared for the possibility.”

			Saeldian would tear themself apart over this mistake anyone could have made, and Kell’s mistake was way worse than dropping a spell that probably wasn’t needed. Kell had to stop this. “Hey. I’m the one who screwed up. You have to get me out of this mess I put us in. What did you want to use your illusion spell for?”

			“If I put mirrors in front of the eyes—”

			“They will keep seeing what they expect,” Kell said. “You always were the best.”

			Saeldian brightened at the praise before remembering to scowl.

			“Could you use a cantrip?” Jubilee said.

			“Lorzok’s too big for it,” Saeldian said. “But also, moving the cantrip to cover us might mess up the angle and trip whatever the divination spells do if they can’t ‘see’ each other, and then we’re pincushions.”

			“I trust your judgment,” Lorzok said.

			Saeldian grabbed another pinch of wool. They closed their eyes and unfurled their hands in a bit of showiness. A moment later, a thin floating mirror appeared, hovering just in front of the eye spells. Saeldian held up one hand to ask for a moment and then relaxed. “I was worried I’d set them at the wrong angle.”

			“Can I get up?”

			“How will I know if it worked if you don’t?”

			“Great.”

			Saeldian beckoned. “It’s fine. It would have triggered the trap by now.”

			They had a point, but Kell watched Saeldian tense as he stood up. Nothing happened. Jubilee and Lorzok both sighed.

			“There we go,” Saeldian said. “We’re down seven minutes. Nothing else can go wrong. I don’t have any major spells left.”

			They picked out a path on the ordinary squares, coming closer to the Kiss of Enduring Love. “We don’t have much time. Tell me why this fabulously valuable spell gem isn’t in a glass case.”

			Kell wasn’t Saeldian’s junior partner anymore. He didn’t need managing! “Because it wouldn’t catch the light nearly as well if there were a layer of glass in the way, even if the light was inside the case.”

			“So is it just hanging there, unprotected?”

			“Absolutely not,” Kell said. “Let’s take a closer look.”

			Neither of them took the chance to test if the squares with pressure plates were deactivated. They swerved and sidestepped until Kell and Saeldian stood before the pillar holding the gem. Kell peered at it, looking for more traps. No odd gaps in the plinth. Those carved dots could hide poisoned needles? Expel a gas? Kell moved closer. A single facet flared brilliantly as a star, catching Kell’s attention.

			What color was this gem? How could it be the same color of a sweetheart rose and also the lush green of its stem and leaves? How could it also look like the silvery beads of dew resting on velvety petals? It wasn’t any one of those things, or a swirl of those things, or one after the other in a blur; it was…

			“Down eight minutes. Focus.”

			Kell had no name for it. Kell could write a hundred songs and never capture it. It reminded him of a hedge of blooming moonrose in the soft cool dawn, of mist on spiderwebs, of singing from just over there, bare feet wet with dew. How could it smell like moonrose?

			Don’t, something in his mind whispered, just as Saeldian said, “Kell, stop.”

			He heard stop at the same instant he touched the Kiss of Enduring Love, and then the room went strange and distant.
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			He was across the room from himself. He was out there, as if Kell were dreaming of being someone else, and the Kell that he could see held the Kiss in his hand and stared into its depths—so pretty, but the light shining on it looked different now. It flared bright in thin lines over its facets, and the lines were brilliant and strong where they met, like a fishing net or a spider’s web.

			The Kell he could see smiled at Saeldian. He moved closer. He offered the gem to them.

			Kell tried to rush to them, but he bumped into something, as if he were looking through a window. “Don’t touch it!”

			No one could hear him. No one could see him. The Kell he could see took Saeldian’s hand, smiling. He raised the stone to drop in theirs—

			“No!”

			No sound. The Kell he could see smiled as he clasped the gem in Saeldian’s hand. Saeldian flinched.

			Then Saeldian smiled.

			“Shit!”

			He hadn’t said that. Saeldian had, just at his left shoulder.

			Saeldian was out there, smiling with the Kell he could see. But Saeldian was here, made of shadow—like him? Was he—

			“I can’t get back in,” Saeldian said. “It pushed me out. Hells, all nine of them!”

			Kell went still. That was really Saeldian’s face. Not a speck of illusion clung to them, making them oddly static and…ordinary. Curls haloed in frizz. Flawless makeup gone.

			Kell had seen Saeldian like this often when they first met and became friends as well as partners. Near the end, though, Kell had hardly ever seen Saeldian’s unillusioned face. But this was them, exactly them, with everything they blurred, shortened, lengthened, tailored, and hid plain to see.

			Kell never thought he’d see their face again.

			Saeldian looked at him, and even made of shadow, their expression drained. They touched their own face; they covered it with the square and sturdy-palmed hands they were born with.

			No. No time for that. “Saeldian. It’s a charm placed on the gem.”

			His voice made no sound; Saeldian heard him. They shook their head. “It wasn’t the charm that got me.”

			That was their real voice, the one only he had heard, only when the job was done. When they were alone. When they could let go of disguises and masks.

			They covered their mouth.

			He’d heard their voice. He’d seen their face. There was no time to soothe them. “You can fix it later. The charm didn’t work on you, but you’re in here. How?”

			“I knew what it was. I was trying to take it away from you to break the charm. It made sense. You wanted to touch it, right? You couldn’t think of anything else.”

			It did make sense. Saeldian was an elf-human. Their mother had been human, and her wheelwright husband had been human. Saeldian’s father, demonstrably, had not been their mother’s husband.

			“Right. I wanted a closer look, and now we’re not in our bodies. So where are we?”

			The Kell he could see turned to smile at Lorzok and Jubilee. The Saeldian he could see smiled too, all their subtle little illusions still there—the tiniest shifts to their true face that made them eye-catching and magnetic. But their bodies were strangely stretched. The whole room was. Why?

			Saeldian pressed both hands to their cheeks. They covered their mouth.

			“Think!” Kell cried. “Where are we?”

			They bent their head—to hide from Kell’s sight? “It was a magical trap. It got you. I think this is an abjuration spell. We’re in…the ethereal? No. I can still feel me, but it’s faded.”

			“Me too. If it’s not the ethereal, where are we?”

			Saeldian looked to the illusion they had set in front of the watching spells. They were still fooled into gazing at their reflection. Then they nodded. “Look at the angles. We’re in the mirror.”

			“How do we get out?”

			“I don’t know!” Saeldian shouted.

			The Saeldian they could see shook their head, as if a fly buzzed by their ear.

			“You heard that,” Kell said. “I saw you react. We’re connected. Cast something that will make you stop!”

			“The mirror was my last big spell, I said.” Saeldian pounded their fist into their thigh. “I only have cantrips.”

			Smiling Kell and Smiling Saeldian held the gem together as they moved closer to their friends.

			“We can’t let Jubilee and Lorzok touch that gem,” Kell said. “Try anything.”

			Saeldian put up a hand and pointed it at Smiling Saeldian—no, at Lorzok. “Through copper, hear me—it’s a trick!”

			Lorzok didn’t even blink.

			“Hear me, by my will.” Saeldian tried casting the message cantrip again. “It’s a trick!”

			Still nothing.

			Saeldian looked like they might cry. “I can’t. It needs actual copper—which is stuck on my real body right now. I can’t send him a message without it.”

			Saeldian was drained of the power to cast impressive illusions and clever escapes. The spell was a good idea; if they could tell Lorzok, he could help them. But Saeldian couldn’t reach him. Their spell needed a physical focus.

			But Kell could. Kell knew a spell that didn’t need a copper wire, or a magic gesture, or even time to rest. But that spell would—

			Outside the shadow, Lorzok lifted his hands.

			No. They couldn’t all get trapped in here, unable to stop their smiling selves from doing whatever the trap was compelling them to do. Kell would apologize later.

			He gathered his will, gave a theatric snicker, and cast: “Lorzok, you weird, unloved son. Do we look normal to you? It’s a trick!”

			Smiling Kell’s mouth opened and spat the vicious insult at his best friend, who flinched away from his words. Kell’s heart clenched with the apology he couldn’t utter.

			Lorzok backed up one step. But Jubilee swung her head to check on Lorzok. Her body twisting. Her fingers—

			“No!” Kell and Saeldian shouted, but Jubilee’s fingers brushed against the jewel, and then Jubilee appeared here, while he and Saeldian gasped at the Jubilee outside the mirror.

			Jubilee stumbled and stared at the Jubilee out there, who smiled and moved in step with the others closer to Lorzok.

			“We’re in the mirror,” Saeldian said. “I can’t cast anything, but Kell could; I didn’t have copper wire—”

			All three of them smiling. Lorzok backed up a step. He was too close to Saeldian’s mirror. If he broke through it…

			But instead, he sang, “All the stars are smiling while you watch them play,” and stroked the air in front of their faces. They stopped smiling. The Kiss fell from Kell’s fingers—

			Kell landed hard on his knees and one hand. The lights were brighter. The air smelled of perfume, sweat, and a thousand pastries. The Kiss of Enduring Love lay on the floor, not so shiny, not so fascinating. Saeldian sat on the floor shivering, their illusory mask restored, and narrowly avoided extending their long, elegant hand to pick it up. Kell laced his fingers together behind his back. Jubilee scrabbled away from it.

			Lorzok muttered another spell, and Kell felt the pull of the gem break like a bit of thread. Then Lorzok slipped a silk pouch over one hand and picked it up, pulling the bag around it. He pulled the drawstring shut and stared at the prize swinging from his fingers.

			“You’ve caused quite enough trouble for one day, little stone,” he said.

			“I lost count. How much time do we have?” Saeldian was back in their gently perfected face. Not literally perfect, but better than that—fascinating. Kell had watched this face evolve over the years. He’d thought it had summed Saeldian up completely: nothing that detracted from what they wanted a mark to see and believe.

			But that was wrong. Saeldian had been at their limits without this illusion. Without it, they’d been afraid—no. Distressed, as if they had been in a nightmare.

			“Not enough,” Lorzok said. “Let’s not push our luck any further.”

			He didn’t look at Kell.

			“Lorzok, I’m sorry. We were trying to reach you. Saeldian couldn’t send you a message without copper. The only spell I could use was—”

			“Vicious Mockery,” Lorzok said. “The spell worked.”

			Kell felt like boot scrapings. If Lorzok would just punch him, he’d deserve it. But Lorzok wouldn’t hurt a fly. He would explain to mosquitoes that Kell got hives from their bites. He’d negotiated the equitable distribution of their food pack with a bear last tenday. Lorzok wouldn’t hurt anyone if he had another choice, because he wasn’t a monster.

			But Kell was.

			“I’m sorry.”

			But Lorzok wasn’t paying attention to him. “Guards are coming.”

			Boots thumping on stair risers. Genial conversation Kell couldn’t make out, but the tone was relaxed. They hadn’t been caught, but they were about to be.

			“Scatter,” Saeldian hissed.

			Lorzok tossed the pouch at Kell and fell to all fours.

			Kell caught the bag. Jubilee bolted to the alcove where they had waited for Lady Tarm and her servants to set the spells. She bent over the doorknob and slipped inside, closing it behind her.

			Lorzok shifted into the form of a house cat. He trotted down the stairs on the opposite side of Jubilee’s escape, meowing at the top of his tabby-striped kitty lungs at the guards, whose voices Lorzok had distinguished from the music and chatter before the rest of them.

			“The handsomest fellow, aren’t you?” a guard said, delighted with Lorzok’s feline antics. “Who’s collecting petting tax? Is it you? Oh yes, it is you!”

			“I swear, you and cats,” the other guard said.

			They had only a moment. Would the guards split up, each of them going up one staircase to the top? Smart guards would, so they would. They couldn’t follow Jubilee, Saeldian couldn’t cast any more major spells, he had…nothing that would get them out of this cleanly.

			Only one thing left. “Diversion.”

			Saeldian’s form shifted. Human, with bronze-brown hair, summer-sky eyes, freckles over an upturned nose, and…a wide, low gown that couldn’t stay up without the most sizeable assets Kell had ever seen Saeldian illusion. She (definitely she, right now) tugged him toward the alcove closest to the guards’ voices.

			“Best kind of caught?” she asked, and before he could answer, he was against the wall with Saeldian pressed against him.

			“Knave’s gambit, accepted,” Kell said, and caught the delicate jaw Saeldian had sculpted in two hands, gazing into their eyes as he brought them closer, closer, until their eyelids slipped half closed. They melted into him, and those assets pressed firmly against his chest.

			A mannerly guest shouldn’t be canoodling near the gallery, but there was no time to fix it now. He smiled, lazy and warm, and focused all his attention on Saeldian’s pretty disguise.

			He chuckled. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you knew perfectly well this exhibit was closed, Saer…”

			“Thezra,” Saeldian said. Kell nearly jumped at their light, airy voice. “I did deceive you. Was that…terribly wrong?”

			“You’re already forgiven.”

			“Good.”

			They were the picture of a beautiful woman caught in the silken net of surrendering for a kiss. It was perfect. Anyone would believe it. But what Kell really saw was the Saeldian he remembered with their illusions unraveled, trying to make a mask of their hands to hide the truth.

			“I think someone’s up there,” one of the guards said. “Quit fussing over that cat.”

			Kell stopped just a whisper away from their mouth. Their breath mingled. Saeldian clung to him as if their knees had become jelly. But almost against his lips, they whispered, “Three, two, one—”

			“Hey! You two.”

			Saeldian startled. They stepped back. They wobbled, giggling, and laughed outright when the guard caught them before they could stumble off the stairs.

			“Oh! Saer Guard!” They laughed again, a silvery little giggle. “I’m so sorry. We never meant to cause trouble! We just wanted a little privacy.”

			The arched mirror illusion was still up.

			“She wanted to show me a trick she could only do in the mirror,” Kell said, pitching his voice as tipsy as Saeldian’s. “But there wasn’t a mirror, but she said…she could do it in the reflection of my eyes…hey!”

			He pointed a finger at Saeldian and laughed. “You tricked me!”

			Saeldian laughed too. “He wouldn’t take a hint, Saer Guard. I had to trick him! Are we in terrible trouble?”

			The guard set Saeldian on their feet and turned to the gallery. Kell quit breathing, but when the guard’s expression didn’t change, he looked too.

			The mirror illusion was gone. The Kiss of Enduring Love rested in its stand, glittering. Not quite as much as the real one; this was the minor cantrip Saeldian could do at will. But even Saeldian’s hasty illusion was good enough.

			“You’re lucky you didn’t try to get another peek at the gallery,” the guard said.

			“We didn’t,” Saeldian said, and swayed. “But how did you know we didn’t?”

			“It’s very well protected. There would have been trouble. Big trouble.”

			“Oh! Perhaps we should go. Grandon…”

			“That’s me,” Kell said.

			Saeldian giggled again. “Would you help me find my carriage? And then do you think you could help me find my villa?”

			Behind Saeldian’s back, the guard watched Kell, eyebrows raised.

			Right. Kell was a guest of House Tarm. That meant that the House was responsible for him tonight. Saeldian, in their disguise as a wealthy woman, had the power to harm someone in an apprentice wizard’s fancy robes if he rejected her affections. The guard could make a polite excuse and rescue Kell…if Kell wanted to be rescued.

			He smiled, fuzzy and jovial. “It would be my pleasant…my pleas…I could do that,” Kell said. “The first place we should look for a carriage is…outside.”

			Saeldian laughed as if this were profoundly hilarious. She took the bannister in hand and picked her way down the stairs, and the guard followed them until they were outside.

			Saeldian stumbled and giggled until they were lost in the line of parked carriages, slipping between a pair of them. Saeldian stepped out on the other side as a young man in an outfit that was a match for Kell’s festival robes, and together, they made for the gate. The bubbly, tipsy demeanor vanished. They walked out of the side gates as if they had a destination, and the guards hardly noticed them pass.

			A tabby cat caught up and trotted beside them. Across the street, Jubilee strolled through the laughing, merry crowd, not in any hurry to go. She turned the first corner that took her out of sight.

			Saeldian and Kell caught up easily, but Lorzok still trotted along as a cat. They turned a corner, still strolling. No shouts. No alarms. So far, no one suspected a thing.

			“Don’t look now, but I think we did it,” Jubilee said. Joy leaked out as she tried to stay quiet. “We did it. We beat a Conundrum Chamber with lanceboard know-how and a couple of illusions.”

			Kell’s grunt carried his objection. “We nearly slow-walked this gem right to Lady Elezia.”

			“But we didn’t,” Jubilee countered.

			“And then we had to fast-talk our way out of getting caught after you ditched out of a window.”

			“Oh, that.” Jubilee shrugged. “You and Sheld are charming on demand. Didn’t make sense to distrust your skills when the chips were down.”

			She had a point, and Kell hated it. “That was more of a mess than a success.”

			Jubilee’s restrained grin dissolved. He’d won the argument, but Kell hated that too.

			“Any theft you can walk away from is a good one,” Saeldian said. They caught the eye of a half-drunk young woman and left the girl staring after them as they kept walking.

			Saeldian the scoundrel was back, then, and Kell didn’t have any reason for sympathy now.

			“Right,” Kell said, putting a little more distance between them. “Let’s get this thing back to Briona and get paid.”
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				Just One More Thing

				In Which Our Adventurers Are Not Given a Map
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			Saeldian had to make it just three hundred more steps down the Street of Bells before they could sit down, and only twelve of them were actually stairs. There wasn’t a carriage or cab with their hire lanterns unlit from Sulmor Street to Waterdeep Way, and certainly none to take them back to Righthoof Manor.

			Jubilee walked a wavering line so she would seem a bit drunk. Kell was so tense Saeldian’s jaw ached whenever they glanced his way. Lorzok, still a tabby cat, had taken to running along the knee-high stone walls that lined the sidewalks on the route from east of the High Road in the North Ward to Waterdeep Way.

			Two hundred seventy-two. Seventy-one. Righthoof Manor had its own clowder of cats, and Saeldian knew the swivel of an annoyed cat’s ears. Lorzok could have shifted back without anyone noticing more than once. He hadn’t, and Kell had given up trying to apologize a mile ago.

			Saeldian forgot their count and kept walking. Lorzok’s mood wasn’t their business. They’d gotten away clean, and that was all that mattered. Kell had the gem. They would hand it over, get paid, and find out when they had to go to part two and put it back. Saeldian didn’t want to set the gears in their mind to planning. They anticipated nothing but falling into whatever bed the Golden Rose had and not moving until someone brought them breakfast on a tray, around when everyone else would be stirring to see noonday.

			There were so many people on the street. All the shops were open, after all—Goldenight was celebrated with dances, feasts, performances, and bargains. Even the banks were open, in case someone needed to deposit their riches or withdraw just a few more dragons for something irresistible. Goldenight bargain-hunting was more fun than their birthday, but Saeldian couldn’t even think about shopping.

			Next year—no. Not next year. Only Waterdeep celebrated Goldenight. Saeldian hated walking into another ending, but they couldn’t stay with the Righthoofs any longer. The voice that called them down the road had spoken. Jubilee would understand, eventually, how close she’d come to becoming someone she wouldn’t like.

			Do the job. Get paid. Pick a direction, and start walking into a new chapter…and Saeldian couldn’t explain why to Jubilee either.

			They reached for the heavy, cool amulet and sighed when the Rose came into sight. Not long now. Fifty steps into the music-filled main floor, and then climbing another twelve, and—

			Briona and Mariel were in the sitting room Saeldian had barely seen when passing through it to have dinner. Mariel’s helmet lay on the floor next to the plush reclining couch she rested on; the ends of her unbraided rose-gold hair shivered and danced as Briona gently brushed one lock free of tangles.

			Jubilee gasped. “Oh, sorry!”

			Saeldian reflexively stepped backward to close the door, but Briona said, “Come in.”

			She didn’t stop tending to her hireling’s hair. She massaged a few drops of perfumed oil between her palms, and the scent of costly wood saps and green moss filled the room.

			“We…can come back?”

			Kell stepped in where Saeldian’s voice faltered. “If it’s not a good time, we could meet at breakfast.”

			Briona sighed and flourished dramatically at her own carefully braided crown. “Ever tried braiding it up like this by yourself?” She cocked her head, and the silver charms dangling from her hoop earrings caught the light.

			“I have, actually,” Saeldian said. “You’re right, it’s easier to find a partner and do each other’s.”

			“So, have a seat. I can listen and braid at the same time. I gather you were successful?”

			“We have it. But it was nearly a disaster—nasty spell-trap on that thing. Kell, show her.”

			Lorzok rubbed against their ankles as he wound past the clump of thieves next to the door. He hopped onto a chair—the nicest—and shifted back to himself. “The final trap was quite dangerous. I neutralized it, however.”

			Kell dug into his pocket. “It’s here.”

			Mariel turned her head just enough to see the gray bag swinging from Kell’s fingers. She hmphed agreeably and relaxed.

			“I trust you have the Kiss of Enduring Love in there, and not some rock you found on the beach. Very good. Your keys are over there. Congratulations.”

			“We’ll get the other two after the job is done?” Jubilee asked.

			“Correct,” Briona said. “You’re all going to be extremely comfortable for a while. But now, part two. It’s the Feywild for you now.”

			Saeldian lifted their hand. “I’m sorry, but can it wait until after we’ve slept?”

			“No,” Briona said. “It won’t take long, and there’s no time to lose. I wondered if you’d make it.”

			“We can’t,” Saeldian said. “We barely pulled off the theft. I’ve got nothing left.”

			“We weren’t told we’d be leaving right away,” Kell objected. “We don’t have our kit.”

			Briona lifted the whole mass of Mariel’s hair and brushed it smooth. “That wardrobe has what you need.”

			Kell was closest, so he opened the doors. “What? This is my pack.”

			“How can that be?” Jubilee asked, and moved over. “Shit. You went to my parents?”

			“They’re delighted to know you’re going on an expedition.”

			Saeldian couldn’t breathe. Jubilee glanced at them. They shook their head. The Zhentarim had to know where Saeldian lived, and therefore they knew about the Righthoofs. But that had been only a fact. It hadn’t been real.

			Saeldian couldn’t go back to the rehabilitated fish run and the milk goats and Wisdom’s explanations. They’d never go along with Verity’s affectionate badgering. When Saeldian and Jubilee returned from this job, Saeldian shouldn’t even stay long enough to say goodbye.

			They accepted their pack. Heavy, but not unbearably so, filled with supplies to eat and make shelter and cast spells. A corner of a folded letter poked out of the front pocket. Was it from Bastion or Serenity? And how many times did they say that they were proud?

			Saeldian was going to be sick. They smiled and swung the pack onto their shoulders. “You’ve thought of everything.”

			“No time for compliments.” Briona parted a section of Mariel’s hair and divided it into four strands. “The Kiss is in your hands. Take it and go into the gardens. Look for the oak tree, and the bluebells beneath. Look to the wall, and the gate that will open when the moonlight shines on it.”

			They couldn’t do this. They needed time before just dashing off. “You don’t understand. I need to sleep.”

			“Sleep when you get there,” Briona said. “The time you need is on the other side of the wall.”

			“It’ll be all right,” Jubilee said. “We’ll change clothes and go.”

			“No time for that,” Briona said. “So you’d better pack them carefully. Or buy a new set. Or twenty.”

			“Why are you rushing us like this?” Saeldian couldn’t hold on to their composure or their careful manners, and they were too worn out to try. “We don’t even know where we’re going!”

			“Because the way thins for only a few minutes,” Lorzok said. “On certain days and under certain stars, there is a precise moment. And it’s opening soon, isn’t it?”

			“It’s already open,” Briona said. “And you’re all arguing instead of getting down there.”

			“You are going to the domain of Hearthaven’s Repose,” Mariel said in her gravel-crunching voice. She relaxed as Briona wove her hair into a braid. “They welcome guests who need shelter, rest, and protection. Be in harmony with them—it’s your best disguise.”

			“We need to know more than that,” Saeldian objected.

			“There’s no time.” Kell gripped Saeldian’s elbow. “We have to go. I’ll make sure you get your sleep. Move.”

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			The Golden Rose’s garden was a wild, informal thing, with flowers mingling at a celebration and only narrow paths for a traveler instead of the orderly arranged beds of blooms organized by height and color. But the only light that shone were the flashes of fireflies, hovering in a cloud over the blossoms and under the boughs. The moon’s round face was high in the southern sky, with Selûne’s tears shining in her wake. The oak and its carpet of bluebells rested next to a wall draped in clematis and ivy along the south end of the Golden Rose’s garden, and the gate Briona had mentioned was nothing but a drawing on the stone.

			It was a good drawing, of course. It was of a wooden gate, one that had been charmed into growing that way. Every bar a bough, sprouting hard green apples barely past setting. But between its gaps was stone wall. The whole drawing rested in the shade of the wall, where Selûne’s light could never fall on it.

			Saeldian looked up at the fireflies and oak leaves. “Good spot for moonlight, wouldn’t you say? Should shine down on this ‘gate’ any moment now.”

			“Shh,” Jubilee said. “No complaining when there’s a puzzle.”

			Saeldian smacked their forehead. “Everything about the fey is a trick. Sorry. I’ll stop. But that’s not a gate, and the moon can’t shine on it—”

			“I think I know,” Lorzok said. “Jubilee is right. One moment.”

			Lorzok raised his hands, crushing three pearly seeds against a rough brown stone. “There.”

			Silvery light fell from an orb the same glowing silver as the moon beyond the oak tree. Saeldian sidestepped out of the way. A Moonbeam spell’s light hurt when it touched a foe, and they didn’t want to take chances. Lorzok hummed as it moved over the bluebells, and fireflies darted away to show off somewhere else.

			The gate changed. Saeldian watched the drawing swell and become real wood. The stone behind it fell away. The apples grew from the size of a thumbnail to a walnut, from leaf green to bright green, then blushing on their cheeks. The air was sweet with ripening fruits, the blush spreading and filling to pink, to red, to deep claret…

			“Don’t touch them,” Saeldian said. “Don’t pick them. Let me.”

			The cool, silvery light burned as they pulled the apple-tree gate open, guarding their party from the honey-sweet, delicious, certainly perfect apples.

			“Step through three paces and stop,” Saeldian said. “Hold hands. Don’t get separated.”

			Lorzok hung back when Jubilee waited for him to follow Kell. Instead, Lorzok took Jubilee’s hand and let her catch Kell’s hand in hers. Lorzok held his other one out for Saeldian as he passed. Saeldian held the gate and closed it gently as they passed, one, two, three steps, and only then looked back.

			No gate. No apples. No wall. Only a single firefly, flashing and confused, looking for the way back to Waterdeep.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				The Impatient Made Small Under Moonlight

				Where Making Friends Is the Best Policy
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			They were in the Feywild. It sang in the ground under Saeldian’s feet, whispered secrets into their unbound curls, rested gentle and wild on their vision. Not night, not morning; the light was the eternal moment before dusk fell to night or dawn rose to day.

			Saeldian had always thought of the Feywild as a forest. In some ways, it was, and an oddly perfect one at that. Soft moss studded with blue-violet flowers, vines curled around tree trunks big as houses. The softly lit air sang as if it were made for nightingales.

			Was that tree an oak? Saeldian squinted to get a better look, and it became one as they watched, filling in the details that made it change from a bare trunk into a massive crown of leaves spread as far as they would go—standing away from the other trees, as a ruler should keep their distance from their subjects.

			But it hadn’t been an oak until Saeldian wondered if it was. “Did you see that?”

			No one answered.

			Jubilee turned in a slow circle, as amazed as Verity was at one of Saeldian’s little illusion tricks. Her smile widened, and she let out a cheer and spun until she landed in the soft litter of leaves and moss.

			Lorzok turned more slowly, a huge smile also on his face, and said, “Hello.”

			The birdsong rose in response, chirps and trills fighting over who would be heard first. A caramel-dappled rabbit poked its head out of a bush, wiggling its nose, a single spiral horn sprouting from its forehead.

			Lorzok crouched and bowed his head, listening to the rabbit’s chitters with rapt attention. “Indeed,” he replied. “We’ve only just arrived.”

			The rabbit burst into a run, dashing up to Lorzok. After accepting a scratch on its floppy ears, it ran to Jubilee and leapt into the air, twisting to land with its back to her, clearly asking for more pets. Jubilee was mindful of its horn as she petted down its back.

			It ran around in circles at Saeldian’s feet, then stopped and perched on its hind feet, head cocked toward Kell.

			Kell stared at the oak that Saeldian wondered at, then turned to gaze at everything else, as if he were committing this place to memory. He stood like he might have to run, or fight to keep his hold on this place, and he looked oddly blank. Like he didn’t know what to think, or didn’t dare believe it was real.

			The rabbit hopped to him and rose up, putting its front feet on Kell’s leg and breaking the spell of his daze. Kell crouched to meet it.

			“Hello.”

			The unicorn-horned rabbit hopped straight into his lap, stretching to put its paws on Kell’s shoulder.

			A hug. Saeldian’s chest ached.

			Kell hugged the almiraj like he was afraid to break it. Boosted up, the rabbit laid its chin on Kell’s shoulder, and Kell let go of the tense mistrust.

			The ache in Saeldian’s chest went dull. Urchins told stories about how they had been important before they landed on fatherless streets. How they were, actually, secretly special, and someone was looking for them to take them to the childhood where they belonged.

			Saeldian had heard a hundred tales like this. But Kell’s memories of a merry world where the magical and the peculiar would help you with chores if you could strike a good bargain were true. Saeldian had heard the grief and loss when Kell reminisced.

			He’d yearned to come back here. Here he was, and everything about him was drinking in the moment when he had come home, where he belonged, where the family the urchins swore was out there was really here and ready to love him. It hurt in the place Saeldian’s own yearning for home should have been.

			Exhaustion crashed into Saeldian’s senses again. They were here. No turning back. It wasn’t as bad as they feared, but they swayed with fatigue. “Kell, I don’t know how you think you’ll find me a place to sleep, but I really, really need it.”

			The moment of Kell’s homecoming snapped. The almiraj hopped off Kell’s lap and returned to Lorzok. Kell had a weary glance for Saeldian’s interruption but untangled from kneeling to stand on his feet.

			“Right. We need a place to camp.”

			“Can’t we just camp here?” Saeldian was too tired to stop the whine. “I’ve got nothing left.”

			“We’re not even sure where we’re going,” Kell said. “Let alone where we are. We’re in the truewild—”

			“I’m serious. I need to sleep, Kell. I haven’t needed to sleep in months.”

			A warm hand gripped their shoulder. Lorzok stood near, and Saeldian could smell his magic. Green, growing things, the way the world smelled after the rain or in a clearing of freshly fallen snow inviting anyone who saw it to play. A little twig disappeared as he conjured up a handful of fruit. “Eat this.”

			Lorzok presented Saeldian with a sweet red berry. Saeldian eyed it. “Does your magic always smell like that?”

			“Smell like what?”

			“Like…how it smells when you open the window and you just have to stop to smell it.”

			Lorzok looked pleased. “I’ve never heard it described that way, but it feels right. Do you always smell magic?”

			“No,” Saeldian said. “It’s just now, in this place. What is this magic berry? Will it give me a full night’s sleep?”

			“No, but it will help you. Take your time.”

			Saeldian had never eaten a berry like this. Sweet, but it tingled in their mouth, and things brightened a little. Their limbs felt a little less heavy, and the sense of the smell of his magic sharpened. What would their own magic smell like?

			Perfume, probably, and sugary dessert. Beeswax and oil blended with pigment? They’d find out after some rest. It wouldn’t take long for Kell to find a campsite. No one would expect them to go rummaging for firewood. Which was good, because—

			“Do you feel better?” Lorzok asked.

			“I’m still exhausted.”

			“Do you feel happier?” Lorzok pressed. “It is very important that you feel optimistic right now.”

			Saeldian accepted the skin of water Lorzok offered. It was warm, but Saeldian’s polite sip became a quaff. They’d been so thirsty that they drank nearly a third of it.

			“Sorry.”

			“More where that came from. Have another berry.”

			Gladly. It had an acidic note, and the flesh was firm but sweet. Saeldian stood up a little straighter. “Why do I need to feel optimistic?”

			“The unshaped Feywild—the truewild—can be shaped by expectations and needs. If you need a place to camp, you can find it, but if you expect disaster, you will get it. If you feel happiness, or fear—”

			“It’ll become what I want,” Saeldian said. “I think I made that tree an oak tree.”

			Lorzok followed Saeldian’s pointing finger. “It is an oak tree. I would know.”

			Tired as they were, that was still a cute joke. “I mean I looked at it and wondered if it was, and it changed,” Saeldian said.

			“That is exactly what I mean,” Lorzok said. “The unshaped Feywild responds to what you expect. That is why you need to be—”

			“Optimistic,” Saeldian said. “I expect we’ll find a nice place to camp.”

			“I expected that help would arrive to make sure we do—and help came.”

			The unicorn-horned hare sniffed a patch of leafy herbs and munched, its little nose wiggling. Saeldian suppressed the urge to babble nonsense at it.

			Kell stopped near Saeldian’s side. “An almiraj is a good sign. We’re in the truewild, but if an almiraj came to chat, then this part is safe.”

			He was trying to steady their feelings. There was no truce or forgiveness—no, they were a team who cooperated.

			Jubilee had a grin that would coax the twilight into becoming day. “Good morning, Saer Almiraj.”

			That butt wiggle served only to make Saeldian smile, which they didn’t disguise.

			“He bids you good morning,” Lorzok said. “He says that his name is the Impatient Made Small Under Moonlight.”

			“That’s a mouthful,” Jubilee said. “Can we nickname you? Timsum. Tim.”

			Saeldian couldn’t help their amusement. “Tim?”

			The almiraj brought both his front paws down in a great thump, twice.

			“Timtim?” Kell asked.

			Timtim flicked his ears and munched on an herb.

			“He likes that better,” Lorzok reported.

			“Ask him if there’s a settlement nearby,” Kell said.

			Timtim’s nose wiggled.

			“He says that there hasn’t been for a while. Travelers, though, more than usual.”

			“Travelers to greet?” Kell asked, his voice sharp.

			“Travelers with a purpose,” Lorzok said. “Not lost like us.”

			“Are we lost?” Jubilee said.

			“We don’t know where we’re going,” Kell said. “That’s the definition of lost.”

			“Then what are we doing here?” Jubilee’s voice rose. “You can get lost in the truewild, only to stumble out and it’s twenty years later!”

			Lorzok shook his head. “Have no fear. There’s an excellent spot to camp right under our noses. Pitching our tents will go smoothly.”

			“We won’t have to pitch tents,” Kell said. “For ages, the noble orc nomads journeyed across Toril—will you tell them, Lorzok?”

			Oh, clever. They had to stay positive, so Lorzok had to respond, but he would be talking to Saeldian and Jubilee, not Kell. “I am called Lorzok the Seeker,” he declaimed, only a little dramatically. It was enough to make Saeldian smile. “Among my band, Seeker is not a common name.”

			“It isn’t?” Saeldian asked. “I thought it sounded right for nomads.”

			“For me, it is a reflection of my life’s work—to meet the heart of perfect nature, the home and being of Silvanus. To my clan, it implied dissatisfaction,” Lorzok said. “Most of my band and my clan know their road, and their road is gold. My clan is wealthy, and they are proud of it. But they trade everywhere, and anywhere, and anything, so long as there’s profit to be made.”

			Jubilee made a hum of understanding. “So you are the Seeker because you didn’t like being a merchant?”

			“Being that kind of merchant,” Saeldian said.

			“I thought they were doing wrong,” Lorzok said. “And I couldn’t find what I wanted with them. So I left. And in my seeking, I found Kell, and we decided to seek together.”

			“The Feywild,” Jubilee said. “But what does that have to do with tents?”

			“Nature’s wonderful. But we both agreed on pooling our gold for this,” Kell said. He presented a round, polished crystal on his palm, disappeared it with a flourish—Saeldian and Jubilee both knew how to palm an object, but his flair was exquisite—and made it reappear before he tossed it into the air.

			He exclaimed a phrase in Sylvan. But before Saeldian could feel jealous of him knowing the language they didn’t, the crystal landed in his hand, and the air around them changed.

			“Shelter,” Kell said. “Cool in summer, warm in winter, rainproof—I can dim the dome to full darkness, shade it just a little, whatever you please.”

			“Wizard!” Jubilee said. “This spell’s expensive.”

			Lorzok shrugged. “It was worth it.”

			“Thank—”

			“Shh!” Kell said.

			Saeldian huffed. “Are you really going to pick a fight with me over being polite?”

			“No thanks in the Feywild,” Kell said. “Thanking someone puts you in their debt.”

			He could have just let them owe him one, which was another reason to thank him, and that was annoying. “This is most convenient,” Saeldian said. “I am pleased.”

			“Good kid,” Kell praised.

			Ass.

			“Time to sleep,” Jubilee said. “I wonder what dreams in the Feywild are like?”

			“More fantastical,” Kell said, “and more vivid. Remember—if you don’t like it, it’s a dream. It’s only a dream.”

			“Only a dream,” Jubilee said. “Well, let’s get out of this fancy garb and then see how it works.”
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			Finally, Kell wakes up in the Feywild, and it feels like morning is a friend inviting him to the day. The birds sing up a riot, the leaves whisper against one another in the breeze, a river or a brook or even a waterfall dashes over smooth stones near the camp but not in sight, and all of it sings Home, home, you are home.

			Is it like he remembered? This is not Essanderon’s Rest, but it is the changing land of the truewild. Changeable, but supple as clay in the will of someone unafraid to shape it.

			Home, the robins sing. Even the air feels right. He can stretch his limbs out from under his blanket and watch the glimpse of sky between the spread arms of tree branches. There’s nothing to do just yet. There’s no one who needs him just yet. And if he stays still and listens, he can stay in the peace of finally waking up where he belongs.

			His family is out there. His father, Terandis Redsong, and his brother, Verandil Sureshot—it doesn’t matter that Terandis is a dragonfly-winged fairy and Verandil a satyr. They are his family. Hadthar, Shuahn, Yllvriel, and Quickwit, the Amberstars and the Teabellies are out there—

			But where?

			And with that thought, he was now completely awake.

			Kell sat up and rolled up his sleeping pad and blankets. They needed breakfast. Maybe something more than dry-smoked silver mackerel and boiled porridge. He hadn’t started a dough—he’d had no idea he was going to be back in the wild today, so it wasn’t his fault. Porridge, then, no matter what Saeldian thought.

			Lorzok’s bedroll was already tucked away atop his pack. Jubilee slept on her back with one leg out of her blankets. Timtim was a fluffy little ball with his small bunny snores, but Saeldian was really exhausted enough to sleep.

			Saeldian didn’t usually need to sleep for long, unless they had pushed past their limits. They lay prone with one knee raised, the opposite hand stretched above their head and resting on the hilt of a sheathed dagger. He glanced at Jubilee again. The hilt of another dagger lay tucked under the bedroll, just where her hand would instinctually reach for it.

			Did they think they were in danger? Nothing could get in the dome. Maybe they didn’t know that. He needed to get up, though, and as soon as he left the dome, it would vanish.

			It didn’t smell like rain. It wouldn’t rain. And there was nothing dangerous here. They would be fine. Kell stepped velvet-soft over the border of the dome.

			But the moment the spell vanished, Saeldian threw off their covers and had the dagger in their hand. They moved to nudge Jubilee, who rolled into a crouch, putting herself on Saeldian’s guard side.

			Only thing to do: talk. Kell held up his hands and backed away slowly. “It’s Kell. You’re in the Feywild. It’s safe; I just took the dome down. I think that woke you.”

			Saeldian sighed and relaxed. The knife went up their sleeve. “Why did you take it down?”

			“It’s only active when I’m inside it,” Kell said. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

			“You could have woken us up.”

			“I did,” Kell called over his shoulder. “Well out of stabbing range.”

			Lorzok was back by the time Kell returned, sitting cross-legged with Timtim settled on his lap. He had his flask out, sharing it around with Saeldian and Jubilee while they packed their kits. Saeldian eyed Kell over the rim of the flask as they sipped from it, then their eyes went wide.

			“It’s coffee.” They looked at the flask in wonder. “It’s perfect coffee—is this what I think it is?”

			“A bottle of boundless coffee?” Lorzok smiled so warmly, little flowers bloomed all around him.

			“Brilliant. Literally wizard. Hats off.” Saeldian handed it back to Lorzok. “This is the best magic item ever created. I’m not sure I should actually have one of my own. What’s yours, Jubilee?”

			Jubilee gave a theatrical sigh as she handed the flask back to Lorzok. “Ajmeri Red Honey, pressure-brewed, topped with double-layer sugar-dusted milk foam.”

			Saeldian shook their head. “You and your candied coffee drinks. Mine was a hand-poured Mezrothan. Perfect temperature, black as Timtim’s eyes. As it should be drunk,” Saeldian said, nodding to Lorzok as they accepted the flask again.

			Jubilee wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and leaned into Saeldian’s shoulder. “You like coffee desserts, Sheld, what’s it matter if the drink is sweet?”

			Saeldian just shrugged. “I like potatoes. But if they’re mashed, they need gravy to be good.”

			“Fair,” Jubilee declared.

			“You don’t have to drink coffee like you’ve got something to prove,” Kell said. “Nothing wrong with a little cream and sugar, you know.”

			Saeldian made a face as they passed the flask back to Lorzok. “Spend some time actually tasting it. You’re covering up the depth and complexity when you could get to know it. The truth of it is beautiful.”

			“Huh!” Kell said. “Never thought truth would be on your list of things to appreciate.”

			Saeldian’s shoulders twitched upward, but they slouched them back down and rolled their eyes. Jubilee stared at him so fiercely, Kell put his hands up. Lorzok met his eyes, disappointed, and then looked away.

			Kell hunched his shoulders. “I apologize. That was rude.”

			“Save it,” Saeldian said. “You’re only sorry because Lorzok doesn’t like it.”

			He was sorry he’d ruined the peace. He wasn’t sorry that he didn’t get taken in by Saeldian’s relentless pull. Argue with them about coffee, and they’d talk about beauty. That was how they got you, and Kell was almost about to go along with it.

			“It would be better if you would stop insulting Saeldian like you were trying to win a contest,” Lorzok said. “They explained that their exit from Baldur’s Gate wasn’t because they were trying to betray you.”

			“And you believe them.”

			Lorzok took another sip of coffee. “Don’t you?”

			He wasn’t getting into it. “Fine. We don’t have a lot of time to find a domain of the Feywild and then figure out how to swap the real Kiss of Enduring Love with the fake. We need a guide, and the best way to find one is to look for my family. Once we find them, they can help us.”

			Saeldian shook their head. “I already know where we need to go. I talked to Osalor about it yesterday. We need to go to Eightbridge and find a guide. They’re anywhere that has the sign of a traveler with a lantern staff.”

			Kell counted to three in his head so he could have room for a reasonable objection. “Essanderon’s Rest had loads of travelers, and they’ll help me freely. A stranger would want a bargain.”

			“Osalor didn’t think the cost would be too onerous. We need to do this quickly. Do you think your family would be happy to see you leave the moment you arrived?”

			“They’d be happy to help me.”

			Lorzok glanced at Saeldian before asking, “Are they closer than Eightbridge, then? Do you know where they are from here?”

			Jubilee nodded. “Lorzok has a point, Sheld. We should go with the choice that’s closer.”

			Lorzok gave the flask to Saeldian while Kell was sitting right there. “I agree. Which is closer?”

			Still in the disappointed books, then? Fine. Kell could be reasonable. “To answer your question, I don’t know. But I can find out.”

			Jubilee looked at him sideways. “How?”

			“It’s like I said before. Kell can find anyone he wants, as long as he wants to find them,” Saeldian said. “But I disagree.”

			Kell sighed. “What do you mean, you disagree?”

			“I have to stop drinking that marvelous coffee before I overindulge,” Saeldian said, giving the flask back to Lorzok and holding up their hand. “I appreciate the invitation to share. Anyway, we need to go to Eightbridge. That’s what Osalor said yesterday.”

			Who put them in charge? “And whatever Osalor says is right?”

			“Well, he’s lived here all his life,” Saeldian said. “His advice is up-to-date. And you just said you don’t know where your family is.”

			“Because I haven’t looked,” Kell said, dismissive and bored. “But I can’t find a place. It doesn’t work that way. If it did, then we could just head straight to Hearthaven’s Repose and do the job so I could get rid of you.”

			Saeldian’s hand drifted closer to their dagger. “Try it.”

			“Whoa. I didn’t mean it like that,” Kell said. “Don’t be ridiculous. I just never want to see you again.”

			“Honestly? Same here.”

			There was no way Kell could stand Saeldian’s company for another day. “Fine. In fact, why don’t you just go back to the gate and go home? I’ll take it from here.”

			“I wish I could,” Saeldian said, and the most peculiar expression crossed their face. Their illusory disguise wavered as they looked at…nothing.

			Jubilee leaned in. “Are you all right? Sheld?”

			“I’m going to—finish the job.” Saeldian took a deep breath. “I’m going to see it through to the end.” Their voice strengthened as they vowed it, glaring at Kell. “Why do you always have to poke at me?”

			Lorzok reached for his pack, and so did Jubilee.

			Kell picked up his own pack and pulled the shoulder straps tight. “Because I won’t forget what happened when I trusted you.”

			Saeldian looked like a high bank of dark clouds sculling in on the wind. “You’re acting like you’re the boss of this job. You’re out of the heist game, remember?”

			He didn’t have to take disrespect like that from the likes of Saeldian Charmhand! “We’re in the Feywild now, remember?”

			The air was cold then, and so quiet it pressed against Kell’s ears. The horned lark went silent. Chattering he didn’t notice until it was gone. The trees around them shifted only a little, but their shadows were darker.

			“Hey, watch the temper,” Jubilee said. “Calm down.”

			“Yes, do calm down,” Lorzok said. “Remember where you are. Let’s decide what to do.”

			“It’s easy. There’s only one reasonable thing to do,” Kell said. “We catch up to my family, and they can help us.”

			“It’s only reasonable if you can point in their direction,” Saeldian said, acid still strong in their voice.

			Everything got darker. This was dangerous. But it wasn’t just him. Saeldian was egging him on, poking in just the right spot to make him harden his stomach muscles and square his stance. He couldn’t let them get to him. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

			“Hey,” Jubilee said. “Did you hear that?”

			Lorzok peered in the direction Jubilee turned.

			Saeldian ignored her. “You want to do it your way, huh? Fine. Find them. Lead the way.”

			Like they were daring him to do it.

			“I can’t just spin in a circle and head in their direction.”

			“You said your plan is the reasonable one, but you can’t fool me. You didn’t even try.” Saeldian adjusted every strap on their pack and bounced to judge the fit. “Why not?”

			There wasn’t anything Kell could say, because he’d rather die than tell Saeldian the reason.

			Because he’d tried before.

			Kell could find whomever he wanted to find, so long as he’d met them at least once before. Essanderon had given the knack to Kell when he was very small and afraid of being lost. The better he knew someone, the easier it was. But he had barely been hungry on the first day of his exile when he had sat alone and reached out, only to find nothing.

			He’d guessed that meant he couldn’t find them if they weren’t on the same plane. Where was the Feywild when you were in Faerûn? That was logical. That made sense. He couldn’t find them until he made it back.

			But the other possible reason, which he’d never admit aloud, was that they were all dead. He couldn’t tell Saeldian that.

			“Hey,” Jubilee said. “Keep it down. Someone’s coming.”

			“Excellent,” Saeldian said. “We can ask them for directions to Eightbridge. Since Kell just wants to stand here all day.”

			“The sky is a beautiful clear blue, and everywhere is peaceful,” Lorzok said. “We are safe.”

			He didn’t sound like he believed it.

			Kell sighed. “Look at how everything has changed. We can’t clash like this in the truewild.”

			“So don’t be an ass when we’re trying to figure out what to do,” Saeldian said. “We need someone who knows how to get to Eightbridge, and now someone’s coming. Or maybe your brother just happened to be out for a walk. It’s the Feywild. It does whatever you want.”

			“It does whatever you feel,” Lorzok said. “And you two feel like a duel. Will you please center yourselves?”

			“I’m fine,” Saeldian said. “No reason to be angry when you’re right.”

			Kell took a deep, deep breath, held it, and counted the seconds before he had to let it go.

			Saeldian marched off but made it only a few steps before a woman with long white hair in a traveling robe with a sturdy walking staff strode up to the party. “Forgive me, good folk, but I couldn’t help but overhear. Are you lost?”

			Chilly air curled around the back of Kell’s neck. Saeldian froze, caught in mid-step. Long tendrils of moss drooped from the tree branches, swaying desperately for something to touch. To grab. All around them, the air took on the smell of slow-moving water, and the ground under Kell’s boots went soft as the traveler came closer.

			This woman was no mere wanderer. She ambled closer, only her smile visible in the shadow beneath the wide brim of her pointed hat. She carried a staff and wore a humbly cut but spotless traveling robe.

			Kell stood up straight and bowed before the traveler, as courteous as a bard acknowledging the noble whose purse would provide. “Good morning. We were just discussing breakfast.”

			Saeldian said nothing.

			The woman drew closer. “You are hungry? I have a little to spare.”

			This close, Kell could feel it. Incredible power, heavy with possibility, scented with charms and lightning and the smell of a just-burned match—all of it balanced on the tip of a needle and ready to fall on them for good, for ill, for whatever she wanted.

			“A witch.”

			Saeldian barely let their breath make the sound. If Kell hadn’t stepped directly in front of them—when did he do that?—he wouldn’t have heard them at all.

			A witch. Witches weren’t wizards, though they could learn a spell through study. They weren’t warlocks, though they might have mentors. They weren’t sorcerers, though they could make magic happen because they wanted it to. Witches gained power however they could. However they wanted. He didn’t know whom he’d met, but he knew better than to owe a stranger in the Feywild a favor.

			“I mean that we were discussing our favorite breakfasts. I’m fond of eggs,” Kell amended.

			“Smoked fish on toast,” Jubilee said, following Kell’s gab as smoothly as she did Saeldian’s.

			“Fresh fish, clearly, is the finest breakfast there is,” Lorzok said, no slouch in going with a subject change as Kell’s partner either.

			“And your opinion?” She waited, cocking her head, as Saeldian struggled to make any sound at all.

			Kell filled the silence. “Eggs. They also prefer eggs.”

			The white-haired woman’s face turned concerned. “Are you well?”

			“Eggs,” Saeldian said, like they were grabbing on to Kell’s line at the last instant. “Fried in hot oil so the edges go crisp and lacy, then pulled to a cooler spot on the stove until the whites set but the yolks are still runny. Top toasted bread with it.”

			“That’s marvelously specific,” the woman said. “I know an inn where you can ask for exactly that, and it’ll be perfectly done. It’s not far from here. Maybe you’ve seen the spire in the distance. Menoriath’s Fallen Spire, I mean. It’s beautiful and tragic.”

			“Fallen Menoriath?” Lorzok asked. “It’s nearby?”

			The woman turned her intent, interested stare away from Saeldian. Released from the strange woman’s regard, Saeldian struggled through a ragged breath of the sort that heralds a scream. No one but Kell heard the tiny, scared noise they couldn’t stop.

			“Relatively speaking,” the witch said. “Distances change here, as I’m sure you know.”

			Kell did his best to look like he was hiding ignorance. “I have read of the phenomenon, yes.”

			“Your first time in the Feywild! I’m glad I found you before anyone else did,” the witch exclaimed. “When I think about what you could have stumbled over while out here lost, with no guide? Please don’t imagine it. I can sort this out for you. A disagreement, yes?”

			Saeldian laughed. It sounded like a stone rolling over cobbles. “Only over breakfasts. Though I concede that my preference isn’t so easily done on a campfire.”

			Nobody else would be able to tell how much that breezy tone cost them. Why were they so afraid? Did they know this woman? Had Saeldian swindled her once? Surely not. The woman before them was white-haired, maiden-faced, and it felt like the heavy air before lightning just to be near her. Saeldian wasn’t foolish enough to cross power like that.

			“I’m so glad to hear that it wasn’t anything serious. But I can get you to the spire.”

			“That is a kind offer,” Lorzok said, “but—”

			The witch wasn’t listening. She was staring at Saeldian again—exactly at Saeldian’s breastbone, where their shirt was laced firmly shut. Saeldian never favored the kind of figure that inspired people to stare at their beautifully crafted breasts or hugely muscled chest, but they might as well have. Saeldian’s teeth clicked together in a helpless rhythm of terror that chilled Kell just standing beside them. They didn’t move or speak.

			That didn’t stop the witch at all. “Oh, my dear, your teeth are chattering so! Let me—”

			Near Lorzok’s feet, Timtim thumped his hindlegs in alarm. A tension in the air snapped. Saeldian covered their breastbone with their hand. Lorzok slammed the butt of his staff on the ground.

			The witch’s eyes widened as magic swirled around her, but it closed on empty air, and she was next to Kell now, shoving him aside to get to Saeldian.

			No. Kell spun away from that shove like it was a dance move and hooked his sickled foot around her ankle.

			“Ha!” he shouted, and shoved.

			She windmilled her arms as she fell flat on her back in the mud. He grabbed Saeldian’s shoulder and ran them to a spot between Jubilee and Lorzok.

			The woman raised her head, and her unsmiling expression promised Kell that he would pay for that until his spirit was flat as an empty purse. She lifted her hand, and Kell braced himself, but the glow of magic in her hand fizzled with a wet pop. Saeldian’s shouted Counterspell still hung in the air.

			Kell blinked at the spot that glowed pink in his vision where the light of the woman’s spell had flared. Saeldian had countered it—how? No. Kell couldn’t waste a moment.

			He grabbed a vial from his belt, dropped it to the ground, and shattered it under his boot as he cast the spell that would slow everything she did. She struggled to speak as molasses smeared into the dirt.

			Jubilee crushed something in her hand and blew black dust off her palm. Lorzok’s staff glowed. Vines snaked around the witch as a cloud of darkness settled over her.

			“Run!” Lorzok cried, and Kell was not arguing. Saeldian sprinted away so fast, it had to be a spell.

			“Sheld!”

			But Saeldian had bolted like a frightened horse, and the land around them writhed in response. A tall, skinny poplar fell across the path. Saeldian leapt, planting one hand on the trunk as they vaulted over it and kept running.

			But when Kell echoed Saeldian’s move, the path was gone, and Saeldian was nowhere.
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			The path, obeying Saeldian’s fear, was studded with tree roots and burrow holes and lashing branches behind their every step. Kell couldn’t look back, could only run until the stitch in his side slashed, until his heart pounded so fast it hurt. Lorzok had shifted into his wolf form, and Jubilee hopped and dodged barriers to keep pace. Timtim had dashed ahead of them and waited to be scooped up, riding inside Kell’s jerkin.

			The witch hadn’t chased them, but Saeldian was still gone. It didn’t matter how doggedly they kept running. They never picked up Saeldian’s trail, and the wood around them kept changing, blocking their way with hedges, boulders, even a half-crumbled stone wall. Now Kell stumbled to a halt, breathing hard and nearly dizzy.

			“Saeldian’s doing this,” Lorzok said. “They don’t want to be caught. The land is just doing what they want it to.”

			“What happened back there?” Kell asked. “How did we wind up in a fight?”

			“Timtim gave the alarm,” Lorzok said. “Since every hair on my head was standing on end, I didn’t waste time wondering if he was right.”

			“That witch was after Sheld,” Jubilee said. “She stared at them like they were worth a lord’s ransom.”

			So Saeldian was in trouble in multiple realms? Didn’t that just figure. “Why? Who was that?”

			“I don’t know,” Jubilee said. “But I saw her face when she first arrived. She looked happy to find us, but happy’s not the right word.”

			Lorzok’s wolf form slid away as he became an orc again. “Happy the way a hunter is happy when the prey is flushed out.”

			“We have to find them.” Jubilee turned in a circle. “Tell me how this truewild works. I want to find Sheld, so I can, right? As long as I want to find them.”

			Lorzok leaned against a tree and waited for Kell to answer.

			Hells.

			“I can do it.” Kell said. “Rest. Let me.”

			He hadn’t done this in ten years.

			After escaping Baldur’s Gate, Kell Redsong could have settled in a copse of trees, closed his eyes, and remembered everything he knew about Saeldian, then used that memory to feel where they were. He could have known what direction they were in, and, judging by how long it took to match his knowing of them to the finding, how far away. If Saeldian had been on the road to Waterdeep, it would have been a few minutes. If they had sailed away, it would take a little longer, the impression more diffuse. But Kell had known Saeldian longer than anyone else. It would have been faster to find them a hundred miles away than to find Krent, the Zhentarim from Wyrm’s Rock whom he’d known for only two days, only ten miles distant.

			But if Saeldian had gone to another realm, or died, there wouldn’t have been anything to sense at all, and Kell didn’t want to know. He didn’t want to know if they’d gone north to Waterdeep or south to Candlekeep or were still tucked up snug in Baldur’s Gate behind him, living on the money they’d made from selling him out. He hadn’t wanted to know anything about Saeldian Charmhand ever again. So he never tried to find them, not once.

			But now he had to. Kell tried his best to remember Saeldian—tall and cynical but always so funny. How they prowled Baldur’s Gate collecting more clothes than a theater troupe, able to change into the manner of a servant draped in the social armor of their lord, a laundress bearing a basket of sheets, or a lone drinker who was surprised when their bearing and their boots betrayed them as an off-duty Fist. How they could take their tray of powders and pastes and become someone else until they smiled and winked, always the same under the mask. How they’d disguise themselves and drop gold in the palms of the ten-year-olds and tell them to stick together to be safe.

			He remembered them bringing home spices they definitely stole, and fine wines and rare cheeses. Kell relied on their tasting skills to advise him on what seasoning to add to a dish, but Saeldian couldn’t boil an egg without risking a kitchen fire. How it felt to see them again after so many years, and—

			How it felt to stand still while Saeldian used magic and needlecraft to fit Wisdom’s dress robes to Kell’s body. How their gentle, expert touch sprinkled in power had felt like caring, even though Kell didn’t want to feel warm and comforted.

			He remembered how he wanted to laugh at Saeldian doing the bidding of a little girl and rescuing a kitten that could have rescued itself, because it was ridiculous, but how he couldn’t, because it was Saeldian doing something Kell never imagined them doing.

			And then he knew where to point. He was already facing that way, one foot lifted to take the first step. The shrubs thinned just there, as if the local deer always went between them. Kell followed that sense, and the deer path never got wider, but it always tended in the correct direction. The sense of Saeldian grew until he could guess at a distance—within a mile. Within a block. Within a shout. He had to mind where he stepped while the ground folded under his stride, carrying him farther than he should have been able to go.

			The truewild bent to what he wanted, and Kell could feel it all around him, changing and becoming what he wanted as he moved through it. He hadn’t ever moved through the truewild like this. He hadn’t known it would feel like he could guide it as if he held its reins.

			And then he smelled flowers. Sweet white flowers. He ran between a pair of red-trunked ash trees to find Saeldian bent over, hands braced on their knees while their lungs caught up with them.

			“I found you, Saeldian,” Kell said.

			“Sheld!” Jubilee trotted over like all that running and leaping was just another afternoon. “Are you all right? Did she chase you?”

			“We’re safe. She can’t find us here. I found it.” Saeldian pointed at a small, ornate glass house tucked in the wood.

			“Where is here?” Kell wanted to grab their shoulder before they collapsed on the soft pale paving stones, but he stepped back. Saeldian was different. More vigilant, but also ready to fight for their life in an instant. If he touched them right now, he might have the blade of that knife in his guts before they realized they’d pulled it.

			“Osalor’s garden,” Saeldian said. “My patron’s domain.”

			“The path behind us is gone,” Lorzok said. “I think only Saeldian’s need allowed us entrance. We’re well hidden.”

			Jubilee turned in a slow, awed circle. “It’s beautiful. Look at all these flowers!” She took a deep breath and sighed. “It smells amazing. Tell me I’m not dreaming.”

			Saeldian lifted their head and smiled. “It is, isn’t it? Incredible.”

			Kell had seen some beautifully made gardens, but this was excessive. White flowers bloomed in the light of the moon and its tears. The truewild was always in twilight, but Osalor’s domain was one of night, and it felt like each flower in the garden was a star. The flowers were only white, or colors so pale they were almost so. Irises, hyacinth, roses, lilies, jasmine, starflower, and magnolia—the scents that perfumers spent their whole lives trying to capture in a bottle.

			Flowers draped over archways and toed the borders of the paths that led to places to sit, take a meal, or relax in the middle of a lazy walk in all that fragrance. A pond boasted lotuses and lilies, and Kell bet that the fish inside were white too.

			“It’s beautifully made,” Lorzok said. “It couldn’t exist in nature, of course. Cherries are done blooming before the lilacs come out.”

			Saeldian laughed. It was a bit shaky. “I’m not sure Osalor cared.”

			“Nor I,” Lorzok agreed. “This is a garden made by the desire of its maker. Oh, good morning.”

			Someone came, their gait bobbing, tall ears upright, like a—

			Kell remembered. A harengon. They looked like rabbits, but they were tall as young humans and walked upright on two legs, and this harengon looked appalled. She—maybe she?—gripped a broom that was ready to sweep them out like leaf litter. She barreled up to Saeldian, livid as a storm cloud.

			“What have you done?”

			Saeldian bowed to the harengon, and Kell blinked. It was an appropriate bow to give to the head servant as a visiting guest, but dislike radiated from Saeldian as they performed it.

			“Good morning, Nobble,” Saeldian said. “Please tell Osalor that it’s trouble beyond trouble, I’m afraid.”
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			“Trouble? Trouble beyond trouble, and you brought it here, to Master Beguiling? Oh!” The harengon servant fairly quivered with indignation. Saeldian didn’t shrink or cringe, but Kell knew it was taking everything they had to stand firm.

			They were afraid.

			It wasn’t like the terror that froze them when they encountered the wandering witch. They were afraid to be here, asking for help. From their patron? And that fear was powerful enough that Saeldian Charmhand was fighting not to cower before an annoyed servant—

			He stood beside Saeldian suddenly. “Naturally, we would be grateful for Master Beguiling’s cleverness and wisdom. This is a situation that baffles us, but Saeldian has always spoken so highly of him and his understanding of complex situations. He may be the only one who can see into the heart of the tangle we’re in.”

			Saeldian didn’t miss a beat. They never did. They could pick up whatever Kell was spinning and follow like they were dancing together. “Kell’s right. Osalor told me I should come to him if I needed him.”

			“That’s the problem,” the servant—Nobble?—said. “The webs and the weaves, you don’t know what you’ve done, coming here after Master Beguiling said not to—”

			“Unless there was trouble beyond trouble,” Kell said. Smooth and polished, but unyielding stone. “And it was trouble indeed.”

			“What was it?”

			Saeldian had steeled their nerve. “Why don’t you ask Master Beguiling if you may stay to hear the story? I have no reason to deny your interest.”

			Nobble’s ears shot straight up, offended. “Come and tell Master Beguiling what you’ve done, then.”

			Nobble turned with a sniff and led them over the flat stones that made the floor of an outdoor dining room, then over a little bridge that crossed a sparkling stream.

			“The webs and the weaves are layered just so, and the crossing has been passed through by the one person who could walk through them like cobweb,” Nobble grumbled to herself. “Oh! All those strands, broken.”

			“Strands?” Kell asked.

			“Protection,” Saeldian said. “Osalor keeps his domain hidden.”

			Nobble groaned in horrified ecstasy. “All those connections, broken, shivered apart, clicking like beads—who was in the place to hear them? What whispers beyond the garden Master Beguiling has tended so long? Who has heard his voice and remembered him? Who wonders why they remembered, after all this time—”

			It clicked. Saeldian’s archfey patron had enemies. Saeldian, terrified and running for their life, had crashed through the protections on Osalor’s domain and made him vulnerable.

			The witch didn’t follow them. Maybe because their spell barrage had kept her trapped, or maybe she hadn’t meant any harm. But Saeldian wouldn’t flee like that for no reason. And Saeldian’s fear would hang in the air. It would seep into the land. That changing would be an easy trail to follow until it faded.

			“We might have made a mistake. Saeldian just ran for it—”

			“I handled it,” Lorzok said. “The land was happy to erase our trail.”

			Kell sighed in relief. “I’m so glad someone around here is thinking.”

			“I’m used to being the one who does the thinking,” Lorzok said, and that dissolved a knot Kell had been carrying since last night.

			“Someone with wisdom for once,” Nobble said. “Nobble never thought the day would come when this scapegrace would meet someone handsome and wise, good orc.”

			“That is kind of you to say,” Lorzok said. “But we’re all handsome, are we not?”

			Nobble stopped. She turned around and examined Jubilee before she nodded and turned that attention to Kell.

			“Nobble accepts your correction. They are handsome. But Nobble will reserve judgment on wisdom until wisdom is shown. Saeldian should marry a nice druid like you, but you’re probably too smart to step in that trap.”

			Jubilee bristled. “What are you trying to say about my friend, Nobble?”

			Kell spoke quickly. “Forgive us. We really are in trouble, and any assistance we can give Archfey Osalor in mending the protections is freely given, but I fear it must be swift.”

			Saeldian said nothing in return as Nobble let them in, grumbling the whole while. Kell had to fight not to stare at them. Saeldian, accepting abuse? Disrespect? They looked at the gleaming white stone floor and followed, meek and quiet. Or afraid.

			Nobble led them into the first room of Osalor’s fantastical glass house and held up her hand. “Wait here. Don’t touch anything. Nobble will know.”

			There were benches among the fabulous clutter of old climbing roses, flanked by potted orange trees in bloom and a polished brass armillary sphere—did it track the wandering stars of Toril, or some other plane?

			Jubilee sat at a table with two wrought silver chairs that held a lanceboard, the pieces still in the early game. The black queen, carved from shining obsidian—Shar, back in Faerûn—rested on the edge of the board with the white quartz king in check and unable to castle.

			Saeldian didn’t move to sit. They took three careful, deliberate breaths, and then their hair untangled, all their tumbling curls perfect and shiny. They twisted it up with nimble fingers, and it knotted around a silver rod, tendrils falling carelessly loose around their changing face. Saeldian preferred a countenance that didn’t let anyone decide if that beauty was a man’s or a woman’s. Kell watched Saeldian adjust the face that they had perfected over the years from elf-human to more elven. A little sharper, with longer ears and the delicate, subtle angles that made an elf distinct.

			Their ensemble grew and changed into a gambeson made of studded leather leaves, every buckle an apple blossom, with a shiny embossed gorget that rose to their chin. They stood straight and waited for Osalor in utter silence.

			Kell tugged on his jerkin before he noticed he was doing it. “Are you all right?”

			Saeldian kept their attention focused on the archway leading deeper into the house. “Your timing with handling Nobble was perfect. I’m glad to see you still have the dazzle in you.”

			That was a thanks, Feywild style, and Kell swatted away the warmth of it. He’d stood up for them for the sake of the team because Saeldian couldn’t handle it. That was all.

			But before he could choose coarseness or courtesy, the air changed.

			The doors parted to welcome the lord of this domain, and the air smelled like roses and rare incense before he crossed the threshold. Kell fought the gasp, but he couldn’t help but stare.

			The name Osalor the Beguiling was an understatement. He was incredible. So ethereal, Kell had to check to make sure Osalor’s feet actually touched the floor (they did, resting in gleaming silver-toed slippers). He looked like he was born from moonlight and learned to dance before he could walk. One moment of his regard would leave Kell dazed for a tenday.

			But every bit of Osalor’s attention was on Saeldian, who couldn’t look anywhere but at him.

			He tilted his head. “The leaf pockets are clever, and they don’t disturb the line too much. But bring that gorget up higher, almost like a bevor…yes. Higher in the back…ah! Menacing. And it forces your shoulders into the correct angle. You’re getting better at this. But…”

			Saeldian adjusted their armor instantly and waited while Osalor dissected their choices. They used to be good at illusions and disguises, but now Kell would bet that no one in Faerûn was better. Saeldian looked fey. They looked dangerous. Their armor, their level gaze, and their dark, dark eyes made them gorgeous and terrible and starlight perfect.

			Osalor’s eyebrows raised. He pursed his lips. “You look tired.”

			Their complexion brightened. The shadows under their eyes vanished.

			Kell pressed his tongue to the roof of his mouth. It had been a criticism, not a concerned observation, and Saeldian’s reaction from the heist when they couldn’t hold their altered self while the two of them were trapped in their shadows clicked into place.

			Saeldian’s natural face was not ugly—not even close. But compared to the uncanny perfection they masked themself with—and inspected by the most breathtaking person Kell had ever seen—Saeldian’s natural face didn’t meet Osalor’s standard.

			Kell couldn’t punch an archfey. He couldn’t even shade his polite conversation with scorn. And Saeldian would not thank him if he did.

			Osalor’s musing finally became a smile. “My dear protégé. To see you again at last, here before me—”

			He opened his arms. Saeldian stepped into his invitation, and when his arms closed around their back, they relaxed—only to have to tense back into poised balance as Osalor withdrew to face a window.

			Kell should not even think these thoughts right now. If Osalor noticed, that would be unfortunate. Jubilee’s face was a drawn-back fist before she covered it. Lorzok pointed his disapproval at the floor while he gathered his calm.

			Osalor gazed out the window, where the white flowers that perfumed the air glowed under the moonrise. He glowed in the moonlight too, standing perfectly still while they all waited for him to decide to act like they were in the same room again. Kell never liked the patriars of Baldur’s Gate who made a game of keeping people waiting, just to prove who had the power.

			He had to stop being angry. Osalor would notice, and he might not decide that Kell’s irritation was amusing. So he played “The Wavewizard’s Reel” in his head, imagining the chord progressions until Osalor finally spoke.

			“Trouble upon trouble, Nobble told me. Report.”

			“We retrieved the Kiss of Enduring Love.”

			Osalor rolled his eyes. “Awful name. Go on.”

			“I had to expend my most powerful spells to accomplish this. We delivered the gem to our employer, who promptly sent us to the Feywild through a crossing on the inn property that would only be accessible for a few minutes. We met someone on arrival.”

			Timtim gave a pleased thump.

			Saeldian didn’t miss a beat. “Lorzok befriended the almiraj, Timtim, immediately. As we were getting acquainted, someone else arrived. A witch, my lord.”

			Osalor’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know?”

			Only someone who hadn’t been there would have asked that.

			“The feeling of her magic. Even the way it smelled,” Saeldian said.

			They were right. Kell remembered it—wet and green and a touch of the grave, but something sweet enough to make you think it was your imagination.

			Osalor leaned forward, finally interested. “The way it smelled.”

			“It started when I arrived in the Feywild, my lord. I can smell magic. Our magic smells like tempting things,” Saeldian said. “Saer Lorzok’s smells like the rain and the underside of an owl’s wing, a bit of mushroom. She smelled like the odor of three magics at once.”

			Kell didn’t notice the tiny magic Osalor used to maintain the floating, dreamy movements of his gossamer robes until it stopped, and every hem bent to gravity instead of him.

			“You’re not saying this because she carried a staff and a pointy hat.”

			“She did carry a staff and wear a pointy hat,” Saeldian said. “And her hair was white as clean old bones, though she was young. And she looked at me, Saer.”

			Saeldian touched their breastbone, but they didn’t need to. Osalor’s expression was carefully attentive, but under those draping robes, his thighs were tense.

			“So she scared you out of your wits. And in your terror, your first and only thought was to run straight to my door.”

			Saeldian’s eyes went shiny with tears.

			Osalor whirled back from the window, moving so fast Kell had to stop his reach for his daggers as Osalor towered over Saeldian, all the layers of his robes floating gracefully back down as he caught their face in long, elegant hands.

			“Always run to me when you’re in danger, my protégé. Always turn to me when you don’t know where to turn. That’s why I’m here. That’s why you are my only, my chosen heir.”

			The tears slipped free.

			“Cry. It’s all right,” Osalor murmured. “You’ve had quite a day.”

			Saeldian’s laugh covered for a sob. “I’m sorry. I must look awful.”

			His smile looked so much like a proud mentor’s that almost anyone would believe it. He looked the way Saeldian did when they were whoever they were needed to be. He brushed Saeldian’s tears away with his fingers. “No chosen of mine could ever look awful when they cry. There, all finished?”

			Saeldian sniffled. “Yes.”

			“Tough as old roots,” Osalor said. “And you have to be, my dear, because I cannot shelter you or your friends if you wish to remain safe.”

			“But Saeldian’s exhausted,” Jubilee burst out. “They need an hour, at the very least. That witch couldn’t take her eyes off Sheld. Not Sheld. But the—”

			Jubilee stopped speaking as Osalor turned his gaze on her. His pale flower-petal robes became colder, like snow and sharp daggers of ice. “Go on.”

			Saeldian looked straight forward, unmoving. Cold radiated from Osalor as he turned pale, slitted eyes on Jubilee.

			“Saeldian has a pendant,” Jubilee said.

			They still wore that old thing? Did they still wear it when they washed?

			Osalor glanced at Saeldian for one heated second but nodded to Jubilee. “Continue.”

			“They keep it tucked away, but they never take it off. Ever. And the witch was staring right at Saeldian’s chest. If she’d been a dog, she would have been licking her chops.”

			“I’d thought of a cat,” Lorzok said. “She knew Saeldian was afraid. She liked that.”

			“I’d bet your favorite button against a pocket of gold that Saeldian depleted their magic getting here,” Jubilee said, “and you’re going to toss us straight into the fire!”

			Saeldian cringed like they expected a shout, a slap, something breaking. Timtim thumped both paws on the gleaming floor and lowered his horn like he would charge an archfey’s ankles if it came to that. But Osalor kept his temper, and he didn’t even have to try to look like Jubilee’s outburst didn’t bother him. His robes warmed, taking on the subtle pink and gold in its tones that Kell hadn’t noticed until they were cold and blue. He was a flower again instead of a dagger made from ice.

			Now he was terrifying. If Osalor shifted that quickly all the time, Saeldian must do everything they could to keep his mood blossoming. His severe demeanor softened, and his charm was silk and honey once more.

			“I’m tossing you to the edge of the fire,” Osalor corrected. “Jubilee of Righthoof Manor, is it?”

			Jubilee nodded.

			“If I extend you hospitality, and someone of the fey courts notices, that will be the middle of the fire. They will put you on the game board to be part of the struggling drama of the seelie and unseelie.”

			“Why?” Kell said. “What part do you have in the fey courts’ eternal game of Light and Darkness?”

			“And you must be the ex-apprentice. Kell?”

			Ex-apprentice? Osalor was trying to needle him. “I am as you’ve named me, but the question remains.”

			“I have no part,” Osalor said. “I’ve stood outside that struggle for a long time, and that makes each side certain I’m an agent of the other. I can’t drop you into that, not while you have a sworn mission to carry out. So I must put you out, but I might have advice. Where are you going?”

			Kell bit back his first impulse and answered, “It’s a domain called Hearthaven’s Repose.”

			Osalor maintained a cordial curiosity Kell didn’t believe was real.

			Everything Kell knew about the mask of acting slid over his body while he adjusted his assumptions. Saeldian didn’t talk about their patron often, but to hear them tell it, Osalor was everything Saeldian strived to be—beautiful, irresistible, charming, refined. They spoke of a mentor who believed in Saeldian’s potential more than they did. They had always been grateful and awed where he was concerned.

			Meeting him now, Kell didn’t want Osalor knowing about his family, or Essanderon’s Rest, or anything he could turn into a knife.

			“Hearthaven’s Repose. Yes.” Osalor sorted through memories while he drifted away to refresh a silver vase of cut orchids. “I’ve heard of it. But I only remember the name. I don’t get a lot of gossip while I’m tucked away in here. But you should go to Eightbridge, like I said. If anyone knows, they’ll be there.”

			“Is Eightbridge a seelie court?” Lorzok asked.

			“Partially. Eightbridge is the domain that other smaller domains border. There’s more than eight, but—I can’t tell you the story. You’ll be here too long. The point is that they have guides there. Did Saeldian tell you to look for a sign of a walking figure carrying a star on their lantern? They’ll be on inns close to the gates. A lot of refugees from the Hungry War wound up in Eightbridge, or a neighboring domain.”

			He looked pointedly at Kell for that last bit. “It’s so sad to lose those you love. Unbearable pain, I imagine.”

			Kell added one more entry to the list of reasons he should not punch an archfey. He did not want Osalor thinking about his family as a way to settle any offense on Kell’s part. “But you’re saying if anyone survived it, they fled to Eightbridge.”

			“Correct. The refugees needed to go somewhere, and the place that’s on the way to everywhere else tends to collect people. Saeldian arrived here because they needed to. I expect you can do the same,” Osalor said.

			Kell didn’t like the possibility of Osalor being right about anything. But he had to listen. “How do we find it, then?”

			“Listen carefully. Just outside my domain, you’ll find a stone bridge in the middle of the wood. Whatever water it crossed is gone. But any bridge can lead to Eightbridge, if you need it to badly enough. If you do find water, bathe in it. Leave no trace of your coming here. Saeldian, to me.”

			Osalor reached out his hand, then dodged Saeldian’s attempt to take it. “The amulet. No, don’t take it off.”

			Saeldian let the high, forbidding gorget melt away so they could lift the pendant from under their jerkin. Osalor held it in his hand.

			“That’s a new chain.”

			“The old one was broken,” Saeldian said. “I made sure the next one was sturdier.”

			“Clever. Hold still.”

			Osalor concentrated. Saeldian closed their eyes. Beside him, Lorzok leaned forward a little.

			“This is an obscuring charm. It won’t last long, but it will hide you long enough to get to Eightbridge, and perhaps a day more.”

			“I’ll be careful,” Saeldian promised.

			“My protégé.” Now he offered his hand for Saeldian to take. He squeezed once and let it fall before opening glass doors to the moonlit garden just outside the windows.

			“Nobble will show you out.”
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			Osalor seemed to forget his visitors as soon as he started wandering around his impossible garden. He didn’t look back as Kell and the others walked out of his realm, with no rest or welcome or even an offer of food for the road. Three steps away from the twinned trees and the path between and the way to Osalor’s domain had vanished, leaving only the truewild around them.

			Kell retraced their steps just to see if it was an illusion, but he met only peaceful, gently blooming forest. Evicted, just like that.

			When he turned back, Jubilee and Lorzok watched him. Saeldian faced his direction, standing the way Osalor had critiqued them into, but they looked anywhere but where they’d come from.

			“Sheld.” Jubilee lifted her hand but put it down without touching Saeldian’s shoulder. “Do you need anything? Are you all right?”

			Saeldian shook their head. “I think asking was very kind. I understand my patron’s concerns. I am well.”

			The tiny starflowers around their feet wilted. Timtim hopped over and lifted to his hind legs, using Saeldian’s shin for balance.

			They bent, looking Timtim in the face. “Do you want me to carry you? Up you come.”

			Saeldian cradled the almiraj in the crook of one arm. Timtim stretched over their leaf-scale breastplate and set his head right where the tips of his ears would swish along their jaw.

			Kell was glad Timtim had given what Saeldian couldn’t ask for and what Kell couldn’t offer. Osalor! What a—poltroon. What an ass. What a brute. Too much about Saeldian made sense now, and Kell didn’t want to understand them.

			“All right. Next step,” Saeldian said. “I’m certain we’ll find the bridge Osalor was talking about. It’s very close by, obviously.”

			“Obviously.” Jubilee picked up the thread. “We’ll find the bridge and then Kell can do the meditation thing he did to find you, Sheld. It only took a few minutes, and he knew exactly where to go. It’ll be easy.”

			“And then we’ll be in Eightbridge,” Lorzok said. “Have you heard of it? How it works?”

			“It’s where the spire of Menoriath fell,” Saeldian said. “Look, Osalor showed me what it looked like.”

			An illusion sprang from their upraised palm. A shining, cut-jewel tower refracted rainbows with colors Kell could see but couldn’t name. It leaned just a little off-center. Buildings and towers clustered at its ankles, fading at the boundaries of Saeldian’s little vision.

			“That’s the place,” they said, firm as an oak, making their voice confident as they believed what they said as hard as they could. “And any bridge can lead to Eightbridge, if you need it to badly enough.”

			Essanderon’s Rest had been a forest first and a village second. It had been a place of sunshine and shade. Would Kell’s family dwell in the quilted city of Eightbridge?

			It made sense. It wasn’t one court or the other. It was the safest place to be. Maybe they lived in one of the smaller domains that had gathered around the spire to make safety in numbers.

			Everyone stood still, and Kell realized they were waiting for him to move. That made sense. He was the finder, after all. But Kell had no idea where they were, which was a funny thing to be concerned about in the truewild. That didn’t have meaning the way it did on Toril, where distance stayed distant.

			It was time for Kell to guide them, and he could do this. They were in the truewild, and everything was fine. The ground and the air thrummed with music Kell knew. It was the music he heard when his mind wandered, or in the place between dreaming and awareness, or just barely audible in the corner of his ear. The music that snuck into his bow when he forgot to play a song and just made sounds.

			Those sounds were the music of the Feywild, and it had been so long that he didn’t know he was remembering it. The music reached for a melody, a key, waiting for him to gather the stuff of it and—

			—not sing. He hummed it in his head, turned clockwise around an ash, and there was the bridge, exactly as Osalor had described: an arch of stone blocks that crossed a depression that wandered between the trees. It looked sturdy, even if the stream it had crossed was gone. He could close his eyes just before he set foot on it and open them as he touched ground, and they would be looking at the spire, shining its impossible colors where the light touched it.

			And Kell could not take one more step.

			“Kell,” Jubilee said after a pause. “Are you going to…Wait. Do you need to do something first?”

			Kell blinked. The birdsong politely fell silent. “Yes. We need a gift.”

			“A gift.”

			“We definitely need a gift,” Kell said, letting the idea babble for him. “It’s impolite to arrive without something for your hosts.”

			Saeldian shifted. “I didn’t—wait. I think I might still have a brooch in my pack.”

			“But it shouldn’t be anything too extravagant.”

			“I want to complain about not being informed that we had to bring the perfect gifts, but I’m not going to because we were all rushed into this,” Saeldian not-complained. “So could you maybe give us an example?”

			Lorzok cleared his throat. “Timtim has a suggestion.”

			Timtim was nibbling away at—no, under—a low plant with round toothy leaves.

			“Strawberries are perfect. Everyone pick a handful.”

			The berries were tiny—no bigger than his thumbnail—and they were deep red and tempting. Kell filled a pouch with them, keeping an eye on the others. Then he looked back when his thoughts caught up to what he saw.

			Saeldian, squatting the way a farmer would to collect a handpicked harvest, low to the ground, solidly balanced, straight-backed. They picked up a cloth bag and moved easily to the next clump, carefully and expertly picking fruit.

			The Saeldian he knew didn’t pick strawberries from anything but a crystal dish. But the gardens and orchards at Righthoof Manor didn’t harvest themselves, did they? Bastion and Serenity wouldn’t speak so fondly of Saeldian if they didn’t do their share. But between Saeldian and Jubilee, they’d nearly gathered enough berries for a pie.

			Timtim thumped.

			“Did you find something?” Kell ambled over to see a clump of golden-veined mushrooms on a fallen birch.

			“Good nose, Timtim.”

			Timtim leapt into the air, twisting so he faced the other way, and dashed toward Lorzok. Kell went back to the fallen tree.

			Yolk mushrooms? They were the right color and shape. Kell nicked one with his dagger. It didn’t turn purple, so he could touch it. It smelled right—a bit like stonefruit and an earthen smell that woke up the sides of his tongue. Rows of pale and creamy ridges on the underside forked apart and joined together.

			Yolk mushrooms. Verandil’s favorite.

			Kell closed his eyes. The breeze shivering through the leaves hitched. The songbirds fell quiet.

			“It’s all right,” he said to the wood. “Don’t stop on my account. It’s probably a sign. I wouldn’t have found these if—”

			He didn’t finish the sentence. He had an extra linen square in a pack pocket. He gathered—not too many, but enough. Strawberries and yolk mushrooms would make a good gift. Exactly the right gift for Verandil. He tied the corners of the cloth together and aimed toward the bridge.

			“I’m ready,” Kell said. “Let’s go.”

			Saeldian reached out one arm for Timtim. “Up you come.”

			Jubilee grabbed her pack off the ground. Kell kept walking, leading with the bundle of mushrooms. He couldn’t wait to take them to Verandil and see how he had grown and what he’d become. Was he still the best target archer of all his friends?

			Kell set one foot on the stone bridge, and the air pressed closer to him. Verandil would be so happy for a batch of mushrooms. He’d be happy to see Kell. Every step brought him closer to his brother.

			He reached the top of the arch just as the woodland whispered, If he still lives.

			Kell couldn’t move then. He should have ignored it, acted as if he hadn’t heard anything, kept walking on his way to Verandil, whom he could always find, hiding or not—

			If he still lives. If any of them still live. Doubt and fear snuck up right behind him after years of staying well ahead of them. He’d waited and waited for Terandis to return for him. Kell had walked backward around every tree, spoke every rhyme that came to mind, promised the night sky anything if the way would open and he could find them. He searched for a way back to the world where his family still lived, but…

			But the way had opened at last. And now that he was here, one more step could tell him that everyone in his memories no longer lived, and he would know that he was alone.

			“Kell.”

			Lorzok’s voice. Lorzok’s hand on his shoulder.

			“How can I help?”

			Lorzok couldn’t help. He’d never been here. He didn’t have a point to build a path to. Kell had to get them to a place that wasn’t the truewild between the domains. He was the only one who could.

			So he had to pick up his foot and walk straight for Verandil. He had to clear his mind of doubt. He had to clear his mind of the fear that he had been alone all this time. He had to forget that everyone he loved might not be there to be found.

			“What if I can’t find them?”

			He’d meant to whisper it. But Jubilee made a noise rich with sympathy, and Saeldian’s teeth clicked together to keep from saying anything. You haven’t even tried, they had said before they had fled to Osalor’s domain, and they were right. He hadn’t.

			Because then he would know.

			Lorzok spoke again. “If you fear that too much, take us to Eightbridge, who welcomed those needing refuge from the Hungry War.”

			Kell fought to stop trembling. “I never should have stopped walking. I was on the way, and I stopped—”

			“Eightbridge,” Lorzok said. “Think of Eightbridge. You know what the spire looks like. Think of it, and step.”

			Kell shut his eyes and stepped.

			He could feel it. Something changed, but what?

			Saeldian let out a gusty sigh.

			“The audience’s input was not requested.”

			“I’m going to applaud you anyway,” Saeldian said. “Open your eyes. You already did it. Can’t you hear it?”

			Hear what?

			Water. Watersong, slow and lazy, and the smell of water and lilies on stones rising from under their feet—

			Kell opened his eyes.

			The bridge was the same stone arch, but now it crossed a ditch where cattails nodded as flying sprites landed and took off, chasing one another.

			“How—”

			The wood remained behind them. Ahead of them, a slate-slab road wide enough that two wagons could pass freely divided the wild wood on one side and the deliberately tended forest on the other.

			And in the distance, a call of horns sang the hour, joined by bells and drums. They were close. A quarter hour at most. Kell held out the bag of yolk mushrooms, and it shifted ever so slightly in the direction of the horns.

			He nearly dropped them. They were pulling toward the person he’d picked them for. Verandil was alive.

			Kell whooped and dashed off the bridge and onto the road, but when he did, everything changed again. The road was shell and stone, crunching a little under his boots. The forest became an orchard, green boughs heavy with green fruit, and the hoursong finally ended with three held notes.

			Behind him, Saeldian huffed out a relieved sigh.

			Kell turned around in time to see the wood they emerged from melt away to reveal more orchard. The stone bridge vanished, leaving a split log bridge in its place. Wild rose blossoms and sun-warmed grasses scented the air, nearly covering the smell of a cart horse that had recently passed by.

			Nothing looked like it had a moment before. This wasn’t what it looked like at all! How was it all so different—

			“Oh, good show, Sheld,” Jubilee said.

			“I’m happy with the results myself.”

			He spun to glare at Saeldian’s pleased, infuriating smile. A tuft of clean, unspun wool peeked out of one of their clever leaf pockets.

			It hadn’t been real.

			Saeldian had woven one of their illusions. The water under the bridge, the finely paved road, and the forest to limit the range he could see—it felt so real. It even smelled right, and it had been a trick.

			Saeldian made a face. “Don’t look at me like that.”

			He knew better than to trust Saeldian about anything. Anything, even the color of the sky. And he fell for it again. Nothing was real around Saeldian. Nothing was certain, and they would drop the perfect dream world and walk away like it never happened at all. “Do you tell the truth about anything?”

			“Fuck you, Kell Redsong. It worked.”

			“I didn’t sign up for having hallucinations forced on me unknowingly.”

			They blinked, disbelieving. “How was it supposed to work if you knew it was fake?”

			Saeldian had a point, and he hated it. “Well, pardon me for feeling manipulated.”

			“That was the point, you absolute mudboot. You needed manipulating. We made it, and the only person who cares how it got done is you.”

			“I didn’t ask for your help!”

			“Because you’d never ask for my help. I know. Believe me, I know.” They turned their back. Kell opened his mouth to complain, but they tilted their head to regard the sky and shouted, “Hi!”

			Saeldian waved at the sky, where a troop of brightly winged pixies played in the air. They dove straight for them, halting just before they would have collided.

			Saeldian held out their hand. Five tiny strawberries rested on it. “Is this the road to Eightbridge?”

			“You were lost in the wildlands, elf,” one of the pixies said.

			“Indeed, I was.” Saeldian remained genial. “It’s where I found these berries. Which will be your berries. If you trade. Is this the road to Eightbridge?”

			Another pixie laughed. “If you’d walked twenty more steps you’d have seen it yourself.”

			Five tiny hands shot out. The strawberries disappeared. Saeldian did not thank them. They turned toward where the horns and bells sounded and started marching, like Kell didn’t exist. Jubilee dashed to catch up.

			Beside him, Lorzok shrugged. “They did help you, Kell.”

			“I don’t nee—”

			He slammed his mouth shut before he could speak a lie where the pixies could hear him. They all turned toward him, suddenly very interested.

			“I don’t like their help,” he said.

			“You may be sour about it, but they did what I couldn’t.”

			Saeldian and Jubilee ambled along, in no hurry to outpace them. Only Jubilee looked back.

			“No, you couldn’t have done it. Saeldian does one thing better than anyone else I ever met,” Kell said, as Jubilee and his former partner hooked arms and pranced, giggling.

			“Illusions?”

			“Lies.”
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			Nothing Saeldian did would be good enough for Kell, so it didn’t matter. He didn’t understand their reasons because he wouldn’t. That wasn’t Saeldian’s problem, so they should put it aside and pay attention to Eightbridge, because dwelling on his reaction was a waste of time.

			They blinked at the feel of a bright dawn that forever promised the kind of day that needed a broad-brimmed hat. Many of the people filling the road to Eightbridge already had them, from simple straw to wide mushroom caps. One dryad wore a crown of supple willow branches woven so their long leaves shaded past his shoulders. He moved from tree to tree, stopping to pat each one’s trunk for doing a good job.

			Saeldian hadn’t expected a road bustling with people who could have been in…Silverymoon, Saeldian supposed, taking into account the people who walked, danced, trotted, and rode along the road and over the bridge that had grown from twining branches and was now wide enough for wagons and people coming and going under the leafy boughs. Saeldian and Jubilee joined the growing crowd, and then they were in Eightbridge itself. No guard or taxman stopped their progress, but people played music, did tricks so simple everyone knew how they were done, and called on people to sample whatever delightful-smelling things they had for sale.

			They had made it to Eightbridge. That was what mattered, not how they’d done it. Kell had needed to believe he could find his way there. He was afraid that he couldn’t. Saeldian just showed him what he needed to see to succeed.

			And what thanks they received, for doing their best to help! Saeldian reached up to squeeze the amulet, startled again by how their hand closed around it but they couldn’t feel it, like a part of them had gone numb. Saeldian’s power worked just fine, but it was unsettling to touch.

			Just ahead, a building that looked like someone had lifted enormous, impossible shards of clear glass and then shaped apple trees to hold them stopped Saeldian in their tracks. It was a building. But it was also a grove of trees, and one bough had a sign with a bed on it. Another bough held a sign with the symbol Osalor told them to look for—the traveler with a star lantern on a staff.

			This was the place, and Saeldian wanted a meal and some private silence more than anything. The closer an inn was to a city gate, the dearer the cost, but Saeldian’s feet were so sore, and their throat was so dry, and every bone in their body was a pound heavier than it was when they woke up. That inn was looking better by the second.

			Saeldian signaled their change in direction, but Kell, that ingrate, said, “Wait.”

			No way. Saeldian walked three more steps before Jubilee called out, “Sheld, hold on. You’ve got to see this.”

			Saeldian huffed loudly enough that passersby glanced at them. “Fine.”

			Kell held out a cloth bundle of the mushrooms he had foraged on the hook of one finger. It leaned away from him, as if it would fly through the air if Kell let it go. “I think he’s this way.”

			Nine Hells! “Good news. That means you can find him after we’ve had a meal.”

			“I think he’s close by. It’s really pulling.”

			“My feet are killing me slowly, Kell. How close? One mile? Five?”

			“Shush.” Kell stood firm on his feet. He flexed his knees. He drew in a breath and called in a clear, carrying voice, “Verandil? Verandil Sureshot?”

			Everyone on the street looked at him, then swiveled the other way when a voice called, “Who’s that? Kell?” A man in a wagon stood up. A set of tall, curved horns rose from his curled hair, his stunned disbelief visible from here. “Kell!”

			Jubilee gave a small, happy cheer. Kell looked like he might float right off the ground. The bag in Kell’s hand strained against his full grip as if it wanted to fly toward the answering voice.

			“Ran!” Kell shouted, his voice rising with joy. “I found you!”

			Verandil hauled on a brake lever and sprang out of the wagon. He leapt so high that Saeldian caught the odd shape of his legs, the tail swinging for balance, a glint of metal on cloven hooves before he landed in a dead run.

			Bystanders on the road stepped out of the way. Kell sprinted down the open path that Verandil galloped down, and their hug was a collision that should have sent them tumbling, but Kell’s footwork kept them upright.

			They didn’t let go. Verandil picked Kell right off his feet and swung him, spinning them both on his hooves as he danced. When Verandil set Kell back down, Kell whooped and kicked up his feet to dance, their hands clasped together.

			They were doing the same steps, quick and showy. Plates on the satyr’s hooves tapped out a complex rhythm that made people stop to cheer, and then they hugged again, tight and shaking with sobs. When Saeldian came close enough, they saw that Verandil’s tears rolled down the edge of a thick keloid scar that barely missed his eye. Kell’s shoulders shook with his own weeping; they held on to each other and wouldn’t let go.

			Who would ever run to Saeldian and weep for joy at their return? Who would hold them so tightly to make sure they were real, who would have to feel their heartbeat and breath and knit their hearts back together before they could step back?

			They had to look away.

			Kell had suffered for years being cut off from the Feywild. He never stopped dreaming about going back. Saeldian always thought that he would have used the gold they left behind to find a way to get home, after they watched Baldur’s Gate until it disappeared and there was nothing to see but choppy gray water and heavy clouds.

			Finally, Kell relaxed his grip and stood back to look up at his long-lost brother. “You’re a man, Verandil.”

			“Tell that to my absent beard,” Verandil said with a scoff. His curly hair looked soft, like black fleece, and his horns were no longer than a finger. He was young, and handsome, and probably dangerous if anyone near him believed in sweet talk.

			His smile softened as he rubbed Kell’s jaw. “Kell Redsong. Your beard is salted.”

			Kell’s smile turned sad. “It’s been a long time.”

			Verandil touched the corners of Kell’s eyes, the gray hairs dense above his ears. “It’s been years away. But not as many as I feared. You’re here, where your time will dawdle before meeting you.”

			They smiled at each other, two halves made whole, and Saeldian smiled, because anyone would.

			Verandil slapped Kell on the back. “And this bit of snow is nothing—you’re debonair, my friend! The ladies, the gentlemen, the between, the outside, and the both—they’ve got no chance. So long as your voice hasn’t gone to rust and your knees don’t creak.”

			“My knees will do, in a pinch.”

			They hugged one more time before Kell twisted to wave his hand at them. “This is my friend Lorzok the Seeker. He’s a steward of Silvanus, in the circle of the land.”

			Verandil bowed. “Seeker, what do you seek?”

			“The place where nature’s voice is clearest,” Lorzok said. He nodded a respectful greeting. “You are Verandil Sureshot.”

			“I was,” Verandil said. “As a child. Now I’m Verandil Merrynote. But who is this lovely lady? I’m charmed already.”

			He bowed to Jubilee, who smiled at the road. “Oh, stop.”

			Verandil only smiled wider. “After you blushing like that? Never.”

			Kell cleared his throat. “This is Jubilee Righthoof of Waterdeep. She’s a trap-breaker, puzzle master, comic actor, and quickfinger.”

			“So you’ll steal my purse and my heart? Rob me, then. I meet my fate with joy.”

			Verandil was exactly the kind of flirt that Jubilee liked best. He was theatrical, playing his admiration as if an audience watched, and that took all the seriousness out of it. She smiled, tossed her shiny hair, and said, “Keep talking like that and I’ll steal your blankets.”

			He laughed, his eyes bright with surprise. He lifted his hand and cradled Jubilee’s fingers in his gentle hold as he kissed her knuckles. Then he stepped back to let Kell continue, looking expectantly at them.

			“That’s Saeldian.” Kell’s pointing finger missed them by a foot before he flourished an introduction to the almiraj. “This is the Impatient Made Small Under Moonlight, but he likes Timtim. He met us as we came to the Feywild, so he’s a new friend.”

			“Greetings, the Impatient Made Small Under Moonlight,” Verandil said gravely. “No heart is so strong as the hare’s.”

			Timtim rose to his hind legs and nodded to Verandil before hopping over to lean against Saeldian’s ankle. Timtim’s small, warm pressure made Saeldian go through Osalor’s posture drill. Wrists behind the median line, but only just. Head raised and floating over the neck, just where it feels balanced and sure. Firm up the first muscle that starts your smile.

			Verandil looked perplexed. He looked to Kell and then back at Saeldian.

			What a wretched thing they must look, if an almiraj was moved to comfort them. Wretched, and snubbed, and they would not cry, not even when they were so tired, it frayed their control.

			“Saeldian is an illusionist,” Jubilee said. “We wouldn’t be here right now if it wasn’t for them.”

			Lorzok nodded and spoke over Kell’s scowl. “They used every shred of talent and cleverness to help us make it to the moon gate into the Feywild, escape a witch, and navigate the truewild to reunite you with Kell after all these years. They are probably tired and hungry after all that—Saeldian? Do you need to rest?”

			Everyone turned toward them, looking concerned.

			“I’m fine. My feet, however, are objecting. Strenuously.”

			It took everything to make the joke, though. The sting of tears still threatened, and crying would be awful. They really looked that bad. That weak. That hurt by Kell’s disregard—but they weren’t. They were just tired from wringing every last scrap of power and wit it took to hand-deliver that ungrateful little—

			“We have had quite a day so far,” Jubilee said. “And we haven’t stopped to rest or eat for miles.”

			“I’m all right. I saw an inn back there.”

			Even their voice was weak and lost. Pathetic. No poise. No polish—

			Timtim’s warmth on their ankle withdrew. Verandil had swept them off their feet, carrying them like the maiden of a heroic tale. Saeldian looped their arms around his neck by reflex.

			“The Silver Goblet?” Verandil scoffed. “Thieves and robbers. You’ll eat in the village, and you can rest in the wagon bed. It’ll be comfortable enough.”

			Saeldian, no longer standing through grit and willpower, couldn’t even get up the energy to struggle. “I’m really all right, it’s not far to—”

			“Shut up,” Verandil said kindly. “I’m driving the gruit back to the Brewmistress. You’ll have your supper, and you will sleep on sweet herbs and a soft bed. You brought Kell back to me.”

			“No,” Kell said. “Don’t—”

			Verandil ignored him and said, “Thank you.”

			Kell spluttered.

			Verandil smiled down at them. “I owe you. I swear you are safe.”

			Saeldian was too tired to control their expression. Verandil owed them? He said it out loud? Why?

			“But—”

			“Hush.”

			Verandil sang softly as he carried them to a wagon. It soothed Saeldian’s urge to cry, to lash out at people, to bottle themself back into an uncaring idol of beauty and allure and never show an emotion that wasn’t flawlessly performed. Saeldian relaxed and let Verandil carry them.

			He leapt to the wagon bed easily as climbing a stair; Saeldian’s eyes shut as he lowered them to lean against a barrel sack of yarrow and set a smaller one under their knees. Saeldian breathed in the smell of dry green herbs and let reverie fold over them, the wagon rocking like a cradle.
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			It didn’t feel real, but it was. Verandil Merrynote drove a wagon heaped with dried herbs for beer—yarrow, mugwort, rosemary, and juniper, to Kell’s nose—pulled by badgers who were smaller than ponies but stout and eager. Verandil sang a bit of one song as if it played endlessly in his head and pointed out the landmarks as they went by one business or another, through groves left wild that pulled at Kell’s senses, and through the aura of the weaveglass spire, which felt like a minor chord on a half-tuned lute.

			No one lingered near the thing. The magic of it vibrated inside Kell’s ear, and Verandil didn’t sing again until they’d cleared its range.

			“I knew you’d come back,” Verandil said. “I prayed to Skerrit that you would find us quickly—that wherever you made your return to the Feywild, your path would bring you to Eightbridge, and it would be close to here. Or that you would hear my seeking song.”

			“Your what?”

			“I wrote a song about you. Finder, find me, come back true, all the refuge waits for you…”

			“You’re joking.”

			“Don’t be like that,” Verandil mock-scowled. “It’s a bit rubbish, but the vocal range is one octave, beginner chords, sentimental…everything you need for a song to go far and wide.”

			“You penned doggerel in my honor.”

			“I’ll write you a masterpiece now that you’ve come home,” Verandil said, and his grin moved the scar on his cheek like it stretched the skin too tightly.

			Kell looked at it until his brother looked away.

			There was a bridge on the road ahead, but whatever lay on the other side wouldn’t stay still. Thatched-roof stone cottages became an aspen wood became a pass between mountains, and its refusal to stay still made Kell a bit woozy, so he turned back to his brother and the ragged pink curve that came too close to his eye.

			“Do I already know how you got that scar, Verandil?”

			“Probably.” Verandil let the team of badgers pick up speed once they reached the open road. “I’d rather know how you found us at last, since it wasn’t my song.”

			“How bad was it?” Kell asked.

			Kell didn’t have to ask when it happened. He knew.

			“It was a war, and we were children in it,” Verandil said. “I have a scar on my face, and I lived.”

			“You don’t want to tell me,” Kell said. “Who lived? Did Dad—”

			Verandil glanced Kell’s way. “He lived. He’s in the village. Let’s wait to speak on it until then.”

			“But—”

			“I promise you, it’s fine. How did you find us?”

			Verandil’s hooves were dug in, then. “It’s kind of a long story.”

			“Tell me in one line.”

			“I led an urchin’s life of crime, became the best thief in Baldur’s Gate, escaped the hangman, and reformed myself with the help of Lorzok here.”

			“And the beautiful warlock snoozing in the yarrow?”

			“Can hear you,” Saeldian called. “I was the life of crime and best thief in Baldur’s Gate part.”

			“They’ve reformed too,” Jubilee said.

			“I haven’t, really,” Saeldian objected. “But we can argue that later.”

			“And you, my joy…” Verandil winked at Jubilee. “Do you play music?”

			“I play lanceboard,” Jubilee said. “Do you play?”

			Timtim nudged at Lorzok’s hand and got scratches in reward. Verandil looked a bit rueful. “I know how all the pieces are supposed to move. Sprites must always move forward, treants only forward or to the side, moth knights—”

			“Moth knights! You have knights who fight on mothback?”

			“Oh, sure. Owls too, the bigger ones. But moth knights always swerve in flight, don’t they?” He winked. “But I really only remember that much.”

			“Oh, sure,” Jubilee said with a laugh. “I believe you. No one in Waterdeep would, but I do.”

			“Though I hope you like gathering honors.”

			“Oh?” Jubilee asked. “What’s that?”

			“It’s a card game. Cards are all the fashion here. You need at least four people and two decks, but you can go to eight people with four decks. You have a partner, and you bid…”

			Jubilee knew perfectly well how to play gathering honors, because Kell had taught Saeldian back when they were partners. He and Saeldian had won walking money in card houses—they left while they were ahead, but not far enough to reveal how well they played. But Jubilee listened to Verandil’s explanation, asked questions he could correct, and frowned in all the right places. Should Kell tell his brother that Jubilee could probably make a deck of cards do tricks?

			He glanced at Lorzok and shared a grin. As long as the stakes were low, why spoil the joke?

			“Well, I think I understand how you determine lead suit and ruling card, but the seasonal determination is still eluding me. Maybe you’d better be my partner when we play.”

			“Jubilee,” Lorzok said. “You wouldn’t be planning to fleece a table full of fey at cards, would you?”

			Verandil chortled. “You got me! I was sure you didn’t know.”

			Jubilee laughed. “Sorry! I can’t help it. If you were from a Waterdhavian house I didn’t like, you’d be walking out of the High Flagon in your smallclothes.”

			“In that case, I insist that I partner with you. To provide guidance, of course. Is it a date?”

			Jubilee considered for a moment. “Oh, why not? It’s a date.”

			It was so strange how this felt like a normal day, to be crowded on the front bench of a song-shaped wagon full of fragrant herbs, laughing at his brother’s jokes and helping him woo a woman who’d decided that she wanted to be wooed. Like they’d done this last tenday, and every tenday before, and would run this errand again for something else. But he hadn’t.

			The badgers pulled the wagon onto the bridge, and the land across the river settled. Kell shivered as the breeze changed direction, charged with the wild magic at its seam. Essanderon’s Rest had been alone in the truewild, and this felt more like Faerûn, if centaur farmers herded sheep and pixies played tag with honeybees bumbling in the clover.

			“Not like home, is it?” Verandil said.

			“I’m that easy to read?”

			“The Rest wasn’t safe,” Verandil said. “We had to go somewhere, and somewhere was Eightbridge. It’s mostly seelie, but some places have harmony with Essanderon’s notions. The Brewmistress, for example.”

			“Who’s that?” Jubilee asked.

			“She’s the archfey who holds the Village That Chooses Its Own in place,” Verandil said. “She survived the sundering fall of Menoriath, the most high.”

			He said that last with a derisive snort. Lorzok leaned in.

			“I’ve heard of Menoriath. It was a story from long ago.”

			“There’s a song,” Verandil said. “I’m surprised Kell hasn’t sung it for you. It’s built to make the strongest weep, even if they don’t know a word of Sylvan.”

			Lorzok’s uncomfortable fidgeting caught Kell in the ribs.

			“You probably have heard it,” Verandil said, “and he didn’t tell you what it was.”

			“I speak Sylvan,” Lorzok said. “But Kell doesn’t—”

			“Nevermore the shadow falls,” Kell said. “Nevermore the trumpet’s call at dawn and noon and night to guide one’s gaze upon Menoriath the most high. Now sunshine and an endless sky proves what common sense decrees: Glory is too hard to hold aloft with pride. Gold was dull before the scornful eye of Menoriath, whose shards have landed on their knees—oh, sorry.”

			Verandil cocked his head. “Your translation from Elvish is more scornful than sad.”

			Kell shrugged. “Mockery’s easier to rhyme.”

			“But you didn’t sing your translation.”

			A new kind of quiet fell on the four. The badgers hurried, crunching the road’s stones with their steps. The wheels ground along to follow with a grumble. A robin sang, then thought better of it.

			Kell sighed. “I don’t sing anymore.”

			“Since when?”

			Kell just hunched a little deeper.

			“Not since I’ve met him,” Lorzok said.

			He waited for Saeldian to say something that would slide between the ribs. They said nothing.

			It was ridiculous. Why shouldn’t he sing? Why should losing Saeldian take his voice away from him? But his voice had been gone ever since he had breathed in the smell of a prison cell reserved for those who would be hanged.

			But Saeldian had paid bards to teach Kell. They had stolen the gold it took to buy him a fiddle that wasn’t made from leftover scraps. They partnered him when he learned dances, ran through plays. When they listened to the full flower of the voice they’d supported from a seed of talent, they closed their eyes to hear him better.

			He couldn’t sing without remembering Saeldian, and he never wanted to remember.

			Verandil tried to stare it out of him for a full minute before he said, “How long ago was that?”

			“Hold on,” Jubilee said. “That forest ahead—how big are those trees? They must be the tallest I’ve ever seen…and why do they just start like that?”

			Rescued. “Good catch, Jubilee. Did you notice how you couldn’t see what was across the bridge before we got close enough?”

			“Yeah,” Jubilee said. “It felt weird.”

			“The domains border right next to each other,” Lorzok said. “Did you feel it, crossing the bridge?”

			“Like when Wisdom was playing with his first cantrip. Shocking Grasp, I mean. The way it felt when his hand got close, but—not exactly that.”

			Verandil sighed. “Play defense all you want. This right here is Honeymeadow. Halflings like this place. Funny, though. It’s all bright mornings and fields, but its archfey always seems so sad. Straight ahead is the Village That Chooses Its Own.”

			“The village is in the forest?”

			“The village is the forest. The forest is the village. The Brewmistress wanted shade, she said, and so she made it so.”

			“The Brewmistress is the archfey, but what happened to Essanderon?”

			“Kell.” Verandil put his hand on Kell’s back. “You know already.”

			He did know. He just hadn’t wanted to.

			“Essanderon’s Rest is gone,” Kell said. “And the domain’s heart with it. Archfey don’t tend to survive the loss of their domain. Too much of their self is planted in it.”

			Kell leaned into Verandil, who held him together and murmured into his ear, “I understand. Hope covered the wound; now it’s splitting. But there is another place for grieving.”

			The Feywild was a reflection. It was stable in places like Honeymeadow because of the will of the archfey who anchored what the place was, but stable didn’t mean unchanging. Kell’s feelings could change things. And if he didn’t pull himself together before the next crossing…

			“Stop the cart.”

			The badgers slowed their pace immediately. They stood waiting while Kell tried to steady himself. “You have a scar.”

			Verandil’s expression was so gentle, Kell thought his brother was afraid to break him. “It’s not bad.”

			“Compared to the others?”

			Verandil couldn’t hide the tiniest flinch. “Kell—”

			“Tell me.”

			Verandil held up his hand while he considered. “If I tell you now, will it be easier to face when you get there?”

			“Yes. Tell me.”

			“Wait.”

			Lorzok and Jubilee said it together. Jubilee stood from her place on the bench and let Lorzok sit next to Kell. She stood behind the bench and leaned against his back. Timtim cuddled up on his lap.

			“There. Go ahead.”

			Jubilee and Lorzok held him tighter as Verandil explained what had happened to him, the other survivors, and, worst of all, Terandis.
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			Timtim stayed snuggled up in Kell’s lap when Verandil whistled a little tune to the badgers and the wagon lurched back into motion. He petted Timtim’s soft fur and scratched behind the almiraj’s ears, watching the forest at the end of the road grow so tall, he had to hook his toes under the footrest and lean back to see their tops.

			“That’s it? People can just travel through it?”

			“No.” Verandil laughed. “Most people will travel through a pretty bit of forest. The way to the village is only there for those who can see it.”

			“So it’s good we found you in Eightbridge,” Lorzok said, distracted by the chatter of all the orange butterflies that had gathered to land on his arms and shoulders. “We wouldn’t have found it on our own.”

			“Kell could have found it.” Verandil’s tone was confident. “You know the story, don’t you? About how he can find people?”

			“Verandil.”

			But Verandil ignored him, letting the badgers trot along. “When Kell was little, he dreamed of waking up lost. Everyone gone, him all alone. He was hardly more than a baby. Essanderon gave him the trick so he wouldn’t be afraid.”

			“He didn’t just touch my forehead and that was it,” Kell said. “He trained me. The whole village did. He would send me with a bundle to take to Shuahn, but she wouldn’t be at her pond. I had to find her.”

			Verandil laughed. “He put Kell to work every day. You couldn’t hide from him. He’d find you.”

			“Hard to get up to trouble, when a little kid could pop up any moment and ask what you were doing,” Jubilee observed.

			“You don’t even know!” Verandil swayed backward as he pressed the back of his hand to his brow. “You could just have a glimmer of an idea that was shenanigans-adjacent, and there he was.”

			Kell laughed. “A proper little pest, wasn’t I?”

			“Ha! Co-conspirator, more like. And a guardrail. If it was mischief I couldn’t do with you, then maybe it wasn’t wise. I was a lot older than him back then,” Verandil explained. “Still a child, mind, but older.”

			Verandil’s cheery face drew sober when he remembered why Kell had caught up to then surpassed him in age.

			Kell leaned closer to Verandil. “Hey. It’s a good thing Dad heeded my dreams. A lot of dads would have thought it just a nightmare, not a warning.”

			“But it happened to you,” Verandil said. “You did wake up all alone.”

			“I’m not alone now.”

			“And you never will be again.” Verandil twisted to hug Kell around the shoulders. “You’re home.”

			Kell squeezed Verandil tight, then turned to watch as the air changed and they passed from Honeymeadow to the Village That Chooses Its Own.

			They passed between trees taller than Waterdeep’s towers, their canopies far overhead. Beneath them, the scent of fallen cedar and fir needles and their gentle returning back to the ground. Ferns and ivy flourished in the bones of an ancient cedar, and a clump of waxy white stems that grew out of leaf litter rose to nodding, bell-shaped flowers.

			Kell tried to see the birds that sang—he recognized the rapid cheer-cheer of a songbird’s gossip call, as Lorzok called them.

			He twisted around. “What are they saying?”

			Lorzok, looking up into the branches, smiled. “Strangers! New friend strangers! Come see!”

			He trilled, and small brown birds landed on the wagon’s side.

			“Leave the sacks alone,” Lorzok said. “They’re for the Brewmistress.”

			A particularly interested warbler backed off, bobbing his head.

			“I’d better not let the Brewmistress know that the birds mind you, friend Lorzok,” Verandil said with a laugh. “She’ll get you to hold regular meetings. Here we are.”

			The badgers slowed their pace and rolled to a stop, and Kell found himself in a forest that was a village. Paths wide enough for the wagon to travel wound among the trunks of impossibly large trees with homes growing out of and around them. Lights sparkled above them, bright enough to chase away the shade of a platform pitched high overhead. Kell watched as a curving wooden platform rose slowly to meet the village’s rooftop.

			“That’s Dad’s house,” Verandil said, gesturing toward a house with a wide porch and a gentle ramp that led to the path. “He’ll be—”

			But a voice called out, “Verandil, what kept you?”

			Dad.

			“I found something interesting, Dad,” Verandil called back. “Come down and see him for yourself.”

			“ ‘See him for yourself’? That’s a funny way to put it.”

			Kell braced himself as the platform moved. He knew to expect the wheeled chair, but as the fairy who raised him was lowered into sight, Kell’s heart sighed in pain.

			Cream-colored suede sheaths covered his legs, rising over his knees, but one leg ended just above the ankle, and the other below the knee. His shoulders were wide and strong, and his hands rested on the hoops of dark walnut that he could use to propel the light, agile chair that curved perfectly to his small size. One set of long iridescent wings spread outward, but the wings on his right side were missing.

			He squinted at the wagon as the platform sank. “See him? I see more than one ‘him.’ Good day, friends. What brings you to—”

			He went silent and stared at Kell as the platform came to a stop. His eyes narrowed until he squeezed them shut and took a deep stuttering breath. His left wings shot up and fluttered, but he had to wait for the platform to carry him.

			“Kell.”

			“Dad.”

			Terandis pressed his lips together, then grabbed the hoops of his steering wheels and shot out of the platform, using every ounce of his strength to wheel down the ramp as fast as he could. Too fast for the curve coming up, Kell reckoned with growing horror.

			But Terandis Redsong flexed, making the chair jump instead of topple. He kept his front wheels up as he sailed through the air, landing on his left wheel, pivoting on it to aim at Kell as he sped forward, perfectly in control.

			He braked with enough room for Kell to fall to his knees and wrap his arms around him. “Dad.”

			Terandis was half his size, but he was strong enough to pull Kell close. “You found me.”

			“I found you,” Kell tried to say, but it got lost.

			Terandis held him tight through it all until Kell could probably talk again, but he didn’t want to let go.

			There was music coming from up on that platform, and the hum of a small crowd having a good time. The door of Terandis’s cheerful yellow house opened, and a man who looked like a moving willow stepped out.

			Kell popped his head up. “Filandior?”

			“Kell?” Filandior leapt off the porch to run to him. “Kell!”

			And so Kell was obliged to begin the hugging and tears again, but he didn’t mind at all.
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			Saeldian looked away when it was plain that Kell’s father wasn’t going to spill after that stunt with his chair, for the sake of giving Kell a little privacy for his reunion. But when a dryad came running out and started the whole reunion scene over again, Saeldian wished that they could do something other than wait. Jubilee and Lorzok stood by, beaming—Jubilee had shed a few tears, which Kell’s satyr brother had been honored to wipe away with a handkerchief. Timtim raced up and down the pathways, zooming twenty paces away before abruptly leaping into the air to twist and run back, just for the joy of it.

			Back here, and probably forgotten, Saeldian watched. They hadn’t said a word while Verandil finally told Kell what had become of Terandis, who had raised Kell as his own son. He’d sent Kell to the Material Plane and turned back to fight at his archfey’s side against an attack in the Hungry War. But Essanderon had fallen, and his power over his domain with him. The survivors fled, carrying a gravely wounded Terandis away.

			And that was love, wasn’t it? Terandis loved Kell, so he risked himself to save his human son’s life and sent Kell to Faerûn. Terandis had hoped they would win the battle so he could go back and bring Kell home. But it didn’t turn out that way. No one would ever give so much for Saeldian. Why would anyone?

			The forest blurred. Saeldian forced it to stop. There wasn’t anything to cry about, but they were in a rotten mood, and it was right of them to hang back. But when was all this crying and hugging going to be done?

			They glanced around at the house-trees, the flickering fairy lights overhead, and the busy brewhouse that smelled of yeast and slow-grown magic. Was anybody going to unload that wagon? How did you unhitch badgers? Was there anywhere obvious they could go to rest? Saeldian spied a bench sitting by a boulder with a top flat enough to rest a drink on and moved toward it.

			The door to the brewhouse opened, and the smell of the magic Saeldian had forgotten to notice rushed out with the witch who emerged from it. She was green—her skin, her hair, the growing leaf-rot smell of her magic. She stared at Saeldian and sniffed, lifting her head to catch the notes of the illusion that covered them, then lowered her head.

			Not a witch. A hag. Kell’s family lived in a hag’s domain, and her magic was old, like the trees that stretched taller than the fallen spire that Eightbridge clustered around, growing taller, rooting deeper. She held a big clay bottle and a cup that matched, but Saeldian couldn’t help feeling that stare, passing through them like a slender pin.

			And then the hag moved toward them, gliding along the path. “You are not one of the fey, but your magic is.”

			Saeldian’s tongue wouldn’t move. They nodded.

			The hag tilted her head and examined Saeldian again, pausing for a long moment on the spot where their amulet rested. “You’re tangled in enough bargains to knit a scarf, child. How’d that happen?”

			Saeldian shrugged and fought to find something those tangles would let them say. “We’re here to return something that had been stolen. We don’t know how to find the domain. It’s called Hearthaven’s Repose. Do you know it?”

			The shine in the hag’s eyes focused on Saeldian. “What can you spare to give me for the answer?”

			People thought the Feywild was a place of magic and awe and delicious risk. Saeldian had thought that too, until they found they couldn’t meet anyone who didn’t stick their hand out expecting to be paid for telling the time. “I’m not even sure I could give you the holes in my pockets, ma’am—”

			“Mistress.”

			“Mistress,” Saeldian replied with a nod. “I will withdraw the question, by your leave.”

			“Ha! You’ve made me laugh,” the Brewmistress said. “Payment enough. I do know it.”

			Saeldian listened attentively, but the Brewmistress said nothing more.

			Finally, Saeldian said, “I imagine your knowledge of the Feywild is quite extensive. I’m glad to know it is real.”

			“Oh, you are fun, you grumpy thing,” the Brewmistress said. “I will consider the question further. Step aside. I see someone to welcome.”

			Dismissed, Saeldian stepped off the path. The Brewmistress ambled to the cottage where Kell settled beside his father, leaning on him as the news of his coming interrupted the music from the platform above. Some people floated down on more of those platforms that connected house-trees to the upper level; others flew. But the Brewmistress ignored all of them to walk up to Lorzok and thrust the clay cup into his hands, and when he had it, she uncorked her bottle and poured him a cup.

			Lorzok accepted it with a slow, ceremonial nod. He drank, first one tasting sip, and then the whole pint in long swallows.

			“I remembered a meadow,” Lorzok said after he’d let out a satisfied sigh. “Perhaps someone thought to grow barley there once, but it was wild and green as any grass. Wild roses spread out on the ground. Flowers of all kinds, the sort that bees like to gossip with as they gather nectar for cold days. Yarrow?”

			The hag nodded.

			“Clover,” Lorzok said. “Delicious. It tastes like an invitation to have more, but it’ll sneak up on you if you do.”

			“More, then?”

			Lorzok held out his cup. “Perhaps a little?”

			The Brewmistress laughed and poured some more. “Welcome, Seeker. I felt it when you came in.”

			Lorzok bowed his head. “I enjoyed your beer and your welcome very much. I am glad to have found Kell’s family, but we search for Hearthaven’s Repose. Do you know it?”

			The Brewmistress nodded. “I know Hearthaven. You’ll need a guide.”

			Saeldian smothered an outraged noise. That’s what they had asked! The Brewmistress answered him but not them?

			The Brewmistress swept her hand to welcome Lorzok—and his friends—to the Village That Chooses Its Own. “But before you can find it, you need a good meal, a good bed, and a song or two. You’re no good to anyone tired. Quickwit!”

			Something flew past Saeldian’s ear so fast it made them flinch. “I know, I know, I know exactly where they go! I will help them, one, two, three, four—that’s four! And then I’ll help them again, and that’s eight more!”

			A tiny pixie hovered between Lorzok and the Brewmistress. “Let me! Let me! Four favors, then eight, a dozen more would be great! Anything you need, Quickwit lends his help with speed!”

			“That’s very helpful,” Saeldian said, “but are your favors freely given?”

			“Nine hundred fifty-six! No strings attached, I swear, no tricks! Please come this way! It’s been such a day!”

			Saeldian glanced at Lorzok. “Do they have to rhyme?”

			“All the time.”

			“Don’t you start.”

			Lorzok laughed and held out his hand for Saeldian’s pack. “Come on.”
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			Lorzok came back to Saeldian’s cabin a few minutes after they had closed the door, and he was so jolly about going upstairs where the music had resumed that Saeldian agreed just to keep from fighting about it. But only long enough for people to get bored of them so they could slip away.

			The Village That Chooses Its Own was a forest. Tall, straight-trunked trees grew up past openings in an upper floor that rested on branches that wound and wove to support it, just like the little houses cradled closer to the ground. They all had platforms like these, and wide, carefully laid stone paths branched out to each private house. Lorzok stood on the little platform, and when Saeldian joined him, he said, “Up.”

			The platform rose, smooth and silent. It floated, like the wizard Tenser’s spell, but powerful enough to bear much more weight. The music and laughter were louder here. Saeldian looked up and gasped.

			The trees that grew past the openings shaped into this floor soared over Saeldian’s head. Sunlight passed through the fingertips of their branches, which were arched to brush leaves against their neighbors. Suspended from the branches were chimes, feathers, light globes, and charms that Saeldian would bet gold were charged with spells.

			It was rustic, compared to Osalor’s perfect glass house. But it was beautiful and comfortable, and the air felt happy. Lorzok hummed with the music and led the way to a party that had started without them. Musicians gathered around a table played dance music. People lounged in pendant chairs reading or talking. Jubilee waved and kept on staring at a timed lanceboard game against a person who looked like a frog.

			Strangers. Jubilee there, Verandil playing a long wooden flute, and then strangers. Some faces were curious. But those two dryads eyed them and pointedly turned away.

			Kell wasn’t in view. He was probably still downstairs, surrounded by people who wanted to hug him, touch his face to be sure he was real, and hug him again. He was home, surrounded by love, and he wouldn’t even be here if it hadn’t been for Saeldian’s help. But nobody here cared about that. They’d picked sides—Kell’s side, of course.

			A thump startled Saeldian, and they realized they’d been staring at the party from its farthest corner. Lorzok smiled an apology for startling them. “Even inside a domain, it’s best not to let your anger run away from you.”

			Saeldian watched Jubilee play lanceboard with the frog-person instead. “I’m not angry.”

			“All right,” Lorzok said agreeably. “Then what are you?”

			“Fine. I’m fine.”

			Lorzok waited.

			Saeldian sighed. “It doesn’t matter how I feel.”

			“Believing that is very dangerous. Think of it this way. In a few days, the job will be done. You’ll go back to Waterdeep with enough gold to help the Righthoofs—and to return the clothing we borrowed, of course—and you will never see me again. I’m the safest person to confide in.”

			“Why do you care?”

			“Why wouldn’t I?”

			“Because I’m the grifter,” Saeldian said. “I never tell the truth unless it’s the most useful thing to say. I can’t be trusted, no matter what I do.”

			“That is a very lonely way to feel,” Lorzok said. “But is it true?”

			This was the part where Saeldian was supposed to say that it wasn’t.

			“It’s true,” Saeldian said. “If I’m being honest, I have to admit that it’s true. You can’t trust me. No matter what I do. No one can.”

			“Jubilee trusts you.”

			Saeldian had to look away. “I know.”

			Lorzok sighed. “I want to hug you.”

			“Why?”

			“Because you need one.”

			“And it’ll fix me?”

			“No,” Lorzok said. “But you still need one.”

			Saeldian sighed. “Fine.”

			Lorzok was so big. His hug wrapped all the way around Saeldian so their face pressed against his chest. Saeldian’s hands didn’t meet behind his back. But he was warm and strong, and no one would see that they held on tight. No one would see Saeldian need this more than anything.

			But it wasn’t something Saeldian could have, and so they stepped back. “We need to get moving. Every minute is another minute that archfey might discover that their spell gem is missing. Kell said we could get help here.”

			“You have a point about the need for swiftness,” Lorzok said. “But you—do you always keep yourself aloof like this?”

			“It’s the Village That Chooses Its Own, Lorzok.” Saeldian looked up into Lorzok’s concerned face. “I read the mood of people and places every day. I know what this place thinks of me.”

			Lorzok sighed. “You are not bad, Saeldian.”

			“I know you believe that.”

			“I think it’s easier for you if you don’t believe it.” Lorzok assessed the party one more time and turned back to the platform that carried them up. “Come down to the cookhouse and eat.”

			“I don’t want to.”

			“You haven’t eaten in hours, so you will eat even if you don’t want to.”

			Saeldian huffed. “Fine.”

			“It’s not a rest day, so people take turns fixing the meal. Sizzling noodles, I’m told, with fire-spice sauce, vegetables, and an egg.”

			It was an escape from the unfriendly crowd. Saeldian couldn’t thank him. “They have noodles in the Feywild?”

			“Everywhere in Faerûn, you can find three things: noodles, bread, and beer. Why would the Feywild be any different?”

			Hard boots—no, hooves—clattered behind them. “Hold on!” Verandil clapped a hand on Saeldian’s shoulder. “You can’t run away like that. How will I introduce everyone to the person who brought Kell back to us?”

			“Saeldian hasn’t eaten yet today,” Lorzok said.

			“Oh, that won’t do.” Verandil offered a crooked elbow for Saeldian to take. “You can eat, and I’ll think about how to repay you.”

			“For what?”

			“Getting Kell here.”

			“He would have done it himself.”

			“Not the way I heard it,” Verandil said. “You have no idea what you’ve done, have you?”

			“I—” Didn’t do anything? That wasn’t true. “I don’t. No idea at all.”

			They followed Verandil to another platform like the one that had brought Lorzok and Saeldian up to this level, and the satyr answered as it sank gently toward the ground. “Kell was lost. We couldn’t find him. We had tried, but finding was Essanderon’s gift, and he fell in the battle. If I hadn’t been out in Eightbridge where you could find me, you would have had little chance in finding the village. The Brewmistress keeps it sealed away.”

			“But he could have found you. When you were in Eightbridge again.”

			“I go once a tenday, and you don’t have a tenday’s worth of time, do you?”

			“You have a point,” Saeldian said. “But I found—I found my way into another domain when I needed to. Couldn’t he have done that too?”

			“Whose?”

			Saeldian’s tongue wouldn’t move. Lorzok spoke into the silence. “Saeldian’s patron is an archfey.”

			“Well, that’s why,” Verandil said. “Direct connection to the archfey of the realm got you there without knowing the way. I’m not the archfey. Dad isn’t either. Kell never even met the Brewmistress before today.”

			Lorzok cleared his throat. “And you know what stopped him from looking.”

			Saeldian nodded. “He was scared you were all dead. I…was mean to him about being afraid to look. Which was horrible of me. But I figured out that he needed to believe that you were there to find.”

			Verandil looked at Saeldian like two pieces that didn’t match suddenly fit together. “I wouldn’t usually go to get the gruit until tomorrow,” Verandil said. “But I woke up with an itch to go today.”

			“It was probably him that you sensed.”

			“But it was you who pushed him to find me. Maybe you were an ass to my brother, but you know him well. Maybe even better than I do. How do you know each other?”

			“I turned him into a criminal,” Saeldian said, “and then I abandoned him.”

			Verandil scowled. “You’re doing your best, but I don’t push away that easy.”

			“I haven’t given it my best yet. Is that the cookhouse?”

			And then Quickwit was there, hovering like a dragonfly. “Come and eat! Have a seat! I will bring an extra treat!”

			Saeldian groaned. “Quickwit, can you talk without rhyming? I would consider it a favor.”

			“Done! That’s one! No more rhyming,” Quickwit agreed. “Tell me what you want tell me your order tell me I’ll go tell them how do you want your eggs how?”

			Saeldian regarded the tiny pixie hovering between them and Lorzok. “Fried, whites cooked, yolks runny. Are there mushrooms?”

			“Runny yellow eyes on fire noodles with button tops!” The last words faded as the pixie zipped off.

			“He’s helpful.”

			Verandil chuckled. “Quickwit has to serve people a thousand favors before the Brewmaster will release him from his punishment.”

			“What did Quickwit do?”

			“Quickwit, ah…”

			Lorzok guessed first. “Stole something from a guest here?”

			“Deceived them into giving it away.”

			“Ah,” Saeldian said. “Well, that was foolish.”

			The fragrance of spices wafted from the cookhouse as Lorzok pulled the door open. Inside, Kell’s voice rose in a silly cackle: “Runny yellow eyes it is. I’ll boil you in oil, you!”

			Saeldian stopped walking, but Verandil herded them inside. One half of the cookhouse held a long table with benches, and another frog-person slurped noodles from a wide wooden bowl.

			An egg landing in hot oil crackled. Kell held his arms up as he moved sideways to check a small clay pot and then moved back—no, danced back to the stove.

			“Shuahn,” Verandil said to the frog-person. “I’m glad I found you. This is Lorzok and Saeldian.”

			“You’re Shuahn,” Saeldian said.

			“I am,” Shuahn said. Her voice quivered. “I am already known to you?”

			“Kell told me about you when he was a child.”

			Kell looked over his shoulder, and when he caught sight of Saeldian, he dropped his spatula.

			He hit it as he fumbled to catch it. The edge landed on the egg crackling on the hot top, and golden yolk spread over the whites. “Oops.”

			Kell could juggle three balls with his off hand. He could juggle two with his right and keep up a three-ball two-handed weave. He wouldn’t have fumbled a spatula twenty years ago, much less today.

			Saeldian smiled so sweetly, a weaker person would have died of it. “You haven’t changed a bit, Kell. You’d trip over a gust of wind if you weren’t careful. I have no idea how you play a fiddle.”

			Kell didn’t quite stamp his feet as he grabbed tongs and slopped broad, flat noodles into a wide bowl—from the pot, not gently tossed on the flat iron grill to crisp and sizzle. A tumble of greens landed on top. The ruined egg followed.

			Kell shrugged. “We’re out of mushrooms.”

			The heated bowl to hold them was sitting on the back of the stove. Kell turned his back and started cleaning, the conversation ended.

			It’s only until the job is done. Then Saeldian would go back to Waterdeep, pack, and go. They’d leave the Righthoofs enough to help with fixing the manor. And an explanation. Not all of it, but enough.

			Kell was going to treat Saeldian like this the whole time. He’d never forgive them. Kell would need an explanation first, if he would even hear it at all, and Saeldian couldn’t explain.

			Saeldian could put up with it. The job wouldn’t take long. Verandil had found a guide. They’d go to the domain and replace the gem, and this would be over.

			Lorzok sighed. “Kell…”

			“Lorzok. Don’t.”

			“It’s all right.” Saeldian took the bowl and turned to look for a place to eat.

			But the frog-person Verandil called Shuahn stood up, quivering with indignation. “These two, Verandil? You want me to guide them?”

			Verandil’s shrug would have charmed almost anyone. “It would be a particular favor.”

			“No. Give up on going to Hearthaven’s Repose,” Shuahn said. “You’ll get lost in the Feywild forever first. The way won’t open for you.”

			Saeldian wanted to disappear but held the impulse to cast the spell in check. They bowed to the bullywug and murmured, “May I ask why the path won’t open for us?”

			“Hate isn’t welcome there. You’ll never make it.”

			“I don’t hate Kell.”

			“He hates you.”

			“I don’t—”

			Shuahn’s armful of bangles bounced as she pointed at Kell. “If what I just witnessed was how you treat your friends, I don’t think I’d want to try being your friend these days. But I’ve seen enough. You’ll never make it to the domain, no matter how hard you try.”

			“Fine,” Kell said. “Then let them do it alone. I’ll stay here.”

			Kell’s face went slack. He winced with pain and swayed—

			“Kell!” Lorzok dashed to Kell’s side and grabbed him before he fell against the hot stove. Saeldian dropped the bowl of solid eggs and plain noodles on the table and vaulted over the counter to grab Kell’s face.

			“Kell. This is the vowstone. Kell!”

			He tried to struggle out of their grip, but Saeldian forced him to look at them. “Listen to me. We’re finishing the job. We’d never dream of not finishing it. We’re going to find a way past this and do the job.”

			“Nuu—”

			“Shut up. You’re oathbound. This is what happens when you try to break it.”

			A cursebreaker could—no. Saeldian wiped that thought away and turned back to Kell. “Now, save your own life and change your mind. We’re going to figure out how to do this no matter what. Say it.”

			“Gonna figure this out.” Kell shut his eyes and winced. “Nnngh.”

			“Promise.”

			“We’re going to return the Kiss,” Kell said, more clearly but still squinting from the pain. “Together.”

			That last word was clear. He was safe.

			Saeldian let him go and stepped back. “Good. Don’t do that again. Don’t even think it. You’ll want a quiet, dark room and time to rest.”

			He touched his head as if he expected it to be tender. “How did you know what was happening?”

			“I already went through this.”

			“When?”

			“When I nearly fainted on the road after we left the Golden Rose.”

			Kell’s smile was unkind. “That soon after? Figures.”

			“Bound? Hurt? Let me help you!” Quickwit buzzed around Kell’s head. “Just say yes and you’ll be through!”

			“Yes,” Kell said, and winced.

			Quickwit darted forward and planted a loud, squeaky kiss on Kell’s head. “All better!”

			Kell blinked. He looked around like he couldn’t quite believe it. “The pain’s gone. Like it never happened.”

			“Good! Good! One more for me!” Quickwit cried. “Your curse is lifted! Now you’re free!”

			“I’m what?” Kell asked.

			Saeldian’s jaw hurt. Quickwit could break curses, apparently. Kell had probably agreed, thinking Quickwit would cure his headache. Of all the luck!

			“Quickwit means he dispelled the binding from the vowstone,” Saeldian said.

			“That can’t be,” Kell said. “Hold on. I am going to stay here. I’m not going anywhere.”

			When nothing happened, he laughed like spilling a cup of water.

			He was free to stay here with his family, who loved him and missed him so much. Saeldian’s breastbone felt like it was sinking into their heart. What were they upset for? Working with Kell was unbearable. He’d been nothing but domineering and nasty and—they were angry. That’s why they were fighting tears. Fucking Kell got everything.

			“You’re all done, Kell. Congratulations.” Saeldian picked up the bowl and scooped runaway noodles back into it. “I’ll bring the bowl back.”

			“Wait,” Kell said. “You tried to figure out how to escape it immediately. Quickwit just freed me. Why are you walking away?”

			Saeldian stopped just inside the door and turned back to the four who watched them. “I would never dream of trying to escape the vow. I’ve got a job to do,” Saeldian said. “One that will pay me a lot of coin.”

			They bowed to the bullywug. “If you’ll help me get to Hearthaven’s Repose, that would be convenient.”

			Shuahn’s chin bubbled out—in surprise? Saeldian couldn’t be sure. “You’re going to stay bound?”

			“No reason not to,” Saeldian said. “I’m doing what I promised to do, anyway.”

			“Wait. I get it. You can’t ask to be freed. Quickwit,” Kell said, “undo Saeldian’s geas too.”

			Quickwit zipped across the room. “Free, free! Thanks to me—”

			Saeldian blocked Quickwit aiming to kiss their forehead. “Don’t you dare.”

			The pixie pouted. “I want to help.”

			“You want to pay off your punishment,” Saeldian said. “You might as well release Lorzok, though. He was just doing it for Kell.”

			Lorzok held up his hand to stay Quickwit. “Saeldian. You’d go alone?”

			“If I have to,” Saeldian said. “I know you would have been a great help, my friend.”

			Lorzok looked sad.

			“No,” Kell said. “You don’t get to play at a noble sacrifice.”

			Saeldian could smirk like a knife in the ribs. “You don’t like the roles reversed? You got what you wanted. Home, family, and me holding the bag. Enjoy it. I have an early morning tomorrow. Sleep tight.”

			“No,” Kell said. “I’m not a cheater. I’m going too.”

			“That’s enough,” Shuahn said. “I knew you from a tadpole, boy. You’ll fight the sun just because you were told not to. If you want to go to Hearthaven’s Repose with Saeldian, you have to do something else first.”

			“What?”

			“Do you want to go to Hearthaven’s Repose?”

			“Yes!”

			Shuahn looked skeptical. “Why?”

			Kell opened his mouth to fire a retort that would throw a dagger at Saeldian’s gut—and then gathered up his calm with a breath. “Because I promised them. We all win, or nobody wins.”

			“But you won,” Saeldian said. “You got your win; you’re here.”

			Kell glared at them. “I keep my promises, hard as it is to believe.”

			“If I have to steal your voice so I can get an hour’s peace, Kell Redsong.” Shuahn’s shining green skin went olive. Because she was annoyed? Saeldian shuddered at the idea of just anyone being able to read their mood like that.

			But Kell hung his head like a scolded boy. “What do we have to do?”

			“Hearthaven’s Repose is closed to people whose hearts are closed to each other. You can hardly pass up a chance to be cruel to Saeldian, Kell.”

			He couldn’t. Any chance he got, he’d snipe at them. It was so obvious, even this stranger could see how he was treating them!

			Shuahn turned a narrowed eye on Saeldian. “And you are all too willing to make him look bad for doing it, so people will be more sympathetic to you. But you really did hurt him. He has a right to be angry.”

			“I do,” Kell said.

			Saeldian spoke over him. “He does. But—”

			Shuahn didn’t say anything. She didn’t have to. Saeldian shut their mouth.

			When Shuahn had silence, she said, “You’ll never make it if you don’t honestly wish to unravel the tangle of your feelings for each other.”

			Saeldian said “I can’t” at the same moment Kell said it. But Saeldian went on while he glared at them. “I mean, we can’t. What if we can’t?”

			Shuahn shrugged. “Then you, at least, will fail your vowstone bond. Are you going to give up?”

			“No,” Saeldian said. “I can’t give up.”

			Kell went quiet. Why? This was an easy choice. He could refuse, and nothing would happen to him. He was free. He could just stay here, and then they wouldn’t have to unravel anything!

			But again Kell didn’t do what he should have, and Saeldian didn’t know why.

			“I don’t know if it will work,” Kell said. “But I’ll try. What do we do?”

			“You don’t have to do this,” Saeldian said.

			“I’m not doing it for you,” Kell said. “Lorzok is still bound, and so is Jubilee.”

			Saeldian knew better than to think that he would do anything for them, so that didn’t hurt.

			“Well, at least you both agreed,” Shuahn said, sighing. “Come with me.”
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				Bonds and Stones
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			Shuahn had lived near water when Kell was a child, and her house in the Brewmistress’s domain stood astride the banks of a stream, with a footbridge traveling over her roof. The ceilings were low enough that Lorzok would have to stoop if he were inside, and Saeldian had to duck when passing through doorways to get to the room in the center of the long, narrow house. The damp wooden walls were plush with ferns and moss that spread across the floors to cushion their slippered feet.

			Saeldian inspected everything tucked in the alcoves in the walls. They clasped their hands behind their back to keep from touching anything. Shuahn left them to it while she brewed tea.

			“You’re both so quiet, someone would think you were going to your deaths,” Shuahn said. “A little chitchat, if you please?”

			Kell had to show some goodwill so Shuahn would be satisfied. “I behaved badly this evening, Saeldian. I deliberately made your eggs the way you hate them when I knew I had been making them for you. That was childish.”

			“Very prettily said,” Shuahn interrupted, “and every word of it true. So it’s amazing how insincere it is, Kell Redsong.”

			“I’m trying to apologize.”

			“But you don’t feel remorse.”

			“It’s all right,” Saeldian said. “I can’t change his mind now that it’s made up.”

			“Said with all the wounded courage anyone could ask for,” Shuahn remarked, “and you didn’t mean a word of it in the way you intended me to understand it.”

			Saeldian shrugged. “It’s true, though. And if I were in his shoes, I would have come to the same conclusion. What should we talk about that would be more pleasant?”

			“I don’t have experience with going to the gallows with a sense of cheer,” Kell said, “since I managed to escape Wyrm’s Rock and all.”

			“Lucky. What happened to your fiddle?”

			The one that Saeldian had ordered from Master Quirkilious, they meant. “Do you care?”

			Saeldian huffed. “Never mind.”

			He didn’t know where it had ended up. There hadn’t been time to search for it. It wouldn’t have survived the swim in the Chionthar at the end of his escape. Maybe someone had rescued it from an evidence chest and now played a reel on it sometimes.

			Maybe he should tell them that he still thought about that fiddle when he played his new one? No. It didn’t matter.

			“All right, here we are,” Shuahn said. “Wait to drink it. I want you to understand what you’re doing before you do it.”

			Saeldian touched the side of the thin glass cup to test its heat, then leaned over and sniffed. “This is a tea for sleep.”

			“You know herbcraft?”

			“Not really,” Saeldian said. “I can smell magic here.”

			“Interesting,” Shuahn said. “I’d like to test that, but later. You’re right. The trial you face will be in dreams.”

			“And we need to sleep?”

			Shuahn’s laugh croaked. “Being drowsy will make it easier to accept. I’m taking you into the dream. Do you see that hourglass?”

			Kell followed her pointing finger to where a mouth-blown hourglass with gray-lilac sand rested. She crossed to hold it in her hands, and it was nearly as big as her head. “I turn this over, and we will be in the dream. You’ll meet a trial there that will force you to face what is in your heart.”

			Saeldian took their fingers away from the cup. “I wouldn’t have to do this if Kell didn’t come along. Right?”

			“Correct,” Shuahn said.

			Saeldian looked at Kell. “You wouldn’t have to do this if you’d just stay here. You’re free.”

			“You don’t want to face whatever you’d see? That’s interesting.”

			Saeldian rubbed their chin. “So you’ll do it just because it’ll force me to do it? Isn’t that a bit immature?”

			Oh, this was too good. The heat from Kell’s teacup seared into his fingers as he lifted it in a mocking toast. “Call me whatever you like. A way to make you face something in your life? There isn’t anything you could have said that would make me more ready to do it.”

			He grinned right until the steam hit his nose and it was time to drink.

			It was too hot. His tongue curled trying to get away from it, but he swallowed it down—grassy, dark, a little hint of mushroom and pungent valerian root. No honey, of course. Shuahn always liked things unvarnished. The heat spread like a fog as Kell covered his scalded tongue with smiling teeth.

			“Drink up.”

			Saeldian glowered, but they couldn’t refuse.

			Kell enjoyed every second: The cup, perched on their fingertips. The futile way they blew across the top. Their first sip and swallow, then another, and one more, all the rest of it drank to the dregs.

			Saeldian set the cup down and wiped their mouth with the back of their hand. “What now?”

			Kell nodded. “Yes. What now?”

			Shuahn spread her fingertips along the round glass. “I haven’t turned it over. You can go back to your rooms and get a good night’s sleep.”

			Saeldian said nothing while Kell let himself roll around in this feeling he should not like so much.

			“I’m not afraid to face what’s in my heart,” he said. “Go ahead and take us to the dream.”
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			Shuahn led them to the door on the other side of the house, this one low enough that Kell had to duck through it too. When he stood up straight, he saw the path away from the stream was paved in geometric five-petaled stones, with tough green vines persisting in its gaps. Just ahead, a surprisingly formal garden spread between the opening of two beech trees that had grown together. Shuahn passed through the gap and walked straight to a tall hedge maze.

			Kell pinched his wrist, but he didn’t wake up in Shuahn’s green-filled parlor. This garden and its maze hadn’t been there. A quick glance behind him showed the humped bridge with Shuahn’s house roosting underneath. He couldn’t hear the water.

			“Second thoughts?” Saeldian asked.

			“You wish.”

			Kell strode between the beech trees and into the garden. The hedges were perfectly trimmed red-berried holly, and their leaves looked too pointed, too sharp. Dangerous.

			Just before the entrance stood a basin on a pedestal filled with leather-covered balls.

			Shuahn pointed. “Take one.”

			Saeldian took theirs, so Kell did the same.

			“Listen carefully.”

			Shuahn had become…more. Power gathered around her as she spoke, and it felt like every word in her croaking voice curled in the cups of Kell’s ears. “In every meeting of people, in every friendship and brotherhood and partnership, in every courtship and marriage, every meeting carries the potential to build a bond or lay a stone.”

			The air around them stilled and paid attention.

			“Bonds are shared. Happiness, grief, annoyances, experiences. Stones are held by one person, but they lie between them both.”

			This was a ceremony. Shuahn was telling them both what the ceremony did and what it meant.

			“Stones are secrets. I don’t mean that having secrets is what puts stones between people. If you have to keep someone else’s secret, that is a small stone, and easily moved past. I mean the secrets you keep that build between you.”

			When Kell glanced at Saeldian, they looked back, their golden-blush skin gone to ashes. He wanted that to feel good. It didn’t.

			“You’re hurt by the other’s words, and you choose to say nothing. You worry how the other will react, so you choose to say nothing. Your own hurts and painful lessons build stones that you put between you and everyone you meet.”

			Saeldian’s breathing became very controlled.

			Shuahn went on. “Leave enough of these stones, and the bonds aren’t strong enough to withstand them, even if they never break. And when those bonds don’t break, even though the stones have built so high and so thick you can’t see each other, that is the worst of all. Do you understand?”

			“Yes,” Kell and Saeldian said.

			“Throw the balls into the hedge.”

			Kell lobbed his in a high arc. It landed far from Saeldian’s, whose ball went off to the right.

			“Go in and get them, and put them in the bowl like this one at the center of the maze. Then you’ll be ready.”

			Kell stared at the hedge and then back at Shuahn. “So that’s it? We have to use teamwork to get our ball back. That’s how it works?”

			“You find your own ball. If you find the other’s, it will refuse to be touched by you.”

			“Shuahn, I really appreciate this,” Saeldian said. “Your words about the stones make so much sense. But I don’t think we can put things back the way they were.”

			“You don’t need to put the bonds back where they were. You can’t ever get that back, honestly. But you have to unsnarl them enough that you can start the business of mending.”

			“To be friends again?”

			“To clear the stones enough that you can see each other, not the wall you’ve built. Friendship once more? I can’t guarantee that.”

			“But we’ll be able to go to Hearthaven’s Repose.”

			“Yes.”

			“Understood.”

			Saeldian walked away, straight into the maze. Kell followed, but just at the entrance, he turned back—

			And started in surprise, because Shuahn was right there.

			“Did you have one more question?”

			“What if I can’t let my feelings go? What if it’s not a safe thing to do?”

			“Then I’m not taking you to Hearthaven’s Repose.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because you’ll never get out of here again.”

			Shuahn shoved Kell so hard he stumbled. When he regained his balance, he was standing on the moss-and-slate path in the maze, and the holly branches closed behind him while Shuahn watched.

			He was trapped.
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			Ordinary mazes on Faerûn weren’t difficult. Keep turning left, and eventually you got out—unless there were tricks and magic that kept you from that solution. Before the water flask on his hip was half empty, Kell had started tying twine in different knot patterns to signal his next move to try to solve it. One sip remained by the time that strategy had sent him to the same knot three times.

			Solving the maze wasn’t the answer.

			“Saeldian!”

			He didn’t expect that would work, but their voice returned to him. Off to the right. “Here!”

			“I think we have to do this together.”

			“You might be correct,” Saeldian called back.

			“Did you see my twine marks? With the knots?”

			A pause. “Brown jute? Knot code? Number of lefts or rights before you make the next knot marks?”

			“You’ve seen them?”

			“I’ve been making them too.”

			“Fuck!”

			Saeldian laughed. Kell wanted to laugh too. Maybe he should. That was a bond, right?

			“Stay there,” Kell called. “I’ll find you.”

			“Understood,” Saeldian yelled.

			Find Saeldian. Over that way, if he could fly like an owl. Don’t try a trick. Feel the right way.

			He could find anything he knew. He could find things that weren’t his, if he could take their longing for it with him. He could find anything he wanted, so long as it didn’t cross another realm.

			He wanted to find Saeldian. And so there Saeldian was, after a left turn and a right, staring at a leather-covered ball on the ground.

			“There you are. Is that my ball?”

			Saeldian picked at the bloused cuff of their linen lawn shirt. Loose threads on the tiny handkerchief hem unraveled under their fingers.

			“If it’s yours, you have to pick it up,” Kell said.

			Saeldian startled. They looked at Kell for one alarmed instant—wait, that wasn’t right, but what—then bolted, dodging around a hedge.

			“Saeldian!”

			Off to his left. “Here!”

			Kell looked toward the sound, then at where the hedge still swayed from when Saeldian’s shoulder brushed against it in their flight, almost in the opposite direction. They would have had to run through him to be over there. Fucking cheating magic fey hedges! But maybe that was his ball. He bent and reached for it, but the ball rolled away from his fingers and shot into the air.

			“Fuck!”

			Kell watched it soar…and then stop, falling into the center of the maze.

			Saeldian shouted, “What!”

			“Your ball went to the middle when I tried to pick it up.”

			“Mine? Where was it?”

			What in the Nine Hells? “You were standing over it when I came in.”

			A pause. “I haven’t seen you.”

			That wasn’t true. “Your sleeve cuff has loose threads. The left one.”

			“It doesn’t. My armor is fine.”

			Saeldian hadn’t been wearing armor—no, they had been wearing the scale armor made of leaves that Osalor had critiqued.

			“If you find a ball, just try to pick it up and go to the center.”

			“Right. So we’re moving again?”

			“Moving again.”

			The Saeldian he saw wasn’t real. It was a dream—no. Shuahn had taken them to the dream. So he’d seen…what he expected to see? It didn’t make sense.

			Kell recentered his focus on the leather ball he had held while Shuahn had told them about bonds and stones. He moved without trying to think his way in the direction he followed. Right, right, left, skip, left…

			The center. And Saeldian, in their stylish, roguish wood elf armor.

			“I found your ball,” Saeldian said.

			“Was anyone standing over it?”

			Saeldian nodded. “Osalor.”

			Not him, as he’d expected. “Well, we’re here. All we have to do is put our balls in the bowl.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Why? Can’t you touch it?”

			“If I try, it rolls just out of reach.”

			“So it’s mine?”

			Saeldian shook their head and pointed at another ball nearby. “I tried both of them.”

			“Maybe we have to do it together.”

			“Worth a try. On three, not go. One, two—”

			Kell bent and picked up the ball.

			He stood up on the roof of a house in the Upper City of Baldur’s Gate. He was in a finely woven linen shirt with bloused sleeves, matching the one Saeldian wore as they played on the silver flute they used when they were posing as performers. Their left sleeve flopped down as they pressed the pads in the pattern he’d taught them, and a loose thread dangled from the narrow handkerchief hem.

			Hells. He knew what this was—or, rather, when. Kell stood in the moonlight just as he had that last night, swaying with the hilarity of a mead from just south of the Spine of the World, three-quarters drunk. Resting on the table with the second bottle—half full? Half empty?—lay Hullhollyn’s Storm Harp, its pale wood gleaming in the light of Selûne and her tears.

			This wasn’t where he was. The dream had switched, the way that dreams did. There was no holly hedge, no wide stone bowl on a pedestal. Only Saeldian, bathed in moonlight and playing a tune a child would learn on a flute that glowed with magic.

			He knew where he was. When he was. And all he could do was watch them. It was all he needed to do.

			But they noticed and set the flute away from their mouth. “I’m botching this.”

			“You’re doing fine. I was just thinking.”

			“Of?”

			You.

			This.

			This was what was in his heart.

			“That Hullhollyn lad. He didn’t know what he was helping you do. He’d quite fallen for you.”

			Saeldian shook their head, and their curls shone like starlight on water. “Trouble won’t come to him. He didn’t have a clue, and he won’t. He’ll forget Qidan Moonwing in a month or two.”

			Saeldian could flirt with a hag without missing a beat. They’d leaned in to the look of a romantic young man for part of the job, leaving Desedmir Hullhollyn breathless with their charm one minute, then they were back to business the moment he was out of sight. Saeldian wasn’t ever their real self with anyone but…

			Kell. He’d believed that. The Kell who stood here listening to Saeldian play the flute believed that he was the only one in all the world who knew the truth of Saeldian Charmhand.

			Saeldian smiled at him, quite ruining their embouchure. “Well, we did it. Smile, Kell! We never have to work another day in our lives. We’re set. We can do whatever we want. And do you know what I want to do?”

			That wasn’t what they’d said. “What do you want to do?”

			“Let’s find the Feywild. Let’s find Verandil and Hadthar and Shuahn. Let’s find your family. And…maybe I can ask Terandis to meet Osalor, so—”

			That wasn’t what happened. This wasn’t real—

			Oh, but it was. It was real. It just didn’t happen.

			In the moonlight, Kell took a step closer. “So…”

			“So they would—” Saeldian shook their head and laughed. “I’m getting this backward. This isn’t how you’re supposed to do it.”

			Kell remembered that night. They’d gotten drunk. They had talked about what to do with the money. Saeldian wanted to sail south and shed their skins, step onto a new dock as new people. They’d laughed and danced away, spinning, and when he caught them, they kissed each other like it was inevitable.

			But in the morning, Saeldian was gone.

			But this Saeldian, blushing as they suggested that Kell’s father and their mentor meet to discuss their future—it could be real for as long as he held on to the ball. If he held on to the ball, Saeldian would love him, and they would leave Baldur’s Gate, and they would be rich enough to bargain a way into the Feywild, and all he had to do was hold the ball and it would never end.

			Kell tightened his grip. “Do what?”

			Dream-Saeldian looked so real. This was so real. Saeldian did exactly what they did when they were together and no one could see them. They smiled like just looking at Kell made them happy.

			“I want you to find your family. And I hope they like me, because I love you.”

			Kell’s heart, now truly faced, ached. They hadn’t said that. But here they were, at the moment when everything could have gone right. He’d be in a world where he would have never been alone, where loving and needing someone didn’t take them away—

			“I love you,” Dream-Saeldian said.

			“I know.”

			Where he didn’t wake up and find that their room was empty, that their packs were gone, that the note on the floor had Sorry scrawled on it in their hand. Where he never heard the sound of heavy boots coming up the stairs that dropped all the shattered confusion into place.

			Saeldian was in his arms. They would kiss. They would dance the last few steps, Kell leading, Saeldian following, right into the suite’s bedchamber, and everything would be the world he’d believed in until he woke up to the truth. This could be his. All he had to do was…not listen to that part until it sank under the waves of memory for good.

			Just don’t let go, and this was all his.

			Dream-Saeldian’s eyelids slipped closed, and they melted into him, caught in the silken net of surrendering for a kiss. Exactly how he knew it would happen. Exactly how he remembered it—not from that night in Baldur’s Gate, but from Lady Elezia’s villa.

			This would never be real.

			Kell stepped back. He dropped the ball into the bowl. It bumped against Saeldian’s with a soft thump, and he was back in the center of the maze.

			The real Saeldian stood on the other side, armored exactly the way Osalor had directed them, wearing the face that Osalor had wanted for them, watching, waiting. The pendant they always wore, the silver heart made of thorns and brambles, lay slightly off-center, as if they’d been holding it for comfort.

			Now Kell understood the stones that had been between them. Now he saw Saeldian the way he couldn’t have back then. It wasn’t their fault he’d fallen in love with them. They couldn’t have done the same.

			Saeldian was utterly devoted to their patron. Everything they did was for Osalor, who saw them as nothing but the prettiest weapon in his arsenal. They couldn’t be loyal to anyone but Osalor the Beguiling, who merely assumed that loyalty belonged to him.

			Saeldian fidgeted. The light glinted off their amulet. They cleared their throat. “I don’t hate you.”

			That was true. “I know.”

			“I didn’t rat you out to the Fist.”

			That had to be true. “I know. You didn’t intend to sell me out.”

			Saeldian relaxed. “I didn’t. I had no idea. If I had, I—”

			“Would have escaped that very night,” Kell said. “You would have vanished the moment we were clear. Right?”

			Saeldian stepped back. They looked at the leather ball in the bowl, then closed their eyes. “Yes.”

			“Why? Why did you leave me?”

			“I had to.”

			“Why?”

			Saeldian swallowed. It hurt to do it; that was all over their perfectly crafted face. One shoulder rose, and they looked back at their leather ball resting in the bowl.

			Kell’s throat went tight.

			Osalor. He knew it. But it still slid so deftly between his ribs, he didn’t feel the hurt until he gasped. Kell understood. Saeldian loved Osalor. Completely. Helplessly. There was nothing else to say about it.

			Kell had faced his heart instead of gloating as Saeldian faced theirs. He couldn’t blame Saeldian for deserting him any more than he could blame a tiger for killing the rabbit that tried to run from its claws.

			“I don’t need to hate you, but I don’t need to be your friend, and I don’t have to like you.”

			Saeldian’s shoulders sank past relaxed to skim the surface of defeat before they were again standing with the perfect posture that Osalor liked. “I know.”

			The pact with Osalor, whatever it was, was everything to Saeldian, and Osalor, no matter how distant, came before anyone. He’d come before Kell. And one day, Jubilee would be next.

			But there was bargaining to do. “I can trust your skills. But I have to be able to trust you. And I can’t. I understand what you did, I think. Osalor pulled your leash, and you went running.”

			Kell watched it hurt Saeldian and watched them gather up that accepting, infuriating calm. “That’s closer than you know.”

			“I know you, Saeldian. I probably know you better than anyone. But I can’t forget what you did. I can’t forget how it felt.”

			“Don’t forget how it felt,” Saeldian whispered. One tear slipped from their glittering eyes. “Don’t ever forget that.”

			That had to be true.

			It hurt to watch that tear fall and to not know why. It hurt to know that Saeldian, here, in this place where they could not lie, was revealing this pain at last.

			Kell waited silently. He couldn’t fix this. Nobody could. But Saeldian might never get to cry about this again, and he wouldn’t take it away from them.

			When it was over, they swiped at their eyes; they lifted their face. “I understand that you have no reason to believe me. But this I declare, under the sky and its stars—”

			What?

			Saeldian smiled through the tears in their eyes. “I will not betray you. I will not abandon you. I will help you and your friend get this job done as much as I’m helping my friend Jubilee. You will return to your home. She will save hers from falling. We all win, or nobody wins.”

			Tiny lights winked and danced around them. Illusion? No. Not here. The maze’s magic was listening. Saeldian’s vow made fireflies to hold it.

			Kell had to answer. “I will not betray you. I will not abandon you. I will help you and your friend get this job done so she can save her home. I will stay with my family, and Lorzok will become brothers with Verandil the way he is with me. We all win, or nobody wins.”

			The fireflies wove around them both. Saeldian swiped at their eyes again, then put out their hand. “Shake on it?”

			Their grip was firm, and the fireflies became a ribbon of light, leading the way out.

			But when they stepped out of the maze, Shuahn rushed forward and grabbed their hands. “What took you so long?” she cried. “There’s no time. Get back in the cottage. Run!”
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				Beer, Bread, and Cheese

				Where Saeldian Saves Kell from an Awkward Denial
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			Shuahn made them run back to her cottage as fast as they could, slamming the door shut behind them before rushing to the parlor and the relentless waiting hourglass. She collapsed on her mushroom-clump sofa when she saw they’d made it back inside with only a few dozen grains left to fall. Saeldian watched the last one drop and swayed against a wave of drowsiness that threatened to knock them down, but as the pile of sand settled, the fog cleared.

			“You barely made it back in time. You don’t know how lucky you are. I nearly left you both.”

			“What would have happened if we hadn’t made it?” Kell asked.

			“Dear boy, I am quite exhausted. Find your way back to your rooms,” Shuahn said, not rising from her mossy couch. “It’ll be a long walk tomorrow, so be ready.”

			That wasn’t an answer, and Saeldian didn’t want to find their way back to their rooms. They didn’t want to dream again. Didn’t want to be alone. Didn’t want to think. But Kell ushered them out of Shuahn’s cottage and halted just outside, looking like he had a hundred questions he would never dare ask.

			He had been so eager to push Saeldian into this dream trial. Gleeful, even. But Kell looked like he had paid more of a price than he expected, and the cost wasn’t just measured in gold. Whatever Kell had faced when he picked up the leather ball he had chased to the center of the maze, it had taken the ground beneath his feet. He didn’t look certain anymore. He didn’t simmer when he looked at them either.

			What had taken him so long to snap out of it back there?

			Kell had jumped at the chance to force Saeldian to face something in their life, as if they never spared a thought for anything they did or how it affected anyone—as if Saeldian just ran around betraying people left and right! Confidence games aside, of course.

			But if Kell wanted Saeldian to realize how they hurt people, he didn’t need to force-march them into a dream-maze to face the truth of their actions. He’d already pushed them to understand that back in Waterdeep. The maze didn’t have anything to show them that they hadn’t already suspected.

			Whatever you offer, you can never have it again.

			Making it to the center of the maze felt like the kind of dream where you knew what was going to happen, but there was no way to stop it. Saeldian went to the center, picked up their ball, and understood the choice their vision offered. They dropped the ball back into the bowl before five minutes had passed. Once back in the maze, they’d touched their amulet again, but it still felt oddly absent.

			It had felt vividly real in the vision, though. Saeldian kept rubbing its odd nothingness and waited while Kell took nearly all the time they had.

			“I have no idea what one does after a magical ordeal,” Kell finally said. “Do you?”

			“Is small talk something we do now?”

			“Come on. We said truce.”

			“I’m not jousting,” Saeldian said. “I just thought you’d rather stick to business.”

			“Is that what you want?”

			The wood around them was dark enough that the little mushrooms growing among the fallen boughs and wide ferns glowed in the dark. “I would eat.”

			“What?”

			“After a magical ordeal. I would eat. Oat cookies, the first time. It was what I had in my pockets. Osalor had wine.”

			“So after your pact, you ate cookies?”

			“One cookie. We shared it. And three sips of wine. Osalor said that it would be much nicer to drink when I was old enough to like more flavors.”

			Saeldian had stolen that cookie knowing they’d pay the price later. But after they met Osalor, it hadn’t cost them a thing, not after a little trick had fixed it.

			“Because you were a child.” Kell sounded like he’d never realized it. “You became a warlock when you were—how old? Could you even read your contract?”

			Saeldian snorted. “You’ve been reading too many books. Fiend patrons like written documents, signed in blood, all that detail. That’s how they get you.”

			“How old were you, though?”

			Too young, but it didn’t matter. “I’d been bound eight years when you met me.”

			“That bastard.”

			“Don’t you dare,” Saeldian said. “He saved me with that pact. You were a beloved child. I wasn’t. Power kept me safe.”

			“But if you don’t have a contract, how does it work?”

			The mushrooms wouldn’t grow where they would be trampled, which made them the perfect guide back to the floating lights that glowed like fireflies. “You know what fey bargains are, Kell. Don’t make me treat you like a dullard.”

			“So he gave you power. And you gave him…what?”

			I don’t want to ask for something it would hurt you to give.

			They walked five more steps before Kell said, “You can’t tell me. I don’t know why I asked. Sorry.”

			“You like to know things.”

			“That’s true, but—does it hurt you? When someone wants information you can’t give them, I mean.”

			It was strange how easy it was to talk to Kell, even about a subject Saeldian had to talk around. No. It was strange how easily Kell talked to them now, after hating them until they were in the dream.

			What did he see in there? Saeldian had stood and waited for him to drop his ball next to theirs for so long, they’d barely made it back to Shuahn. She had called a warning, and Kell hadn’t moved an inch, like he hadn’t heard the call.

			Saeldian could have turned around and walked out of the maze. The exit had opened behind them. But they waited, even when Shuahn waved her arms trying to urge them to come out. It didn’t even occur to them to wonder what would have happened if they were still in the maze when the last grain of sand fell. They just waited for Kell to let go.

			Why don’t you give me the thing that hurts you the most?

			“It doesn’t hurt me,” Saeldian said. “I just can’t answer.”

			“All right,” Kell said. “Come this way.”

			He headed toward the lights floating above the door to the cookhouse.

			Saeldian followed him, looking for anyone who might see them sneaking around. “What are you doing?”

			The door opened at his touch.

			“We shouldn’t be here.”

			“The door wouldn’t open if I wasn’t welcome.”

			“Right. The Village That Chooses Its Own. So the way you know is if the cookhouse lets you in for a midnight snack?”

			“One of the ways.”

			The warm room smelled like rising bread. Kell walked in like he owned the place and pulled a bottle out of a hatch. Saeldian stepped just over the threshold and waited for a magic mouth to tell them to leave, but nothing happened.

			“Guest privileges,” Saeldian muttered. “A relief.”

			“None of that. Sit.” Kell gestured toward the table. “After a magical ordeal, you’re supposed to eat. You said so.”

			The bottle held dark malty beer. Kell found a bread heel in a box, a clay jar with butter in it, and a bit of cheese wrapped in a wax cloth.

			“It isn’t much,” he said.

			“I had half a cookie the first time I passed a magical test, remember?” Saeldian said. “This is a feast.”

			Kell drank straight from the neck and pushed the bottle toward Saeldian. “Good enough.”

			“So, all this.” Saeldian waved the bottle in the direction of the bread and cheese. “Does this mean that we’re friends now or something?”

			Kell smiled. “No.”

			“Fair,” Saeldian said. “That might have been a little too weird.”

			They rinsed out the bottle and swept up the crumbs before they left.
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			Kell didn’t remember what he dreamed, but he woke up reaching for something too far to grasp. His fingertips tingled as if they held the memory of it as he stared at his reflection and scraped away his beard hairs. When he made it to the Brewmistress’s hut, Lorzok was already there. Dad was too. Kell dropped his pack onto the ground so he could bend over and give his father a hug.

			“I’m glad you’re not too old to hug your dad,” Terandis said.

			Kell dropped to sit on a stump beside his father. “I will never be too old. What brings you here?”

			“I thought I’d see you off. Hearthaven’s Repose is…distant, if that’s a meaningful word here.”

			“Do you know it?”

			“I know of it,” Terandis said. “I know enough about it. It’s where you go to heal your grieving heart, or to bind yourself to another in a marriage that can’t be ended. What are you returning?”

			“That’s the odd part. I don’t think it’s valuable or even powerful, not really. It’s a spell gem, but all it does is bring you to the memory of the first time you kissed your true love.”

			“That memory can be worth more than anything in the world, if that’s all you have left of them,” Terandis said, and looked over Kell’s shoulder.

			Giggling. Jubilee, packed up and ready to go, escorted by Verandil, who was still in yesterday’s clothes. Verandil gave them a cheerful wave before he wrapped Jubilee in the kind of kiss meant to draw someone back to his side. She swayed a little bit when he let her go.

			Terandis spared an amused smile before he went on. “Shuahn can get you there, but it’s away from Eightbridge, not toward. You’ll be going through the truewild again, but by Shuahn’s paths.”

			Jubilee dropped her pack next to Kell’s and bent to give Terandis a hug. “By Shuahn’s paths? What does that mean?”

			“Shuahn is unseelie. Her magic is of the shadows and darkness. It embraces pain and fear.”

			Jubilee looked shocked. “But she doesn’t seem evil.”

			Lorzok patted Jubilee’s shoulder. “She’s not, dawn child. She doesn’t inflict pain and fear to make her magic happen, or anything like that. She meets them where they are and accepts them as part of life. There’s power there, as well as healing.”

			“Well said, Oakwarden.” Terandis nodded and continued the tale. “Shuahn will travel through the shadowed parts of the wild, where there is much to take you unawares.”

			“Are you delivering my lecture for me, Terandis?”

			Shuahn arrived with a thump of her staff. She wore green in many shades, with amulets and charms pinned to her robes and a tall headdress of moss and mushrooms. “Do you want me to take you into the dark, where you will know the mystery and become my apprentice?”

			Terandis held out his hand to grasp Shuahn’s. “Do you think I would do well?”

			“Yes,” Shuahn said. “Come to my bridge anytime. Do you want to come with us?”

			“I can’t,” Terandis said. “I can’t tear out of here on an adventure without telling Filandior, and I can’t stay on my legs that long. Ah, Saeldian.”

			“I seem to be late,” Saeldian said. “My apologies for delaying us. Good morning, Saer Terandis.”

			“There you are, finally,” Terandis said. “I wanted to get a look at the person Kell was so furious over that Shuahn dragged him off to sort out his feelings.”

			He what? Oh no. Kell wanted to protest, but that would just make it worse. But Saeldian didn’t miss a beat. They smiled, and it made them look like the most arrogant scoundrel the world had ever seen—one who fancied themself a magnificent bastard but landed well short of the mark.

			“Oh. Well, that’s me.” Saeldian bowed, every flourish perfect. “What do you think?”

			The smile fell. “I think I understand.”

			“I am pretty infuriating,” Saeldian agreed, and gave Kell a smirk. Ass!

			But Kell was clamping down on the urge to argue. Saeldian had spotted the matchmaking gleam in Terandis’s eye and figured out how to snuff it out instantly.

			Saeldian always had Kell’s back in a pinch.

			“Well, Kell. I’m going to get back to Filandior. Be careful, and good luck. Come back swiftly.”

			Terandis did something with the hoops attached to his chair wheels and leaned so he balanced on one rim and spun in place. Mounted on the back of his chair was a hand crossbow and a quiver of bolts.

			As he rolled away, Saeldian let the facade fall.

			“You didn’t have to do that.”

			“It seemed the most expedient,” Saeldian said. “Saying he had the wrong idea would only make him more sure of it.”

			Verandil scoffed. “You didn’t have to fall on your sword quite that thoroughly. You’re really good, though. Have you ever been in plays?”

			“Acting doesn’t pay as well.”

			“If you want to get to Hearthaven’s Repose, it’s time we get on,” Shuahn interrupted. “Verandil, are you coming with us?”

			“I have to sing the borders. Brewmistress asked me last night.”

			“Begone, then. You’re distracting.”

			Verandil kissed Jubilee on the forehead before he trotted off after Terandis.

			“Finally,” Shuahn grumped. “Listen to me now. We will move through places that can take you away. Remember this. Stay in sight. Stay on the path. Avert your eyes from whatever you see, but behave with courtesy. And this, most important: Do not dwell in memory.”

			She set off, half hopping. Every time she planted her knotted staff on the ground, it pulsed with power that bothered the seedlings nearby. She didn’t look back to make sure everyone had followed along.

			Kell grabbed his pack and hurried to keep up behind Jubilee and Lorzok. He checked for Saeldian, who shooed him along with a sweeping hand. The smell of yeast and fermenting grain vanished between one step and the next, and then they were in the truewild.

			The forest had changed; instead of the towering cedars and that lush green world that flourished at their feet, the trees here curled their boughs around heavy air with moss swaying from their knuckles like unbound hair. Water spread over the ground lay still as a mirror. Off in the distance, someone wept. Kell looked in that direction before he remembered not to.

			“Kell.”

			Saeldian’s voice behind him snapped his focus back to the path, narrower now. Lorzok was still in sight, but ahead. Kell hurried to catch up.

			“Did you hear that?”

			Lorzok glanced back. “Hear what?”

			“Someone was crying out there,” Kell said.

			“He didn’t hear it,” Saeldian said, “and neither did you.”

			“I did.”

			“You didn’t hear anything that was your business to wonder about,” Saeldian said. “Wish them peace and move on.”

			That was cold. Kell understood why Saeldian was rejecting the cry. They were right to do it. But how could they have heard it and not felt that loss?

			Because they had never felt loss like that.

			Saeldian had never felt anything but a mild kindness or minor annoyance for anyone. Only Kell had been their friend. He hadn’t seen it then, but now he understood it—Saeldian had never felt deeply for anyone. They didn’t hate anyone. They didn’t love anyone. It was like they couldn’t.

			Why had Kell not seen that before?

			“Will it help you move faster if you talk?” Saeldian asked.

			“Do you want to pass me?”

			“If I did, you’d go chasing after some distressed beauty or another and then I’d have to tell your father we let you get eaten by a…I don’t even know what dwells in the shadowed truewild.”

			“I wasn’t going to go chasing after that sound,” Kell grumbled. “That’s the oldest trick in the book.”

			“Old tricks become old because they work. They’re too far ahead again.”

			Lorzok wasn’t much more than a moving shape glimpsed between swaying locks of moss. How had he gotten away from them?

			“Hey!” Kell shouted. “Wait!”

			“I don’t think he heard you,” said Saeldian.

			“Lorzok!” Kell shouted again as Lorzok went around a bend and disappeared from sight. Not far. Not too far. But far enough. Kell ran with Saeldian on his heels till they went around the bend and Kell had to leap fast to hop onto the fallen log that forded dark, still water, clear enough to see pale stones—

			Too fast. He slipped a little and had to swallow his heart as he danced his way back to balance and those weren’t stones, those were faces, upturned. Kell could see their still, closed mouths and eyelids through the gentle floating fronds of their hair.

			That one looked like Ikariel.

			It couldn’t be. She died at Essanderon’s Rest. He’d seen her running; he’d seen her fall. But then her eyes opened, and her mouth said Kell, her face crumpling with relief, with hope, with bone-deep terror. She reached up with one hand, and waves warped the sight of her, but her hand was so close to the surface. He could reach her, if he just—

			He lurched upright. Saeldian took their hand out of the collar of his jerkin and put it on his back. “Whatever you see, it’s not real. Walk.”

			“But it’s Ikariel.”

			“Walk,” Saeldian repeated. “We’re way behind, and if we get too far—”

			Behind them, a heavy splash of water and the smell of rotten mushrooms seized Kell’s heart.

			Saeldian never faltered. “Walk.”

			“The Eaters. I can smell them.”

			“It’s not real,” Saeldian repeated. “Unless the Eaters smell like torched sugar.”

			Kell stepped off the log. “You can’t smell that? It’s awful.”

			“No. Run!” Saeldian shouted.

			Kell stumbled as he tried to run. Saeldian caught him. “Think of Lorzok. You can find him. You always can. Where is he?”

			“Are you sure it’s not them?” He was choking on it. That smell stopped his nose and coated his tongue, and now he could smell blood and terrified sweat, and Saeldian shouted, right next to his ear, and a streak of purple hung in the air where their spell bolts had fired, knocking something back. And on the edges of that purple burned into his vision, it rushed toward them.

			Saeldian flung something in its direction, and the air filled with moths, fluttering and bumbling.

			“Come on.” They yanked Kell along, leaving the cloud of moths behind. “Find Lorzok. You know him. Where is he?”

			“I have to hold still.”

			“Do you think we have time for that?” Saeldian yelled. “That spell’s not going to hold that thing forever.”

			“I can’t do it on the run!” Kell dug his heels in. “It’ll only take a moment, but I need a moment.”

			“Fine.” Saeldian stepped around Kell and faced the way they’d come. “Take your minute. But be faster than that.”

			Right. Lorzok. Kell’s breath shuddered too hard to be calming, and the rotten mushrooms and blood smell tainted the air. Don’t think about that. Think about Lorzok, who is looking for you, who is worried. They were all worried, but Kell’s glad big-hearted friend, who had everything to give anyone who needed kindness, who was kind and strong and subtly funny, was looking for him and Saeldian right now.

			From behind him, an outraged scream of pain, and another. It was close, it was too close.

			“I’ve got it,” Saeldian said, and a moment later, it screamed again.

			The smell hurt his eyes. He closed them even though his eyelids scraped as they sank shut, and the smell pulsed like puffs of breath, then there was another screech as Saeldian struck it with another bolt.

			Had it been a minute? No. Lorzok. Kell reached for the feeling of him. Lorzok felt like warm comfort. The kindness of fixing tea and listening. And the feeling of him warmed his senses in that direction. He wasn’t far. He was coming.

			Kell grabbed his crossbow, turned around, and saw Ikariel, half burnt and the rest bruised, rushing at Saeldian with a scream that made him want to scream too. The sound cut straight into his mind, and it hurt so badly. He wanted to run, but his feet wouldn’t move. There was nowhere to go.

			If he put his hands up, Ikariel would know he was sorry. If he dropped the crossbow, she would stop this.

			No. That wasn’t Ikariel.

			Saeldian stepped aside and stabbed at it. Ikariel—no, not Ikariel, not with that smell, not with those rows of teeth and claws. Kell shook his head, trying to make room for doubt. He raised the crossbow again and fired a bolt straight at Ikariel’s heart. “Tough luck!”

			She clutched at it with one hand and howled so Kell’s own heart turned to ice. Saeldian couldn’t do this alone; he had to do something—

			It burned when he drew in a deep breath, but he sang, “Second daughter’s hands can never bring the wedding banns before her sister’s fortune, Eldest Astrid said, spin the bobbins, wind the skeins up—”

			“Bobbins and Skeins” was awful drivel, and Kell sounded like he was strangling it. His voice sounded like a marble in a glass jug. But the magic didn’t care, and Saeldian’s next bolt of magic stopped the monster’s awful scream and knocked it backward into the water. Kell braced himself for the monster’s splashing struggle to rise, but the ripples spread as time ironed them flat, and Saeldian stood staring at him, wide-eyed and speechless.

			Kell couldn’t talk even if he wanted to. All he could do was watch Saeldian as shouting and footsteps grew gradually louder behind him. He didn’t know when he stepped close enough to lay hands on their shoulders, and Saeldian couldn’t take their eyes off him.

			They licked their lips and said, “But I hate that song.”

			Trust Saeldian to have feedback about the first thing he’d sung in years. “It saved us.”

			“Kell!” Lorzok shouted. “Saeldian! Are you all right?”

			“Here!” Kell shouted. He turned toward Lorzok’s voice and waved. More practically, Saeldian cast fireworks into the sky to mark their location. Jubilee wove around Lorzok to dash into Saeldian’s arms and pick them up off their feet.

			“You were there and then you weren’t there,” she said.

			Timtim hopped to Kell’s side, and Kell picked him up. The almiraj propped one paw on Kell’s shoulder and glared at him with flattened ears. Even his nose wiggled disapprovingly.

			“I’m sorry, Timtim. We didn’t mean to get lost.”

			“We could hear footsteps,” Lorzok said. “Then I realized that they didn’t sound right, so I turned around.”

			“You could tell by our normal footsteps?” Saeldian asked.

			“I could tell because you weren’t bickering.”

			Saeldian laughed. “That’s fair.”

			“What happened?” Jubilee asked. “How did you fall behind?”

			“It was my fault,” Kell said. “I thought I saw someone I knew was dead, and then we tried to run, but it chased us.”

			“Were you afraid?” Shuahn asked.

			“Terrified,” Kell said. “Saeldian could fight.”

			“It was an awful creature. If a beetle was a person, only somehow worse than that.”

			“That wasn’t what I saw,” Kell said. “It was Ikariel.”

			“A meenlock, I think. You’re lucky there was only one of them. You’re lucky we found you,” Shuahn said. “If you can’t keep up, you’ll just have to join hands and form a chain. You must stay together. And you must hurry. If it was a meenlock you vanquished in battle, it wasn’t far from more.”

			“It was very kind of you all to turn back and search for us,” Saeldian said. “I’m ready to move on.”

			“Good,” Shuahn said. “Stay close. No remembering.”

			Again, she set off without looking back to watch the others scramble after her. Jubilee didn’t let go of Saeldian’s hand. They stretched the other out to Lorzok, who grabbed for Kell’s free hand. Together, they hurried to keep up.
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			“You’re here,” Shuahn said. “Hearthaven’s Repose is between those two trees.”

			“Those two trees” didn’t belong among the wide, tall, needled evergreens. They stood bathed in a rare beam of light in the shaded wood. One of the trees, the one gamely holding on to long saw-toothed leaves that were colored like flame—deep gold, warm orange, and scarlet—stood in a circle of gently fallen leaves. The other held stubbornly to still-green leaves, the branches heavy with oval pods. Some of them had burst and dropped hard-shelled seeds. Their trunks leaned toward each other, making an arch to walk between.

			“You have brought us to the place you promised,” Lorzok said, “but how do you propose we return?”

			Shuahn nodded to Kell. “That one won’t need my help to return. He found you when it counted and led you right to him. You should become a wilds walker, young Kell, once you’ve settled in a bit.”

			“I’ll ask you about that when we return,” Kell said. “But are you going back? Now?”

			“There’s a friend not far from here I’d like to visit. Your little adventure with the meenlock gave me an excuse to drop by. Get inside now, before a redcap stumbles by. Success in your goals,” Shuahn said, and loped away much more quickly once unencumbered by slow-paced mortals. Timtim wiggled restlessly in Lorzok’s arm. Once he was on the ground, he hopped toward the two trees and paused to look behind him.

			“I hear you, Timtim,” Jubilee said. “Let’s go.”

			“Stay in sight,” Lorzok warned. “Don’t get lost again.”

			It was only a few steps to the trees. Dried leaves crunched under Kell’s boot as he stepped beneath the ash tree’s crown, but he stopped to stare.

			The tree was a woman.

			The trunk Kell had thought was twisted had a man’s figure growing out of it, bent to reach to the other—a woman, who also stretched an arm that ended in fruited almond pods. The tips of their branches didn’t touch.

			One step beyond them, Kell felt the border shivering through him as he crossed into night, where fireflies danced along the forest path to lead them to the light of a full moon reflected on the surface of a lake, with cottages gathered around its shores.

			An elf with a veil of glorious autumn leaves over her long russet hair stood at the end of the path with one finger to her lips, asking for silence. Kell bowed his head to greet her. She returned the greeting, and the ethereal layers of her gown fluttered as she led them to a raft. She stood at its head while everyone boarded, and Kell tried not to overcompensate for its gentle bobbing as everyone settled.

			Timtim did one of his excited hops where he twisted in midair, then rushed around the woman’s ankles before planting one adorable paw on her knee for pets. She touched the tip of his horn so a star floated above it, and Timtim hopped away proudly.

			The barge sailed itself along the moonlit water to a small island lit with lanterns. People carried those lanterns, outlining their shapes as they gathered. A ceremony, probably. But what kind?

			When the raft bumped against the pebbled shore, Kell had to take only three steps to realize that it was a vowsworn wedding. Two young women, a dark-skinned elf and a satyr with short-cropped curls, stood on either side of a crystal casket, hands clasped above it as they vowed themselves into a marriage held fast by magic. The magic of the ceremony wove around them, thanks to another eladrin holding each word of their vows.

			Kell had heard about this only in stories: couples defying an unsanctioned match by sneaking away to marry with an oath of devotion, vowing over a monument of proven lifelong love—usually a grave where lovers lay buried. Not a single casket like this one. Not unless…

			Kell’s heart fell. The lovers clasped hands over the casket of the magic-weaving eladrin’s beloved. Terandis had said that Hearthaven’s Repose was a sanctuary of grieving what you lost, and what you still loved and couldn’t stop loving. Who would know better about loving someone forever than an archfey who had made a domain with their lover’s grave at its heart?

			Kell would be here for only one day. Whatever solace others had found wouldn’t belong to him. They had a job to do, and at least it was to restore something lost to this place. Setting something quietly right.

			Kell drew near enough to hear the women speak of when they knew they loved the other. The dark-skinned elf told her beloved satyr about a celebration the satyr had insisted she attend, and how they had held hands the whole time, as if they couldn’t let go, and then, eventually, she realized she didn’t want to.

			Beside him, Saeldian ran their fingers along the back of Kell’s hand, from one edge to the other—and drew two short slashes to make it an arrow. Look.

			The arrow on his hand lingered, warm where Saeldian’s fingers were cool. Just a signal. Only that.

			Kell shrugged that shoulder. At what?

			Saeldian drew a rectangle across his knuckles, and then Kell saw it—nestled at the foot of the flawless crystal lid was a cut, faceted oval rose-green-lavender-silver gem identical to the one they’d stolen from Lady Elezia Tarm.

			Return the Kiss of Enduring Love back to its proper place without anyone realizing it had been missing. Simple! Once Kell fashioned a raft that wouldn’t leave a wake as it sailed to an island in the middle of a lake, this would be absolutely trivial. Like trading candy to a boggle.

			The noble armored eladrin holding the oath woven from words was staring at him. She was tall, wearing the armor of a heavy fighter, but she was also veiled in autumn leaves like their silent guide had worn. She was beautiful and serene and a little bit sad—at his inattention? Kell gave the tiniest apologetic smile and then attended the ceremony with full seriousness as the eladrin took the magic of every word the couple had spoken and bound it around them.

			“You are one,” the tall, long-haired knight declared. “Bound by an oath no one may break, spoken over the reminder of what one of you will face when even death does not part you. Your love is everlasting.”

			The women stepped backward over the casket, refusing to unclasp their hands even for this. They kissed, and Kell used their need for privacy to count how many cottages stared at this little island all the time before he joined the soft applause of the witnesses.

			The couple boarded one of the rafts and sailed toward a cottage on the shore. Others boarded rafts to set off to other destinations. The archfey who had presided over the marriage stood where she was, expecting them.

			Lorzok took the hint and moved forward. At the proper distance, he bowed.

			“I am Ilondrel,” the eladrin said. “You have come close to the starless quiet of Hearthaven’s Repose, visitors. I feel your heart-sore weariness. You will find rest, but what else do you seek? What is your hurt?”

			That was a request for an introduction if Kell ever heard one, and it was his job to go first.

			He bowed. Low enough to show respect for one who ruled this domain absolutely. “I am Kell Redsong, raised in Essanderon’s Rest by Terandis Redsong.”

			Ilondrel nodded for him to continue.

			“I was lost when I was a child,” Kell said. “My father saved me the only way he could, by opening a way to the Material Plane and shoving me through it. I’ve tried to come home ever since.”

			“You found your way back, then? If not to your home, then to your people.”

			“I found them. I had thought about what it would be like to reunite. They live in one of the domains connected to Eightbridge, with the Brewmistress—”

			“I remember her,” Ilondrel said. “She made a keg for the regiment that flowed for five hundred years.”

			“You lived in Eightbridge before, my lady?” Jubilee asked.

			“Not Eightbridge,” Saeldian said, their voice tinged with sudden insight. “Menoriath.”

			“Indeed. I was there when it fell.”

			She was old, then. Or, better to say, endless.

			“Do you know the story of how the Brewmistress came to be the archfey? She’d made a new brew on the Last Day, and she wouldn’t leave until she could move it. But when she felt Menoriath shaking apart and the shard she brewed on fell, the Brewmistress cried, ‘Oh no, you don’t! Have a care for the last brew of Menoriath!’ and she was so fearsome, her broken shard floated light as a feather and touched ground so softly the kettle didn’t spill a drop.”

			“No one told me that story.”

			“She won’t hear it repeated,” Ilondrel said. “So you come from the Village That Chooses Its Own, but you needed Hearthaven’s Repose. Why?”

			Because it hadn’t solved anything. “I’m afraid that it will happen again.”

			“What did happen?”

			“The Hungry War.”

			“When you were a child,” Ilondrel said. “And with a child’s need to understand why, you thought you were to blame?”

			Ilondrel’s insight felt cold as it washed over him. “Yes.”

			“But that’s not why you’re here.”

			It was…it wasn’t.

			“I lost everyone I ever loved or cared about. I have them back. I can’t lose them again.”

			“You’re in the right place,” Ilondrel said. “Be welcome.”

			The air felt cool and clean, and the rippling water meeting the shore became clearer. Beside him, Saeldian didn’t move.

			“I’m Jubilee Righthoof,” Jubilee said. “My parents are adventurers. Retired now. I borrowed my mother’s hat—I don’t know why I said that.”

			“It’s an enchantment,” Saeldian said. “It lets you unburden yourself. It’s not bad.”

			Jubilee nodded. “All right, then. We have a home, and we have to fight every day to keep the roof over our heads…sometimes literally; it leaks real bad when it rains and—”

			Jubilee broke off and glanced at Saeldian, who was staring at something far away. “I do anything I can do to bring back gold to fix things, but it’s never enough, and I’m so scared I can’t get the money no matter how hard I try. I’m so afraid about not having enough gold that it gets in the way of me being their family. I’m afraid that one day, they won’t want me to be their family because of what I’ve done for gold…or will do.”

			Saeldian didn’t move, but they looked smaller.

			“I feel great loyalty in you, Jubilee Righthoof,” Ilondrel said. “You’ll do anything it takes to help them.”

			Jubilee hung her head. “Yeah.”

			“You’re in the right place,” Ilondrel said. “Be welcome.”

			But Jubilee turned away, looking like she was going to cry. Timtim put his paw on Jubilee’s foot. She bent down and picked him up.

			Lorzok cleared his throat. “I am Lorzok the Seeker. I am a druid.”

			Ilondrel regarded him with perfect seriousness.

			“I was a child when I leaned against a mighty oak and enfolded myself in nature,” Lorzok said. “I didn’t simply listen to the birds singing or feel the soft moss growing on the bark. I understood the whole of nature in that moment—all its cycles, its harmonies, its dependence on everything that is part of it. And I was part of it too. For one perfect hour, I belonged.”

			“A true spiritual awakening,” Ilondrel said. “A call you answered with your heart.”

			“Indeed, my lady.” Lorzok nodded in respect for her understanding. “But the feeling of that moment cemented with a price when I returned to the camp my clan had made. They are great traders. Very wealthy, though they would never leave the road for any kind of palace. I tried to explain to my brother what I had just experienced. He grew angry.”

			“You couldn’t have expected that,” Ilondrel said. “I can’t think why he reacted that way.”

			“I found out when he took me to my grandfather and the physician to see how much I had drunk of the vials from the boxes that had been in the guarded wagon. They were transporting goods from an alchemist. We knew that. We hadn’t been told exactly what we were delivering. When everything was said and done, they laughed and forgot about it. But I could not. I started looking into what our wagons carried, and I learned too much.”

			“And you still grieve them,” Ilondrel said.

			“I wanted to feel that oneness again. I could not do it, being part of my clan. I set out on my own to visit great forests, rugged mountains, fierce seas. It has been elusive. Then I thought I would find it in the Feywild. I decided to find out, and the next morning, I encountered Kell Redsong, who would soon become my friend.”

			Ilondrel looked from Lorzok to Kell. “When you were children?”

			Lorzok laughed. “Oh no! Ten years ago. We have had quite an adventure. And now we’re here.”

			“But?”

			Lorzok’s nod was wise and sad. “In my dreams, the Feywild was the place where I would know the fullness of the primal magic that I strive to reach as a druid. But I’m afraid that now that I’m here, I will always be a stranger in this place. The truewild is nature in its most primal form, but it doesn’t feel like home.”

			“Home is rarely a place, Oakchild. Home is other people. But you’re in the right place,” Ilondrel said. “Be welcome.”

			Lorzok bowed his head.

			Kell wanted to hug Lorzok. Everyone liked him. Everyone. The Brewmistress herself came out to offer him beer. Why couldn’t he see it?

			But they weren’t done yet, and everyone waited for the last introduction.

			“I’m Saeldian Charmhand,” they said, and stopped.

			They didn’t let their gaze dart about. Their breaths didn’t speed or deliberately slow. They let the moment stretch while they considered, until it was thin as a thread, then a cobweb, then a hair.

			Then they tilted their head, tilted their smile, and said, “I’m selfish.”

			Kell’s forehead went hot as he shut his eyes. To stand there and listen to everyone speak of their pain—to listen to Jubilee’s awful conflict between living up to her family’s expectations and pursuing what Saeldian had steered her into doing—and then just say I’m selfish?

			Kell couldn’t say what he thought of that, but when he turned to glare at Saeldian, he froze.

			They weren’t crying. They hadn’t shed a tear. But they were holding on to that thread they had stretched to a whisper.

			Ilondrel examined them in silence before saying, “You’re in the right place. You and your hearts are welcome. Shelter and rest, all of you.”
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			“I’m glad Lady Ilondrel welcomed you,” said the elf who had brought them to the center island. She bowed, and as the hem of her veil fluttered away from her shoulders, a pendant of a silver rabbit, upright and alert, glinted on her breastbone. “I am Helfyra. I’m sure you will find what you’re searching for here.”

			Everyone gave their names, and Helfyra repeated each one with a graceful nod. Saeldian went last and got the kindest, most soft-eyed smile of them all.

			They were pitied here, then. Lovely.

			Helfyra lifted her hand, and the burdens of their packs lightened. “You may rest as you wish. We serve meals as a group. You may ask anyone veiled like me for counsel, and you may stay as long as you need. But be prepared to attend Ilondrel on the evening of her vigil into winter.”

			“When is that? Actually, what is that? The vigil into winter, I mean,” Jubilee asked.

			“I will explain,” Helfyra said. “Come aboard, please.”

			Helfyra stepped onto the same wide, shallow barge and waited for them to board. Saeldian took up a place at the railing and stared out at the water, which was rippling with the wakes of all the other boats sailing toward the unblinking glow of lights shining on tiny docks along the shore. Soft waves rocked the craft as everyone boarded.

			There was nowhere to sit, and no way to steer, but the barge moved away from shore as if it knew where to go. Helfyra turned to address the group. “Eladrin are tuned to the seasons. Ilondrel is going into winter for the day her beloved’s heart no longer beat for her.”

			Saeldian was cold. The cold stopped pain. The cold stopped fear. They drew it in close and waited.

			Jubilee let out a sympathetic sigh. “I’m so sorry. Maybe we should leave her to privacy.”

			Helfyra smiled and shook her head. “My lady will grieve. The land will grieve. But you are welcome here. The snow and cold of winter is a natural reason to seek warmth and comfort. You may stay as long as you need to.”

			“That’s very kind of you,” Kell said.

			The others murmured agreement.

			Saeldian remained silent. They needed a moment alone—somewhere to hide, and they couldn’t hold on much longer.

			Something had changed when they struggled to find something, anything they could say freely that would still be true while Ilondrel, gorgeous and heartbreaking, looked into their eyes and read that truth.

			A shiver scurried across their shoulders. Strangers never had the chance to see beyond whatever Saeldian let them see, and then they built their perceptions on that mask Saeldian made for them. When Ilondrel weighed Saeldian’s words, she didn’t stop looking until she had seen enough.

			Two voices—Jubilee’s and Lorzok’s—hummed as they chatted with Helfyra while she rode with them along the lake. The sound blended with the ripple and splash of the water around them, and the moon’s reflection broke into a hundred replicas. Had they barely escaped Ilondrel’s question? If they had, why did they feel so seen?

			Saeldian hadn’t expected that. An archfey could have broken Saeldian’s natural resistance to enchantments like a door built of paper and made them tell the truth.

			The pact that made me powerful keeps me alone, but I am nothing without it.

			Saeldian had been waiting for her to do it, terrified of what would happen after that.

			Kell was only a few feet away. They could smell his armored leather coat and the soap that rested on the edge of the tubs in the Village That Chooses Its Own. Saeldian had dared one glance at Kell after Ilondrel had accepted their answer, and he looked at them just the same way he had when they had been caught in their shadows—like he felt sorry for them. Pain and realization as he saw more than they wanted him to see. Now he followed along in Saeldian’s fragile wake, and Saeldian couldn’t look back. Maybe Kell’s heart still bled. Maybe Kell had remembered his hatred. Saeldian couldn’t bear either.

			Kell had sung to strengthen their fight against the drowned creature that attacked them. He sang for them, after everything Saeldian had done to him, and they couldn’t thank him for it.

			The pact that made me powerful hurts everyone around me, but I can’t be safe without it.

			Saeldian looked back at the island. It was too dark to even make out Ilondrel’s silhouette standing before her beloved’s casket, but Saeldian stared at it until the boat bumped to a stop. They hoped Kell would move away. The craft jostled as someone stepped off, but the smell of leather and fern-leaf soap didn’t fade.

			“Jubilee and Lorzok? Here you are,” Helfyra said.

			“Here” was two tiny cottages joined by a common path. They looked like a picture, covered in creeping vines turned orange and deep red, fenced by the last of the roses. Their scent mingled with herbs and ripe apples from somewhere behind the houses.

			“It’s adorable,” Jubilee said.

			“It’s yours for your stay.”

			“It looks very pleasant,” Lorzok said. “Timtim and I will enjoy it very much.”

			The barge moved on as soon as Lorzok’s boots landed on the wooden dock.

			Saeldian had hurt Kell just by leaving. Saeldian would hurt Jubilee just by leaving. And a few miles after that heartbreak, Saeldian would find someone new to befriend, another heart to break and break again.

			The pact that made me powerful makes me lie to everyone I know, but the power is more important than someone I can leave. But they hadn’t said that. They said, I’m selfish. Ilondrel had seen Saeldian and knew how much it hurt them to be alive, and how desperately Saeldian wanted to live anyway, and she had said, You and your hearts are welcome.

			Saeldian shut their eyes tight. As if they could rest. As if they could grieve. As if they could heal and not have to rip it open when the job was done—

			Kell’s leather armor and herb soap were right next to them. He touched their shoulder. “Sheld.”

			He never called them that.

			“I know you can’t talk about it,” he said. “But I can tell you need something. Can I help?”

			“No.”

			“Because you don’t need anything, or because I can’t help?”

			“And this is for you,” Helfyra said.

			Saeldian quickly grabbed their pack and hopped onto the dock. They could say they were tired and close the door. The dock bobbed with each step. As they got closer, they stopped walking. That wasn’t right. There was only one cottage at the end of this path. It was larger than the pair Lorzok and Jubilee were in, but it was still cozy. A soft orange glow showed through the windows. A fire in the hearth?

			“There’s been a mistake,” Saeldian said.

			The little dock dipped when Kell landed behind them. “What mistake?”

			“Pick anything tasty that you fancy; it’s all freely given,” Helfyra said. “Sleep well.”

			And then she left.

			“Wait,” Saeldian said, turning back to her. “There’s only one cottage. Where do I—”

			But the wide ferry was already fifteen feet away, and Helfyra was busy coiling a line neatly. Or was ignoring them.

			Saeldian knew a blow-off when they saw one.

			“It must be next door, or a little farther back,” Kell said.

			It wasn’t. The custodians of Hearthaven’s Repose never missed a trick. Ilondrel knew. They all knew.

			“There’s only one cabin,” Saeldian said. “Jubilee and Lorzok each had one, side by side.”

			“Maybe it’s behind this one?” Kell set off down the path toward the back of the cabin. Saeldian sighed and followed, but only garden met them on the other side. A very pretty garden for a very small cottage. Saeldian peered in the window and beheld the softly glowing fire and the foot of—

			“One bed.”

			“Are you serious?”

			“Look for yourself.”

			Kell turned back the way they came and opened the cottage door. “Hells.”

			Only one bed. Of course. Bards had a song about Serenity and Bastion with that old gag. But it wasn’t funny when it was happening to them, and Kell sounded so dismayed when he saw it.

			That should be a relief. “Jubilee’s cottage isn’t far.”

			“There’s no path. You’ll wreck the hedges. The bed’s nice and big, at least,” Kell said. “And it’s not like we haven’t used the couple pose when we were running a game before.”

			“That was before.” Saeldian dropped their pack next to the door and pulled on the drawer at the foot of the wide bed suspended between four tall posts. Blankets rested inside. Saeldian grabbed them all and laid them on top of a coverlet dye-painted with flowers.

			“You’ll bake if you put all of those on the bed.”

			“Shut up and help me roll this.”

			“Fine.” Kell took an end and rolled the blankets into a bumper, then helped them slide the rolled bundle of blankets to the middle, marking the border between the two sides. “Do you want to go to bed?”

			Saeldian paused.

			“I just meant, do you want to get out of your armor—no.” Kell swiped a hand over his face. “Gods, I sound like an unshaven boy. How do we—”

			“Oh, relax,” Saeldian grumbled. “There’s a bath. I want to use it. I bet you do too.”

			Kell stood there with his mouth open for a moment. Saeldian heard themself.

			“Not together. One at a time.”

			They held out their palm and smacked their fist into it. Kell echoed the move and said, “On three. One, two—”

			Saeldian shot their index and middle fingers out. Kell kept his hand in a fist.

			“You first,” Saeldian said. “I’ll be back in half an hour.”

			They went out into the cold before Kell could protest.

			

			
				[image: ]
			

			Kell let the hot water melt his bones, but he kept a corner of his mind trained on finding. Lorzok and Jubilee were that way—together, in fact. If Kell had to guess, in the same room, maybe seated in the cozy rocking chairs perched on a rug before the fire, a companionable distance between them. Saeldian was on the other side of that wall, probably leaning against it. Looking at the sky? Trying to make sense of the stars?

			Perhaps. Ilondrel was farther than shouting distance, but not farther than the island that held the casket with the man inside, lying eerily, perfectly at rest. Every lock of his walnut-wood hair lay in careful waves spread over an ivory pillow, his shimmering silken robes draped as if someone had adjusted a fold, stood back to judge the effect, and then leaned in to gently tweak it.

			A beautiful man with his hands at his breast, the haft of a spear tucked into the crook of his elbow, a finely etched shield covering his knees. The man Kell was certain Ilondrel loved, and mourned even after he’d been laid to rest, looking as if he were only sleeping.

			Helfyra…was not nearby.

			He stretched his senses, but they didn’t resolve in a direction, only a distance—but how far, he couldn’t say.

			A distance. What kind of a measure was that?

			He thought of Verandil, letting the hot water hold him as he let his head float on the water.

			It was the same thing. Distant, but no real feeling of direction. Verandil was probably in the Village That Chooses Its Own, and Kell couldn’t point in his direction any more than he could for Helfyra.

			He focused on her again. Stately, elegant, simply dressed, rabbit pendant. Liked to cast tiny star illusions on things, like Timtim’s spiraling horn. Ditched him with Saeldian in this tiny cottage with only one bed. That same feeling of distance met his senses, though much more faintly than Verandil’s.

			Wherever she was, she wasn’t here, in Hearthaven’s Repose. She’d left the domain. But that meant she left as soon as she’d dumped Saeldian and Kell in the lovers’ cottage. Why?

			The sense of Helfyra shrank suddenly, and Kell felt like he was squinting at a faint star just before it vanished.

			Vanished?

			The steam rising from the bathtub didn’t curl into an answer. He’d never tested the trick, but he knew from trying that no amount of sitting, remembering, or searching would let him know where Verandil was—or Terandis either—before he’d crossed into the Feywild.

			Kell sat up in a slosh of bathwater and tried to turn around to stare at something directly behind him.

			Who was that?

			The others he had seen on the island would hardly even be smudges. He hadn’t talked to them or heard their voices. But that presence was too strong to be a smudge, if only a little, and that didn’t make sense.

			Someone Kell had met before was here, and he had no idea who it was. No one from the village. Not Helfyra, who was in that directionless place that meant she wasn’t in the domain.

			So who was that? Someone he had spoken to, someone whose name he knew. Not Jubilee. He’d known her long enough for her to give a stronger impression, and besides, she was still over there, talking to Lorzok. Not Ilondrel, who had so much power that he felt like he already knew her. She had the same incredible presence he had felt emanating from the Brewmistress and from Osalor, the power that came from being anchored in a realm that existed because of you. Kell had started knowing Ilondrel from the moment he’d stepped into her realm.

			She’d spoken only a few words to him directly, but he could point in her direction much more confidently than he should be able to. That could be because of her dominion over this realm or the intensity of the ceremony of telling her why they had come here.

			So who was the presence he sensed was resting across the lake?

			It didn’t matter. Kell couldn’t get out of the bath, sail across the lake, and knock on doors in search of an acquaintance who shouldn’t be here. And he knew what he was doing, chasing after all these little mysteries.

			Saeldian stood exactly beside the nearest wall. If the wall hadn’t been there, he could have touched them. They were so close he could sense them moving.

			He settled back into the hot water and exhaled. He had just a little time to relax before he had to go back to the armed politeness he needed to deal with Saeldian. But they were right there, and Kell couldn’t stop knowing they were right there, moving…to keep warm?

			He stayed still, felt the awareness of Saeldian moving, and understood—they were rocking from one foot to the other at the speed best for soothing children.

			Kell couldn’t feel what people were feeling. He only knew where they were.

			“Fuck.”

			He stood up and grabbed a linen towel from the hook. He draped a felted wool robe around his shoulders and made sure the door closed loud enough to hear before he went around to the back of the cottage, the cold air swirling around his wet ankles.

			Saeldian had enough time to stand in that upright, aloof way before Kell made it around the corner. Kell ignored it. He grabbed Saeldian’s wrist and pulled them close enough to catch in his arms.

			“What are you—”

			“Cry, you ass.”

			They struggled. “No. I’m selfish.”

			“I know. Now cry.”

			Saeldian trembled and tensed, and their breath came in awful, tattered gasps. “No.”

			“You’re selfish,” Kell said. “People accuse others of that because they feel betrayed by what they expect other people to do. Sometimes that’s true. Sometimes people’s expectations are unfair.”

			Saeldian listened between frayed breaths.

			“But when people say they’re selfish, it’s either because they don’t care, and it doesn’t hurt them…or they do care, and it does. Why do you care, Saeldian?”

			“You’re wrong.”

			“Sure,” Kell said. “You were just looking at the stars after you managed to lie to an archfey. Stop it. She asked us what hurts us, Saeldian. We all told the truth. And so did you. I didn’t understand that at first.”

			“Well, you get it. Congratulations.”

			It was freezing out here. Saeldian was so cold. They’d been shivering out here the whole time Kell had lounged in the bath doing his best to ignore them.

			“Drop it. You’re out here fighting tears like you’ll die if you let them fall, and that’s not true. So let’s hear the truth. What hurts you the most? What do you fear most in the world?”

			“Stop.”

			“No,” Kell said. “What do you fear most in the world? I know already, so just tell me.”

			“I can’t.”

			“Then I’ll tell you.”

			They were stiff, but they didn’t pull away or fight, and Saeldian was better at close-quarters combat than he was. If they really wanted to get loose, Kell would be on the ground.

			He relaxed his hold.

			Saeldian didn’t move.

			All right, then. They couldn’t tell Kell. But Kell could guess. “You’re the other side of my coin. You always have been.”

			A drop of water from Kell’s wet hair landed on his neck, cold enough that he felt it roll all the way down to the collar of his robe. “I’m always afraid that the people I care about most will leave me, or something will take me away. You’re always afraid that you will leave someone, or something will take you away.”

			Saeldian gasped and went still.

			“Every friend you make, every partner, everyone who claims you as theirs, something will take you away.”

			They shook. “No. It’s because I’m selfish.”

			“You never had a lover. You could seduce anyone if the game asked it, but you never courted anyone. You could charm anyone, but you never made a friend. Besides me. And then the day came that something took you away.”

			Saeldian let their head fall on Kell’s shoulder with a thump and raised it again just as quickly.

			“And it’s happened again,” Kell said. “Something has happened that will take you away from Jubilee. Everyone in your life who looked at you and saw a friend, a part of their family, a beloved who let you into their hearts—you have to leave them when they get into yours. And when this job is done, you’ll be gone.”

			Saeldian’s breath hitched. Their fingers squeezed tight on Kell’s shoulder, but Saeldian waited, listened.

			“You can never accept what they give you, because you can never give it back.”

			Saeldian fell into him, sobbing. They pounded his shoulder blade with one fist and wailed. Kell scooped them up and carried them back into the warm cabin and let them cry in his arms, and he rocked them the way they had rocked themself alone.

			This was why Saeldian left him in Baldur’s Gate. This was why they left everything to him. They couldn’t give him anything else once something had taken them away. Kell stroked Saeldian’s hair and hummed a bit, letting the sound rumble in his chest until the storm of tears passed, their hitching breaths evened, and they didn’t let go.

			Osalor had never held them like this. Kell knew it down to the sinews. What if no one had? Saeldian had one eye on the exits and the other on whoever was most likely to make trouble, and they always knew when tempers would boil before anyone else caught a hint. How would anyone who always needed an exit accept anything that felt like a trap?

			Sap popped in the hearth behind Kell. Their rocking had slowed to a gentle sway. Kell ran his hand over Saeldian’s silky curls and pressed his lips to their temple and didn’t realize until Saeldian went still.

			Still, but not stiff. Kell kept his lips where they were and kept from tensing up or going too still. Saeldian would spook like a fawn either way.

			Slowly, Saeldian tilted their head without pulling away. Their chin dragged across his collarbone, their nose pressed up against his throat. When Saeldian’s lips actually glided up his throat, he still lifted his chin to give them more room.

			Saeldian tilted his head back down and kissed his mouth.

			Kell knew he should wonder why, but instead he pulled them close, kissing back.

			Saeldian kissed like they could pour into Kell’s body and heart, as if they could meet at the lips and twine together. They sighed and clung harder, pressing every inch of their body that could touch his. Saeldian kissed Kell like they had never known how it felt to kiss someone. Kell had seen how every artful, expert technique they’d learned to use could enchant a mark into doing exactly what Saeldian needed from them, while they started and ended a kiss unmoved by it, remaining exactly who they were.

			That let doubt tap a cold finger on Kell’s shoulder. He lifted his mouth away and drew back. Saeldian looked back at him, their cheeks and lips flushed, their eyes dark and—worried.

			“Sorry. Sorry. I—”

			Kell soothed one hand down Saeldian’s back. “It’s all right. I should have asked.”

			“I should have,” Saeldian said.

			“I would have said yes. May I kiss you again?”

			“Please.”

			Saeldian groaned right into his mouth when they met again. If Saeldian had clung before, they melted now, freeing the clenched-tight hold on their body to move against Kell as if they were both naked already. Against Kell’s skin, Saeldian’s shiny hardened leather became soft, velvety suede. Their kissing made Kell feel like he could float, but Saeldian’s hands held him to his flesh as they pulled the knot keeping his robe closed and slid it off his shoulders to land in a woolen heap on the carpet.

			Kell had to step on it as he moved backward, feeling for the edge of the bed he needed to lie on before he couldn’t stand. Saeldian crawled up over him, kissing down his throat as their hands smoothed over his skin, looking for the places that made him arch into that touch, that made him moan and push his hips up against the tight suede trapping Saeldian’s own excited body.

			Saeldian grabbed on to him and held his hips still. “Easy.”

			The way Saeldian said it got right into Kell’s veins. The way they let him go to trace unerring lines over his body before they lowered their head and kissed just under his jaw, down his neck, made him grab the blankets under him like he needed to hold on to something.

			Saeldian hummed. Kiss after kiss wound down over Kell’s chest like pebbles dropped in a pond. The sensation spread over his skin like a sparkle of fireflies. Saeldian rubbed their cheek against the springy hair that covered Kell’s chest, shocking him into crying out and grabbing them by the shoulders when they closed their lips over one nipple—

			They popped up instantly, looking worried. “Don’t like?”

			“Do like,” he answered. “Just—”

			The rest got lost as Saeldian did it again. And again.

			Under Saeldian’s lips and hands, Kell’s thoughts went fuzzy and languid. Every bit of him moved to Saeldian’s music—their caressing touch, the gentle vibrations from their humming lips that Kell could feel only if he stayed still, all of it made his skin hungry for more.

			He should do something—touch back, kiss back. Kell knew where Saeldian’s kiss-wandering path was headed, and anticipation made his nerves sing, lighting a hoped-for path down his belly, where Saeldian stopped to nuzzle over the hair and tickle through it with their breath and he was going to die of wanting them to keep going but if they did he was going to break in an instant and this was going too fast, wasn’t it? Too fast to think. They weren’t thinking. Neither of them was.

			How did they get here?

			But Saeldian turned their head and caressed the crease where Kell’s groin and hip met, and the sensation sprinted in all directions. He wanted to grab them and pin them to the bed and make them feel this, he wanted to stay still and let Saeldian’s lips come closer—no, wait, wait, he had to think—

			He had to ask. He had to hear them say it.

			“Saeldian,” Kell said gently. “I have to ask you. Do you want to?”

			They went still. The moment snapped. Kell’s heart ached for the look on Saeldian’s face.

			They pushed themself up and braced on hands and trembling elbows, and Kell made every muscle relax. He knew before they said a word. He’d asked in time, and that was a relief and a bitter, pouting feeling he shoved in a box and locked away.

			Saeldian’s expression made him want to hug them so tight, and it was exactly the wrong thing to do. “I can’t. Gods, I almost—”

			Kell watched Saeldian close their teeth on whatever they had tried to say. “I can’t.”

			Fuck. “All right. I’m sorry I let it go too far.”

			Saeldian moved backward until none of them touched him anywhere. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have let myself do that.”

			Shouldn’t have let themself? But Kell knew. “You never have, have you?”

			Saeldian looked away. “Once a mark was in bed, I could use suggestion spells. They didn’t know it was only us talking. They had no idea it wasn’t real. I paid attention, said what they wanted to happen, and they didn’t know the difference.”

			Kell sat up. “It’s your pact, isn’t it.”

			Saeldian laughed. “You know I can’t tell you what I bargained. I can’t even tell you if you’ve come closest to the truth of anyone I’ve ever known or if you’re so ironically incorrect I want to laugh until I cry.”

			Oh, that was clever. “Or both.”

			Saeldian remained silent.

			That fucking pact, whatever it was. Kell hated it. Not because of his disappointed want but because it was a cage Saeldian couldn’t walk out of. Fey bargains always seemed like they didn’t cost anything, at least at first. But Saeldian had found out what they’d paid, hadn’t they?

			Kell’s fury probably heated the air around him, but he didn’t let it show. No talking about it. No reassurances. No heart-to-heart. They would hate all of that. It would ruin whatever they could carry away of the freedom of kissing because they wanted to and not just because it was useful.

			“It’s fine,” Kell said. He was still naked, and he lowered himself back down to sprawl where Saeldian had laid him out to feast on with kissing and touching. He didn’t move because Saeldian was staring at him, at his body, and he wanted them to take away everything they could of this memory now that they remembered it was all they could have.

			He could find Osalor after all this. He couldn’t sense him in that same directionless place that was knowing where anyone outside of this domain was. But if he was in the Feywild, nothing would stop him from finding Osalor so he could ask. He’d even do it politely, at first.

			Saeldian shifted their weight away. He’d let his feelings show through, enough that their gift for knowing the mood reacted. Relax. Be normal. Change the subject. “Is it your turn in the bath? The water’s pure and hot.”

			Saeldian nodded. “I need my kit.”

			“I need something warmer than this before I head out.”

			“You don’t have to go,” Saeldian said. “Just—pretend it didn’t happen.”

			Kell could pretend, but he’d never forget. “Pretend what didn’t happen?”

			The smile lifted Saeldian’s cheeks before they could stop it. “Grab that rocking chair and sit. We have to figure out how we’re going to replace the Kiss of Enduring Love right where anyone could see us.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Sixteen

				Taking Squash from a Farmer

				Where Saeldian Must Run from the Truth
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			Saeldian woke up to pale gray light through the window breaking on the hump of Kell’s shoulder as he slept…and their hand resting on it across the bolster border that separated them.

			Barely. Kell’s back was pressed up against one side of the roll of blankets, while Saeldian had one knee resting on it, their arm crossing the line until it landed on his skin, warm and vital. His shoulder shifted with his sleep-slowed breaths, and when his chest rose, theirs did too.

			In their sleep, they had come as close to each other as they could. In their sleep, they had breathed together. Maybe Saeldian’s dream of swaying in a net bed between two trees in the Village That Chooses Its Own, listening to the music above while idly talking to Kell very seriously about the magical properties of eggs, was something they dreamed together.

			“They’re potential the way seeds are potential,” they had said in their dream hammock in their dream village, and Kell had replied, “They’re also a fine breakfast,” and Saeldian huffed in outrage at his teasing. It was exactly what Kell would say, in that dream that had felt so natural, so ordinary that Saeldian never wondered at it for a moment. They had lain side by side, shoulders and arms touching, his foot gently swiping against theirs. And Saeldian knew, the way people know things in dreams, that they always woke up with him, waiting to find out if what he dreamed was what they had dreamed too.

			Now that Saeldian was awake, their tears burned in their throat.

			Kell was the only one who could have cracked the wall holding Saeldian together. Kell was the only one who could have accepted Saeldian’s embarrassing loss of control and then agreed to put it away like it never happened. He had rocked in the bent willow rocking chair he’d dragged to the tub, sat facing away from them as they washed and shaved. They talked about replacing the spell gem without anyone noticing. They didn’t talk about Saeldian’s tears. They didn’t talk about Saeldian’s mortifying, desperate, needy behavior. They didn’t talk about being enemies. They didn’t talk about being friends.

			And then this morning, which felt like the dream had—not unreal, but seamlessly natural, with the chilly air outside the warm refuge of their blankets, and their hand resting on the strong, perfect curve of his shoulder until he would wake up and turn to face them.

			Maybe Saeldian was still dreaming. Half awake, but with dreaming still wrapped around them, warm and drowsy, with cool air on their face and shoulder—

			Their shoulder next to the mattress.

			The amulet rested there, but it was colder than it should have been. It hadn’t felt like anything since Osalor had protected it. That cold spread across their skin like frost flowering on a windowpane, and they took their hand away.

			Fleece. Where was their pouch—

			Saeldian landed hard on their knees in front of their pack, digging into it for a pinch of wool. They whispered, “Apparent,” in Draconic, and two small glowing lights winked as they bobbled and swooped in the thin dawn.

			It worked. Saeldian nearly yelped. Their cantrip had worked. They were still powerful. Still safe. The firefly illusion winked and swooped, their sparks barely visible in the gloaming, but they had come at their command, and nothing had changed.

			Beyond it, Kell watched it all happening.

			He followed the fireflies’ bumbling course until he lifted his head and stared at Saeldian’s hand and the pinch of fleece they held, at Saeldian’s hair still covered with their silk bonnet, their sleeping shirt, their bare knees on the rug. He looked at them with understanding shading his eyes as the firefly started a loop and then veered off, as if it had forgotten what it was doing partway through.

			Saeldian didn’t know what to say. There wasn’t anything they could say. They hadn’t talked about how he’d held them until their eyes hurt from weeping, or how they tried to eat him alive with kisses, how they rubbed their cheek against the curly hair on his chest and belly, resting for a moment on its soft, relaxed strength, exulting in how their kiss had made him go hard and tense with wanting more, until he broke the spell with a question and saved Saeldian from losing everything. He’d been awake with Saeldian’s hand on his shoulder, waiting as the sky lightened, and he hadn’t moved. He’d watched Saeldian’s half-panicked rush to cast a spell and their relief when it worked.

			There wasn’t anything to say because he understood what it meant. Saeldian searched for words, an explanation, something that would say I shouldn’t have done that, I’m sorry and Thank you for stopping me in time and I wish to all the gods that you hadn’t stopped me, but every word refused to march over their tongue, and they didn’t know why.

			“Sheld,” Kell said. “I—”

			“Helloo!”

			A voice from outside. Saeldian rocked up to their feet to answer the door, and an elf veiled in meadowflowers who wasn’t Helfyra bustled in. “Are you slugabeds ready to—oh.”

			She stopped, eyeing the bed—or, more accurately, the barrier behind Kell in the bed—while Kell went wide-eyed at their intruder. “Oh. Well. I’ve come to ask if you want breakfast before it’s nothing but scraps.”

			“Yes.” Saeldian pulled out a little pinch of fleece they had combed from Righthoof Manor’s goats. “Are there any eggs?”

			“Only if you hurry. No need to dress for breakfast! You’re fine as you are.”

			And then she walked out.

			“We’d better hurry.”

			“Wait.”

			Saeldian tossed a thick fleece robe at him. “No time.”

			Kell caught it and hopped out of bed, strong and wide-shouldered and completely naked, and because Saeldian adored suffering, they couldn’t stop looking at him. But soon his legs and chest and all the soft, curling hair that grew on him were buttoned over. “Listen. I know her.”

			Saeldian should probably do some buttoning too. “Really? Where from?”

			“I don’t know. I’ve never seen her before.”

			“I don’t follow.”

			“I’ll explain later. Just stay wise around her. Something is up.”

			They grabbed their boots and jumped on the barge barefoot. The elf watched, amused, as they hopped around getting them on.

			“I’m Dylstra, summer’s shadow.”

			“Saeldian Charmhand,” they replied. “Good morning.”

			“Kell Redsong,” Kell said. “We came in last night.”

			“Just in time to witness the heart-fasting of Bisana and Nerinis Storraneld, yes? A wonderful couple. Stumbled in here by fate! Quite a story.”

			“They mentioned it at the ceremony,” Saeldian said.

			Dylstra fluttered one hand to the pendant around her neck, and a tiny diamond flashed as the rabbit twisted in her fingers. “The whole story, I mean.”

			“Will they be at breakfast?” Kell asked.

			“I’m not sure if they will still be there. They planned to leave right after. You’re our only guests now. The starless time is nearly on us.”

			“When your lady will sit in vigil by her beloved’s side,” Kell said. “Our poor timing.”

			“Those whose heart-sore path leads them here are always welcome, even as we turn to winter. Look.”

			Dylstra gestured to the shore, where morning had finally broken over a forest aflame with autumn’s color. Those leaves were falling, carried into the whims of the air to slip in spirals and spins, landing on the ground and in the mirror-still water, brilliant against the surface.

			Kell hummed a bar of a grieving song that would set a tavern sobbing into their beers but stopped when he noticed he’d done it. He coughed. “It’s beautiful. And sad.”

			“Did others leave before the Storranelds were married?” Saeldian asked.

			“Oh dear. No. Few have come at all lately. We had thought no one would come before the winter. Besides the Storranelds, I think it was the crone’s moon the last time someone visited.”

			“All of those people at the ceremony live here?”

			“Yes. We’ve all come here for one reason or another and stayed.”

			Saeldian glanced at Kell, but he was watching the leaves falling. “I still feel like we’re intruding.”

			The barge thudded to a stop on the pebbled beach.

			“You are not. If you are here, your hearts need this place. I hear your friends. I’m sorry to leave you, but I must sail to the heart.”

			“The heart? Do you mean the island?” Kell asked. “Does your lady need you?”

			“I need the peace of it,” Dylstra said. “You do as well. You should visit and see. Make sure no one else’s barge is there—unless all are called, one’s time at the heart should be private. It’s easier to talk there, if there’s anything you need to say.”

			And with that, the lake carried the barge on a little swell and sailed away.

			“One’s time at the heart should be private?” Kell said. “It’s like taking squash from a farmer. We can be out of this place by noon. We’ll invite the others back to the cottage after breakfast.”
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			“This doesn’t even seem fair.”

			Jubilee rocked in one of the bent willow chairs while she watched the island, where a barge sat waiting for Dylstra to be done with her contemplation. Saeldian and Kell had dressed and packed, then gone to the cottages Jubilee and Lorzok had been assigned so they could get the best view of the island.

			“It’s weirdly convenient, I know,” Saeldian said. “I’m not questioning it. Their starless nights thing is happening tonight. This is it. I’m glad it’s going to be easier than we thought.”

			“I’m glad the right gem’s going back in its place,” Jubilee said. “Did you hear about the story behind this place?”

			“It’s a memorial.”

			“Do you know what happened, though?”

			Saeldian rocked their chair. “People always want to know the story behind the tragedy, like they deserve the whole experience.”

			“Sheld—”

			Saeldian ran right over Jubilee’s attempt. “Ilondrel’s mourning her lost love forever, this place is a refuge for people who want to defy a world that would tear them apart, blah blah—”

			“Shut up,” Jubilee said, “and listen.”

			Saeldian huffed, but they knew the careful, even tone that indicated a Waterdhavian who was about to lose their temper. “Fine.”

			“It all goes back to that floating domain, Menoriath,” Jubilee said. “Ilondrel was there—we know that because of the story about the Brewmistress—and she was a knight. Paladin, actually, but that was their rank, knights. And Jadiris was also a knight, and they fought their feelings for each other, insisting that they were just friends and fellow knights. But Jadiris was in trouble. A member of one of the more decadent circles of nobles had—hold on, let me back up.”

			Jubilee could never tell a story in a straight line. Saeldian rocked and tried to spot Dylstra among the slender birches and ash trees.

			“This noble—no one ever names him. They call him Lord Azaelea. He had a wager with one of his friends, whom they call Lady Nightshade. Well, she was upset at the object of her interests—Ilondrel, I mean—retiring from socializing and sport to take vows.”

			Saeldian held up their hand to pause Jubilee. “Lady Nightshade had a crush on Ilondrel, who rejected her to become a paladin?”

			“Yes.”

			“Where does the wager come in?”

			“Nightshade wanted her friend to seduce and ruin the lady and make her break her vows while blinded by infatuation for him. And if he did, Nightshade was going to give him her service for a month.”

			“The scandal,” Saeldian murmured. “Go on.”

			“But when Azaelea showed up to arrange a chance meeting with her, he met Jadiris and forfeited the wager. He would have no one else, he had said, and set his sights on Jadiris, who—well, you saw him.”

			“I did.”

			“Apparently he was as good as he was gorgeous, and he accepted Azaelea’s friendship but remained oblivious to his suit…because he was in love with the new squire who he saw running errands and training, who was—”

			“Ilondrel,” Saeldian finished. “Who had left idle pastimes behind to devote herself to becoming a paladin, and whom Lord Azaelea was supposed to ruin.”

			“You always see right through to the heart of things.”

			“I knew where this was going as soon as you said what Lady Nightshade was mad about.”

			“This is why we never take you to the theater,” Jubilee said.

			“I’m sorry. Go on.”

			“Jadiris didn’t know or ignored that his friend Lord Azaelea was trying to seduce him, while he held back his true feelings for Ilondrel, until she finally got sick of his polite restraint and did something about it. And so they were finally together, until Azaelea’s curse struck Jadiris down.”

			“Oh Hells. That’s awful.”

			“And! They had married the way the Storranelds had last night, just the day before Azaelea’s revenge.”

			Saeldian covered their eyes. “It’s worse. It’s even worse now! How could you tell me this?”

			“So you know that…this is the right thing to do, Sheld. Putting this gem back this way. Ilondrel doesn’t need to know what happened. She’s been through enough.”

			“You told them,” Lorzok said from behind them. “Good. I told Kell. Actually, Saeldian, he asked me to give you this.”

			Lorzok held out a silk pouch by its drawstrings near eye level.

			“That’s our gem, yeah?” Saeldian let the weight rest in their hand. “So if you touch it, you remember the first time you kissed your true love?”

			Lorzok shifted a little. “Apparently.”

			“Oh ho,” Jubilee crowed, then stopped. “Wait.”

			Lorzok smiled. “Not what you think. I haven’t met my true love yet, it seems. I had a sort of remembering of many kisses, all quite pleasant.”

			“Oh ho,” Jubilee said again, louder and more exuberant. “Who were they?”

			“None of their features were clear,” Lorzok said. “I’m sure it does work, however.”

			“Probably the same thing for me, if I were to touch it,” Jubilee said. “Which is good, since I’m single, and if the gem worked, then that means I totally blew it with someone back then.”

			Saeldian laughed, but they had to. “What about Verandil?”

			Jubilee scoffed. “That was just fun. Did Kell touch it?”

			Saeldian stood up, one hand shading their eyes. “Barge.”

			Kell popped out of the cottage. “Time to go.”

			Lorzok dropped the bag into Saeldian’s palm. They stuffed it into a pocket and hurried to the barge waiting at the end of Jubilee’s dock. It moved to the island as soon as they’d all found their balance, skimming over the calm water toward their destination.

			Jubilee’s voice echoed in Saeldian’s imagination. Did Kell touch it?

			It didn’t matter. Saeldian didn’t want to know. It was foolish to wonder. It wasn’t their business.

			Had he touched it, though?

			The barge glided on a gentle wave and landed on the shore. Saeldian swayed against the sudden stop and hopped down to the black-pebbled beach. Kell’s boots crunched behind them, but a few steps later, they looked back.

			Lorzok and Jubilee were still on the barge.

			“What’s the matter?” Saeldian asked.

			Jubilee lifted one foot but couldn’t move it away from the edge of the barge. “We can’t get off.”

			“What do you mean?”

			Lorzok took a few steps backward and then tried again. His feet wouldn’t move past the edge either. “I have the same problem.”

			They were ashore with Kell, and their partners couldn’t join them? Saeldian shrugged away the feeling of hourglass sand trickling down their spine. “Don’t worry,” Saeldian said. “We’ve got it. Relax. We’ll be right back.”

			“No! This is weird!” Kell said. “Why can’t they get off the barge? See if you can get back on and off again.”

			“We should just do it. We don’t have time for experiments,” Saeldian said.

			Kell hopped back on the barge. “Just once. Come on.”

			Saeldian heaved a great sigh and boarded.

			“Now you two go first,” Kell said.

			Jubilee flexed her knees but relaxed back into a standing position. “Can’t.”

			“I can’t either,” Lorzok said. “I think you’ll have to go without us.”

			“What’s going on?” Kell asked.

			“It doesn’t matter. We can’t just hop on and off this barge trying to figure it out.”

			“But—”

			Saeldian had already landed on the shore. “Come on. I have to do the spell, and I might need you.”

			Kell sighed in exasperation and joined Saeldian onshore. “I don’t like it. Why just us?”

			“I don’t know. The island thinks we need it to be just us?”

			Saeldian wanted to take the words back immediately, but Kell looked back at Lorzok and Jubilee. “Possibly. But if that’s true, why does it need to be just us?”

			Saeldian was not going there. “We don’t have time for philosophy. Let’s go.”

			Kell grumbled, but he joined Saeldian on the path.

			All of the trees had had a full crown of leaves yesterday. Saeldian and Kell now walked through a carpet of them, gold and orange and deep, earthy red. A single oak leaf lay on the crystal lid of Jadiris’s casket, just over his heart. At his head, the long oval fey-rose gem rested in its setting.

			“Gloves,” Saeldian said.

			“Right. I’ll get that out,” Kell said. “Get the real gem ready. There’s a polishing fleece in the bag.”

			He knelt and slid on fingertip gloves made from silk while he inspected the setting. “Wait, I don’t think this is—have you polished that gem yet?”

			No. “One moment.”

			Saeldian’s gloves were a thief’s dream—hand-skived kid, and thin as a promise. They used a polishing cloth to wipe away fingerprints and set the gem back on the bag.

			“You know that the trap spell’s not on it.”

			“I know,” Saeldian said. “But there is still a spell on it, and we should also replace it with no fingerprints on it.”

			“Fair.”

			This was Saeldian’s job, and they settled down to scry the casket and get a sense of any magic on it. The whole thing smelled like rosemary, the sea, the delicate scent of orchids. There was an illusion, but its perfume was not enough for Saeldian to know what the magic was, so they laid two fingers around the impostor gem and concentrated.

			“Oh, interesting.”

			“What is it?”

			“It’s a bunch of little spells stitched together. Nice work, actually. One of them compensates for the glare on the casket, effectively eliminating it so you can always see the man inside.”

			“That’s…I don’t know how I feel about that. I guess it’s convenient?”

			“It feels frivolous? Wait till you hear this. It glows when it gets dark. So you can always see him.”

			“So she can come and mourn anytime,” Kell said.

			There was something in Kell’s voice that Saeldian didn’t have time to notice. “These aren’t big spells, but Briona was right. I’m not sure there are many people who could sneak through these and leave no trace. Hush, now. Look like you’re meditating. Sit on the other end, like we’re having a talk.”

			Kell moved to rest at the foot of the coffin. “You know, spells like that could be valuable to people. Imagine being able to look out windows with no reflection barring you at night.”

			“Are you trying to convince me to go straight?”

			He didn’t answer at first. “I just remembered something. From way back. After I’d escaped.”

			“I’m still sorry about that.”

			“I know. But I remember how Lorzok found me in my camp. The first one I made after my escape. It was miserable. I had a fire but no tent, no food, and the boots I’d stolen didn’t fit, and my feet were one big blister. He shared his food, he healed my feet, and I told him everything.”

			“About the storm harp?”

			“And you.”

			Saeldian couldn’t look at anything but their task of holding spells like spiderwebs, woven together by a logic that wasn’t obvious. “And what did he say?”

			“He asked me what I would change, if I could go back to any point.”

			Saeldian couldn’t change the subject. But they also didn’t want to. “And what did you tell him?”

			The warmth intensified. Closer now.

			“I would have talked you into becoming a duo act,” Kell said. “My music and stories, your illusions to make them more vivid, and we’d look for the way back to the Feywild.”

			If they dropped this weave now, they’d have to start over. “A magic show? With stories and jokes?”

			“I know it’s stupid.”

			Saeldian couldn’t find it in them to agree. “Art is the only choice that pays worse than crime. But…”

			“What?”

			“Hold on,” Saeldian said. “I have all the spells wrapped around my hands like a cat’s cradle and I can’t actually remount the gem. I need you.”

			Kell joined them and saw. “Can I touch?”

			“I’m holding the whole thing away. You’re fine. Be quick. Don’t mess it up.”

			Kell had gloves on and held a flat little bar to pry up prongs. He had the fake gem out and in the white bag in a blink. He lifted the real gem from the gray bag it lay on, turned it around, and it fit, neatly and perfectly, in the housing. He laid the silver thorns that held the gem in place gently, making it look undisturbed.

			Saeldian laid the web down over the gem. “There.”

			The whole web of spells hummed along for a breath and then went quiet.

			“Hells.”

			“What?”

			“The spells aren’t active.”

			“What? Why?”

			“I don’t know what I did. Wait. Maybe…hold on, I have an idea.”

			They grabbed a bit of fleece and polished the newly replaced gem with it. “Apparent,” they said in Draconic, and cast the spell into the web. It woke up, accepting their power to activate all the little spells that had been tied together. It flared, then the center of their palm tingled, like the magic touched back. “And it’s working again.”

			But Saeldian stayed crouched beside the casket, studying the spell-web. Did it feel different somehow? Saeldian sniffed. Rosemary. The sea. The delicate smell of orchids. But…

			“We should go.”

			“I’m double-checking.”

			“Are the spells intact?”

			Saeldian sniffed again. Just underneath all of that, it smelled like overripe apples.

			“Sheld.”

			That hadn’t been there before. Why now?

			There was no time. Saeldian let the spell-web go, and it hummed along, doing all the little illusions and enchantments it was supposed to do. But—

			“Saeldian.”

			Kell had sounded alarmed.

			“Yes. They’re fine.”

			“Then let’s go. It’s time for the blow-off.”
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			Still gloved, Kell picked up the pouch that held the fake gem. He pushed it into a side pocket of his pack and fastened that buckle closed. “It’s like we never did a single thing wrong. What’s our exit game?”

			But before Saeldian could answer, Kell was headed down the path back to the barge, and they had to scurry to catch up. “Dylstra saw the bolster. I don’t think she’d buy that we kissed and made up.”

			“I don’t think so either. Storming out, I think. How’s your flounce these days?”

			“Oh, you know me,” Saeldian said congenially. “I like to keep my skills up.”

			“Aces. Dramatic exit, coming right up.”

			Ahead of them, Lorzok and Jubilee studied Jubilee’s folding lanceboard. Timtim sat up on his hind legs, alerting Lorzok, who lifted a hand in greeting.

			Saeldian raised theirs too. They smiled wide and passed their hand over their face, uncovering an angry grimace. Jubilee nodded once before tugging at Lorzok’s sleeve and whispering.

			Saeldian stalked onto the barge and waited for Kell to start the argument that would ring across the lake.

			Kell passed a hand over his smiling face and became the picture of frustration in a heartbeat. The barge disembarked, taking them to the shore, where there were hardly any crumbs of a breakfast left by now, surely. It didn’t matter, though. They weren’t stopping for morsels to take with them.

			Kell brooded. He paced. And once they were close enough that their voices would carry, he burst out with, “This place would work if you’d just try.”

			Oh, so they were the quarreling couple? That made sense.

			“It’s too late, Kell. It’s always been too late.” Saeldian sighed so deeply, it echoed off the water. They hitched their pack on their shoulder for the dramatic march, everyone chasing after, the curtain drawn on the touch. “I shouldn’t have come here.”

			“Then why did you?”

			“I had to!” Saeldian shouted. “Because I wanted—”

			Saeldian whirled away. They clamped their lips shut and looked down at the leaves carpeting the ground. Because they wanted? That was supposed to be, Because you wanted.

			“Because you wanted what?”

			To play along so you’d leave me alone. “Because I wanted to make it up to you.”

			That’s not what Saeldian meant to say. It was an argument! You hold on to your position and then you do everything it takes to win it, no matter what. You don’t give ground. You don’t confess.

			And Saeldian would never have said that to Kell. There was no way to make it up to him, and they knew it.

			“You wanted to make it up to me?” Kell sounded even angrier now. Good. He had to carry this for a bit. “Like you cared how it felt for me?”

			This was going sideways. Attack. “Don’t you remember what it used to be like? Don’t you feel like we lost something?”

			What in the—

			They meant to say, Of course it’s about how it felt for you. You, you, you. I’m sick of it. But you had to speak like getting words in claimed ground on the battlefield. There was no room to think, only to use what your opponent said and jab with it. Why—

			Saeldian told Jubilee last night when they arrived. There was an enchantment. It made it easier to tell the truth.

			But they were wrong. It didn’t make it easier to tell the truth.

			“Yeah,” Kell muttered. “But we didn’t lose the same thing, did we?”

			Confusion on Kell’s face. Saeldian went cold. That wasn’t what he meant to say either.

			Saeldian tried to remember lying here. Even the smallest comforting lie. Even a demurring response. Nothing. Not when they answered Ilondrel’s question, and every time they had tried to find the right lie, they couldn’t speak at all.

			Fuck. Fuck! “What do you mean?”

			“I lost the most important person in the world to me.” He tensed. Not what he meant to say.

			Gods.

			It was impossible to lie here. Saeldian saw it on Kell’s face as he figured it out. But then he shook his head and relaxed. How could he relax at a time like this? What were they supposed to do?

			They couldn’t lie here. So they couldn’t fake an argument. But they could still pull off the game, if they were careful. Kell could storm out of the domain; the plan would still work. Saeldian just had to give him the right line.

			“You’re saying I was the most important person in the world to you?”

			They tried to flavor it with skepticism. It came out like shock.

			Now he could say half a dozen things. This isn’t going to work. I don’t know why I try. It doesn’t matter, anyway. And then he could turn around and run from this place, and they would never, ever come back.

			But he didn’t say any of that.

			“Yes. You were the heart of my world.” He shook his head, then accepted it and went on. “But I wasn’t that for you. It’s him.”

			That wasn’t true!

			But it made sense that Kell saw it that way. Kell could never be the most important person in the world to them. But it wasn’t that Osalor was either. Saeldian owed him everything, but that wasn’t what Kell meant.

			Saeldian glued their tongue to the roof of their mouth. No one was the most important person in the world to them. No one ever had been. No one ever could be.

			And saying that here, where they could not lie, would break Kell’s heart.

			But Kell relaxed, the way someone finally lets go of every tension that carried a secret, and struck again. “It will always be him. And no domain of the Feywild can fix that.”

			Saeldian’s skin went cold. They backed up a step. “You hate me for that. Because I couldn’t put you first.”

			Now he would say it. He hated them because he’d made them the center of his world and Saeldian wouldn’t do the same. He had been doing only what he needed to do to get along, and they had cried in his arms, clung to him like they’d fall, and kissed him again.

			Well, now it was time to stop pretending. They braced themself to hear him say, Yes. I hate—

			“I love you,” Kell said.

			Everything and everyone in the grove went quiet.

			He what?

			No. No. He couldn’t. But no one could lie here. He couldn’t lie to them.

			And Saeldian couldn’t lie to themself. There was nothing they could say. Nothing. There was only this door in their mind, closed and locked.

			They couldn’t even shake their head.

			But it was too late for Kell, and he relaxed into the inevitability. “Nothing’s changed, no matter how bad it hurt or how hard I tried to forget or how much I tried to hate you. I love you. You’re the last person in all the worlds I should love, and I can’t stop.”

			That was true. Kell loved them. All this time, trying so hard not to, and—Fuck this place. Fuck everything that had brought them here to this moment. There was nothing Saeldian could say.

			Nothing.

			“I never forgot you,” Kell said. “I would do something funny and think, ‘Saeldian would laugh so hard.’ And I could hear it. I would see someone moving in a crowd, and then it wouldn’t be you. I told myself that it was because I wanted my chance to get the last laugh, but I wanted to understand why you left.”

			“I had to go.”

			Every word burned their throat.

			Kell was so gentle and so understanding, and that made it so much worse. “Because of him.”

			Yes. No. Kell was wrong, and the next thing that came out of their mouth would ruin everything.

			All around them, everyone watched, still as the air. Glued to every word Kell said and waiting for Saeldian’s answer. To tell the truth, to get it out and—

			“I can’t stay here. Sorry. I can’t.”

			And Saeldian ran.

			The path curved obligingly and dumped them into the truewild. Their pack was still on the ground in Hearthaven’s Repose. Didn’t matter. Someone would pick it up when they gave chase. Saeldian ran out from between the almond and the ash tree, their limbs bare now, and pelted through their fallen leaves thinking nothing but Run until they finally thought, Run where?

			They were out of the domain. They could wait. They didn’t have to run. But Saeldian ran still, as fast as they could, away from trouble beyond trouble, to Osalor.

			They set their want and ran in its direction. The path widened, flat and well-used bare earth, lined by small white flowers that grew in the shady comfort of the wood. Osalor. Osalor.

			They clutched the amulet out of habit. But instead of the numbness of last night and the night before, the embossed surface dug into their fingers. It clenched inside their fist, thumping wildly.

			Osalor was that way, and Saeldian knew by how it felt in their hand that the concealing magic Osalor had woven over the pendant Saeldian never took off had finally frayed. Saeldian was in the truewild with their amulet shouting its presence to anyone.

			If they ran to Osalor, the witch who could track the amulet could follow Saeldian’s trail.

			They turned right, away from the direction that pulled them to Osalor. They couldn’t run there, not now, not if it was the last place in all the wilds. Where, then? Where?

			A hip-high stone lay in Saeldian’s path. They ran up its sloped side and barely saw the narrow, deep gorge waiting on the other side in time to leap, legs and arms still working as if they ran on even ground.

			The ground met their boot soles hard enough to jolt through their ankles and knees, but still they ran. To the Village That Chooses Its Own? Where else?

			But what if it hadn’t chosen them?

			They hadn’t escaped that landing smoothly. Saeldian’s ankle flared with every step. Not badly, at least, not right now. But Saeldian would pay for every step later. It hurt to breathe. It hurt to run. And Saeldian had nowhere to go.

			There was half a moment to feel that empty, lonely pain before Saeldian smelled lightning and a just-burned match. They took two more steps before the sheer weight of lifting their legs was too much, and the air smelled of hot iron.

			They couldn’t move, but they could hear a pleased humming tune as a woman with long white hair wearing a traveling robe and carrying a sturdy walking staff walked out from behind a wide fir trunk.

			“There you are,” the witch said. “And alone too. I’ve been looking for you.”

			She was so powerful. It radiated from her, cold and implacable as a magnet. She circled Saeldian like a cat who had caught its mouse but wanted to play with it before sinking its teeth into the poor creature’s—Saeldian’s—spine.

			“Let’s talk, my dear.” The witch tapped her chin with a black metal rod—an iron rod. “I know you. Or I should say, I know who you are. And you have something I want. It would be easier for you if you gave it to me.”

			Saeldian tried to speak, but only “Nnnn” emerged. They couldn’t open their mouth. They couldn’t swipe the curl that rolled in front of their eyes. But those could move, tracking the witch as she walked from one edge of Saeldian’s vision to the other.

			“I know you don’t know the truth, poor thing. But that trinket you wear is mine, and the magic in it too. If you give it to me, you can live.”

			Saeldian could live, yes. But they would have nothing. They would lose their power, and Saeldian wasn’t enough of a fool to imagine that Osalor would forgive them, so add an enemy to that count.

			And how did they know that this witch was telling them the truth? This was the very witch Osalor had warned them about that first day in the wood. This was the witch who hunted Osalor because of the amulet Saeldian wore. Wasn’t it?

			Saeldian made a big show of struggling to speak until the witch loosened the bindings around their mouth. “What will happen to Osalor if I do?”

			“What a loyal little thing you are. I offered you the chance to live, and you don’t ask me to make you a better offer than whatever he gave you.”

			Saeldian said nothing.

			“Very well. I’ll find him and make him pay. Now, are you going to devote yourself to him, or are you going to look out for your own skin?”

			Saeldian swallowed, but the next question was obvious. “I can’t move. You could just take it. But you want me to give it to you. Why?”

			Then the witch stared at Saeldian for a moment. “You don’t know.”

			Know what?

			“Stop!”

			Kell’s voice. He wasn’t far away, and the witch was off-balance.

			“Good job waiting for my backup, by the way,” Saeldian said. “And elsewhere!”

			They cast the spell the moment the others broke into view.
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				One Hundred Acorns

				Where Kell Waits Until the Last Second
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			Kell had to forget the way Saeldian ran out of Hearthaven’s Repose. It didn’t matter. He already knew what would happen if they knew. He just never meant to tell them. But once they realized that they couldn’t say anything that wasn’t true, it was too late.

			He loved Saeldian. Hopelessly. Eternally. And once he’d said the first truth, there was no point in holding back the rest. Even if it was in front of the circle of fey who had gathered to hear every word.

			Ilondrel tilted her chin up, puzzled, and sniffed at the air. Kell sniffed too, but it was just fresh and a little chilly, carrying a hint of apples baking somewhere.

			“I’m sorry,” Kell said. “I’ve disturbed your peace.”

			“The Repose is for healing,” Ilondrel replied. “If skin grows over infection, it has to be lanced. You have done no wrong in healing, Kell Redsong. You are welcome to rest.”

			“I can’t.”

			He didn’t have time to drift around healing. His crushed heart had to beat. Saeldian had fled into the truewild, and with those feelings racing through them? Fear? Guilt? Shame? The truewild would bend itself to be the perfect place for those feelings. They would run straight into whatever their feelings said they deserved.

			He picked up the pack Saeldian had abandoned and set off.

			“Wait!” Dylstra caught his arm. “You’re not in your wisdom, Kell Redsong. You’re in the heart of the tangle, and the wrong step will make the trap spring shut.”

			Kell stared. “Why do I know you? Where did I meet you before, even though I only met you this morning?”

			She dropped his arm and stepped back. “Be careful. Be wise. The webs and the weaves are layered by choices. Each strand has a purpose, but understand me: Each strand placed was placed with purpose.”

			“Why do I know you?” Kell repeated.

			“I tell you what you must know,” Dylstra said. “Don’t be distracted. I can’t stop you from running to the one who cannot love you, but be wise, Kell Redsong.”

			He couldn’t ask a third time. That would be rude, and she would have every right to answer an insult. He knew her; she wouldn’t say how. “I will.”

			The air shivered, hearing.

			Ilondrel stepped forward. “One last word, my guests.”

			Ilondrel was all in white, bedecked in glittering icy gems. Her armor gleamed silver between tiny enamel snowflakes, and cold glowed all around her.

			There was no time. Kell held still and nodded. “The starless days are here?”

			“When the night falls, the sky will be empty,” Ilondrel said. “But I would have words.”

			The gem was in the side pocket of his pack. The drawstrings could be poking out of it. Saeldian was running farther away every moment.

			Kell bowed his head to listen.

			Ilondrel pulled out the sword whose hilt poked over her shoulder. She leveled it at each of them, and Kell’s heart jumped screaming into his throat.

			The blade swung and pointed at Jubilee, who quailed under that point. “Jubilee Righthoof. There is a difference between a rogue and a criminal, and you know where that difference lies in your heart.”

			Jubilee nodded.

			“Trust your sense of where that line falls. Never step over it again, and healing will come. Lorzok.”

			Lorzok squared himself toward the blade. “Yes, my lady.”

			“Belonging in a place is the dance of what you give to it and what it gives to you, not a list of the actions that will make you fit. Where you are the most yourself, where you feel safe to be corrected when you’re wrong, where you feel giving to that place and its people brings you joy—that is where you belong. Be purely yourself, and healing will come.”

			Lorzok bowed his head.

			The blade swung to point at Kell. “Kell Redsong.”

			Kell lifted his chin, clearing the way for the point of Ilondrel’s blade. “Yes.”

			“The truth is a balm. But do not fall to the belief that pain is healing, Kell Redsong. The truth lies in your heart. Listen to it, and healing will come.”

			She didn’t know. Kell bowed to accept it.

			“The Impatient Made Small Under Moonlight,” Ilondrel said.

			Timtim bore himself up on his hind legs.

			“No heart is so strong as the hare’s,” Ilondrel said, “and yours is mending already. Whatever you do, trust your strong heart, dear Timtim.”

			Timtim nodded and hopped over to Lorzok, who picked him up and put him in the muslin Lorzok had wrapped around himself as a sling.

			“Peace to you in the starless days,” Kell said. “Everyone, let’s go.”

			He didn’t look behind him as he ran after Saeldian. Their presence was there, but he couldn’t point to it until he ran past the ash and the almond…

			There. They weren’t far away. Did they stop to wait for the rest of them to catch up?

			“They didn’t get far,” Kell called.

			Jubilee ran abreast of him on his right side, and Lorzok did so on his left. Saeldian was there, their presence bright and strong—he could find them anywhere, no matter how far. He would be able to point to them at a moment’s notice. He would always know where they were.

			Every step took him closer. Around him, the wide-trunked firs gave way to fragrant mossy green humped over fallen logs. The way before them was wide and flat. Between those trees in the distance, Saeldian stood unmoving, their arms clasped so tightly to their sides, he could nearly see the magic binding them still, and the witch they had run from on their first morning in the Feywild raised her hand as if she held a leash.

			Too far. Kell leapt, and the ground pleated underneath him, Lorzok, and Jubilee, just as he needed it to.

			The witch looked up. She raised her staff. Saeldian broke free, shouted, “And elsewhere!” and vanished.

			“Ha!” Kell shouted. He pointed, and a puff of dust blew into her face. She flinched and tried blinking the dust out of her eyes. Jubilee raised her hand, and a little bolt of fire launched itself from her palm, but the woman batted it away even while trying to rub at the dust.

			Lorzok smacked the ground with his staff, and vines wrapped around the witch’s ankles, but she disappeared out of sight after shouting, “And elsewhere!”

			Kell spun around just in time. She had stepped to land right behind them, but Jubilee had been as ready as he was. Only Jubilee had a crossbow raised and aimed.

			“No!” Kell knocked Jubilee off-balance, but too late. She shot a bolt at the witch, and Kell watched in horror as it sped forward and crashed to a stop in midair, one foot shy of the woman’s heart. She watched it fall before lifting her terrifying attention to Jubilee. She clicked her tongue behind her teeth.

			“Rude,” she said, and Jubilee vanished.

			“Hold!” shouted Lorzok.

			Kell stopped his lunge at the witch. Lorzok bent and scooped a toad off the path.

			Kell swallowed his sickness. She’d been right underfoot. “Jubilee?”

			Lorzok nodded.

			Kell turned to the woman. “My apologies. My friend is a stranger who saw her friend in peril. She acted in defense.”

			“Where is your friend now?” the woman asked. “Seems like they’re gone.”

			Saeldian materialized beside them. “Let her go.”

			“Not until you give me what I want.”

			“This?” Saeldian touched the amulet at their breastbone. “Why do you want it?”

			“It’s mine.”

			“Why couldn’t you take it from me?” Saeldian asked. “You said I didn’t know something. What?”

			“Why do you think I’d tell you?” the witch said. “And it doesn’t matter. The bargain’s changed. Give me the amulet, and I’ll restore your friend.”

			“There has to be a reason why you couldn’t take it from me,” Saeldian said. “Osalor gave it to me years ago.”

			“Do you believe him incapable of stealing? Cheating? Lying?” The witch laughed, but lightning sparked all around her. “That’s adorable. But it’s not cute enough to spare you if you don’t hand it over.”

			Saeldian shook their head. “I don’t know if he stole it, but I can’t give it to you.”

			The woman shrugged. “You have a new pet, then.”

			“She’s not part of this.”

			“She wasn’t part of this. Until she attacked me. Am I supposed to forgive that?”

			“I won’t try to hurt you if you let her go—but if you won’t, you owe me revenge.”

			The woman tutted. “Revenge? Against me?”

			Saeldian shrugged. “I’ll do my best. But Jubilee isn’t part of this. If you let her go, I’ll be happy to listen to your story.”

			“You’re in no position to bargain.”

			Saeldian shrugged their right shoulder. They shifted their weight to their right foot. “Time for a different position, then. And elsewhere!”

			Kell broke right immediately. Lorzok followed. Ahead of them, Saeldian ran, leaping over a fallen log. The world around them shifted, forming a path between the trees.

			Saeldian sprinted down the path. Kell followed Saeldian; Lorzok, carrying Jubilee and Timtim, kept on his heels. Saeldian’s pace slowed—not to something more manageable, but to the best they could muster, until they were only walking as fast as they could.

			“Can’t run anymore.” They looked back. “No path, though. No trail. You, Lorzok?”

			“Me,” Lorzok agreed.

			“But she’ll find me,” Saeldian said.

			“Don’t say that,” Kell interrupted.

			In the distance, voices howled.

			“One day, I will learn to shut my mouth,” Saeldian groaned.

			“She conjured backup,” Kell said. “Run.”

			“Where?”

			All around them, blackberry canes choked the trees. Only a wide-limbed oak stood free, its branches spread across the clearing it claimed. Only one opening, headed back the way they came.

			“Blackberries,” Saeldian said. “Just to make sure we know we’ve been herded into her pen.”

			The howling sounded again, closer.

			“Lorzok. How well do you know the trees around the grove? Did you spend time with any of them?”

			“You want to know if I can cast the spell that will allow us to pass through this oak to a tree in the village.”

			“Yes.”

			Lorzok shook his head. “I have tried. I’m not strong enough.”

			Trapped. No. The Feywild became what you felt it was. There had to be a way out.

			“We’ve got to do something,” Saeldian said. “We need time.”

			Saeldian stepped away from the trunk. They pointed at the blackberries and whispered, “Flourish.”

			And the canes grew. Taller, thicker, but not any closer to them. The opening in the barrier closed. No easy way in, but no way out.

			“Oh, good work,” Lorzok said.

			“A blackberry hell a hundred feet in any direction is as good a shelter as we’ll get,” Saeldian said. “We have however long it takes—”

			A howl, enraged.

			“For that,” Saeldian finished. “If you can’t pass through the tree, do we have enough firepower to stop—”

			“Maybe for the monster, but not for her,” Kell said. “We won’t have anything left if we succeed.”

			“I have an idea,” Lorzok said. “But I need time.”

			“You have however long it takes them to get through,” Saeldian said. “So hurry.”
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			Lorzok knelt before the oak’s massive trunk, one hand resting on the bark, the other holding his staff. Timtim scrambled out of his sling and gently herded Jubilee into hopping onto the back of his head and gripping his horn with a toad’s tiny fingers. Behind him, whatever monsters the witch had sent were getting angrier. Nearer to him, Saeldian quietly spoke the Sylvan invocation they’d used at the Tarm job.

			Osalor, my protector, I am awed by the gift of the power of your splendor in exchange for my heart—

			Kell went cold as he heard the words. Power in exchange for Saeldian’s heart?

			—but I ask for the touch of your gift again today. Your might preserves me, your devoted, and I use it to further my promise to you, with gratitude. Recited, not spoken. Saeldian might not know what they were saying.

			He hated it. It sounded like a prayer, as if Osalor were a god. It ended in thanks that bound Saeldian’s obligation to their patron more tightly than ever. How many threads of thanks had they tied themselves with over all the years of their service?

			No time for that now. He moved around Timtim and Jubilee—how were they going to fix Jubilee? It might simply wear off, but when? An hour? A day? A year?

			Whatever Lorzok was doing, he couldn’t help. Kell stood next to Saeldian and touched their shoulder, tapping a rhythm against the thin skin over the bone.

			“A little luck?” they asked.

			“Can’t hurt.”

			“I think I’ll need it.”

			The oak boughs above them shook. “What is wrong with my grove? Druid? What have you done?”

			Kell went still.

			“We are running from danger,” Lorzok said. “Our foe made a wall of blackberry canes around your grove to trap us. I would ask for your aid to escape.”

			“Something out there is ripping up the ground,” the oak said, and her boughs shook in outrage. “Saplings and sprouts cry out, even if they are from lesser plants, not so magnificent as I. It must stop!”

			“They are trying to break through, great venerable lady, to get to us.”

			“What business is that of mine?” the oak asked.

			Before Lorzok could answer, the canes heaved violently, and the oak shouted in fury.

			“Those could be my sprouts! My own acorns, torn from the loam!”

			“We need help to escape,” Lorzok said patiently. “There is a way to open a gate through you to another tree I know, in a domain connected to Eightbridge, that was once—”

			“Menoriath,” the oak finished. “I know the story, root and branch. A kingdom fallen, and rightly so, for what could flourish without good earth beneath it? Pure arrogance.”

			“Quite so,” Lorzok said. “They should have remembered your wisdom. But we must return. I know the way, but I do not have the power unless you lend me yours.”

			A scream from many throats. Too close. A smell like old blood, dead flesh…flies.

			“What good will that do me?” asked the oak.

			“Please—” Lorzok began, but Saeldian interrupted.

			“You know the story. Menoriath fell to the earth where it belonged and broke into slivers. But it did much more than that.”

			“It didn’t do anything,” the tree sneered. “It fell. It broke.”

			“It flourished,” said Saeldian. “Where there was once one kingdom, dozens now rise. Menoriath is no longer one lonely place. It was the seed of a forest of places, bigger and farther than one floating place. An empire has sprouted from the seeds of its fall.”

			Kell would have whistled if it wouldn’t ruin everything. Nobody could persuade like Saeldian. They could have been a bard if they’d wanted to. Kell could see what they’d woven with those words and how it landed exactly on what this oak wanted most.

			“Seeds,” the oak said.

			Saeldian opened their hand. A single acorn rested in its hollow.

			Gods, they were so good, Kell felt warm pride watching them work.

			Lorzok plucked the acorn from their palm and held it up. “I could plant this seed in the Village That Chooses Its Own, and you will live on in it. I will take a dozen seeds, and visit a dozen domains, and spread your legacy beyond this lonely grove. You will become a forest, an empire of your own.”

			“One hundred,” the oak said. “I want a hundred of my acorns flourishing across the domains. The empire will be mine.”

			Kell could smell more than just old blood. The smell of flesh left to swell until it smelled too much like cheese to let him enjoy any with his bread for a while. A shape struggled against the vines, enraged as the blackberries grew again, trapping it.

			“Then you will carry us out of this place?” Lorzok asked.

			“If you gather your part of the promise,” the oak said. “My acorns. Hurry.”

			Timtim dashed across the thin grass, bent his head to the ground, and rushed back, dropping an acorn at Lorzok’s feet. Jubilee hopped off Timtim’s back and picked up another before Kell shook himself back into action. Six acorns lay at his feet. He dropped them into a pouch and kept looking.

			Saeldian crouched to gather more, stuffing them into their pockets. “Nineteen, twenty—”

			“Thirty-six,” Lorzok called.

			Kell added his to the total. “Forty-two.”

			Timtim raced up to Kell and dropped an acorn at his feet before sprinting off for another. Jubilee added another. They hunted and called out the sum as they gathered.

			“Eighty-five,” Saeldian called. “They—”

			Timtim thumped the ground, drumming an alarm.

			“Get back,” Kell shouted, but it was too late.

			The canes broke open, and a horror burst into the grove: a monster with three heads and five arms, but the heads and limbs sprouted from a lumpy torso, as if someone had stirred three trolls in a cauldron until they melted together, but they lived through it.

			The creature’s third head stared off to the left. The other two glared at Saeldian, who had darted forward, bending to grab Jubilee—but the creature’s fifth arm shot out, snatching the toad up by one leg.

			“No!” Saeldian cried.

			Two bolts of power struck the awful creature. It screamed as the blast knocked it backward to fly fifteen feet through the air and land hard. The third face landed squarely on the ground and howled in pain. Two wounds opened in waxy, green-mottled pink flesh, which stank like old ham.

			Then it sat up. The wounds knit themselves closed. The toad still kicked wildly in its fingers.

			The troll-mass laughed. It considered the struggling toad in its grip, tossed the toad into the air, and the second head jerked to catch Jubilee in its mouth.

			Saeldian roared in fury. The troll-thing’s second head swallowed and burped, and an arm pointed at Saeldian as it laughed.

			“No! No!” Saeldian, screaming and lost to anything but rage, blasted it again, but it barely rocked backward. The wounds closed again. It clambered to its feet.

			“Troll!” Kell shouted. He fired his crossbow, nicking the troll on the arm, but that was enough. The bolt flared purple as the spell hit the beast, and it staggered.

			“Tough luck, ugly!” Kell yelled. “My bane on you!”

			The troll faced him, snarling, until the second head clapped a hand over its throat. It made a sound of distress, and it bent over and vomited up hunks of meat, several fingers, and a whole toad, who hopped once before becoming Jubilee, scrambling to her feet.

			“Eighty-six,” she called, and pitched an acorn at Kell.

			She sprinted toward them before spinning to face the monster that tried to eat her. A bolt of fire launched from her other hand and hit the troll in its second face.

			It yelped and wouldn’t stop.

			“How did you—”

			“Toads can sweat acid when they’re in danger,” Jubilee said, and lunged to slice at the troll’s thigh with her light little dagger. Vines sprouted from the wound, tangling around its legs. It struggled and ripped free.

			The troll’s first head roared in fury, and the troll swung a huge greatmace at Saeldian, who danced out of its arc. They hurled a fist-sized ball of fire at the monster, which smacked into it and bloomed on its filthy clothes. “I can’t use acid. It’ll hurt the oak.”

			“That’s thoughtful,” the oak said. “The fire’s not comforting either.”

			The troll-thing screamed and flailed. Saeldian hit it again with two fast blasts of eldritch force. Those wounds knitted shut as the troll got back on its feet.

			Kell loaded his crossbow and fired. The bolt glowed green with his whispered words mid-flight and landed in the troll’s chest. They staggered, screaming as that pain sank in.

			But Kell didn’t have enough of those spells to kill it.

			“What did we just say about acid?” the oak scolded.

			“I’ll hold it. Get those acorns,” Saeldian said. “Hurry!”

			“Ninety-five!” Lorzok shouted. “Ninety-six—Timtim, come back!”

			Saeldian cast another stone-sized ball of fire, then punched the troll with bolts of pure force. It flew backward, falling to the ground. Burns blackened its skin.

			“You can’t hurt it with those bolts,” Kell said.

			“I know. But it keeps them back. You?”

			“My sword.”

			Saeldian launched a bolt of fire that made the troll squeal. “Too close. Forget it. Get those acorns.”

			“Can you cast another fire spell?”

			“I’ll handle it.” Saeldian fired two more bolts, knocking the troll-mass back. “Go. Move!”

			“Ninety-seven!” Jubilee yelled, so Kell got moving. Acorn. Acorn! Fucking acorns, where are they—

			A thud. A scream. A triumphant howl, interrupted. Saeldian still stood, but bent, with one arm curled close to their ribs. They kept casting more bolts, fighting to keep the troll back.

			“Ninety-eight!” Lorzok yelled.

			“Ninety-nine!” Kell shouted. “One hundred! Let’s go!”

			Lorzok laid his hands on the oak tree. It glowed as the magic grew. Jubilee shot arrows at the troll, the bolts flying past Saeldian and into the monster’s flesh, but it shrugged and picked itself back up. It wasn’t falling as far as it had with Saeldian’s first spells, and Saeldian’s casting was slowing down.

			“It’s open. Go,” Lorzok said. “Take Timtim.”

			Jubilee scooped up the almiraj and fled through the portal. Kell yelled, “It’s open! Time to go!”

			“Can’t,” Saeldian shouted back. “It’ll catch up. Go!”

			“I have to hold the spell,” Lorzok said, “and I can’t hold it long enough.”

			“Go!” Saeldian shouted. A bolt of fire hit the troll, but it was so tiny. “Move!”

			Saeldian’s spells were fading. They stepped back, but the troll-thing moved faster than they could. They would die if they didn’t flee.

			Saeldian was going to die to let them all get away.

			“Lorzok! Can you hold it from the other side?”

			“I think so—come back!” Lorzok yelled.

			Kell wasn’t listening. He dashed for Saeldian, who was swaying on their feet, trying to cast another blast of force to hold the monster back. It smacked into the troll’s shoulder.

			It didn’t even flinch.

			“I can’t hold it!” Lorzok yelled. “Kell!”

			“Coming!”

			Kell conjured a spear of fire in his hand. He threw it at the troll, and it hit just in time to make the troll choke on a cruel laugh and drop its greatmace. Kell scooped Saeldian around the waist.

			The troll’s clawed hand swiped across Kell’s shoulder and down his chest.

			It was like fire. Every breath made something in his chest stab him, and he knew the blood he smelled was his. There was no time to stumble. No time to be weak. He had one chance.

			He squeezed Saeldian tight and cast his last spell. “And elsewhere!”

			Kell was already running when they reappeared before the portal. Kell shoved Saeldian through and tripped on the roots of the oak beside the brew hut as the troll’s scream cut off.

			“I’m okay,” Kell said. “Help Sheld—”

			He was trying to fall in the opposite direction when it all went dark.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eighteen

				Five Thousand Grains to Dream In

				Where Saeldian, Much to Their Surprise, Is Not Dead
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			Saeldian shouldn’t be alive right now, but the warm, soft bed and the dim, comfortable lights and the clean sheets on their skin were hard to deny. They lived. They were alive.

			Alive? No. No…

			A clay jug and a cup rested on the bedside table. The pale green cup had an uneven rim. Saeldian touched their mouth, knowing already how the dripped glaze felt on their lips.

			Someone had lifted their head and gently ordered them to drink three swallows…Terandis.

			“Kell is fine,” he’d said. “He fainted when he carried you through the oak, but Filandior caught him.”

			Then Terandis stroked their shoulder and told them to sleep. Saeldian had been too weary and sick to argue or wonder why the man was being so kind to them after Saeldian had behaved so obnoxiously when they met.

			When they woke again, they lay very still as the fright smothered them because they were alive.

			Kell had saved them. He’d risked his own life to try to save theirs, and he’d done it. He’d made it back to the Village That Chooses Its Own and saved Saeldian’s life, and they were going to be sick because they weren’t supposed to be here.

			But they were, and Saeldian had to know. They reached for the amulet. Still there, and a bit cool, lying still in their fingers. In the oak’s grove, it had pounded like a man who’d run ten miles, prompting them to make that promise. It had beat, calm and resolute, while Saeldian fought off a monstrosity with cantrips.

			More, those minor spells had hit with incredible force. Magic had sung through them, louder than it ever had, all while they tried not to imagine their last bolts of fire and force failing, the troll closing the distance, but everyone gone, everyone escaped—

			Sick, they were going to be sick. Kell wasn’t supposed to save them.

			Saeldian made a fist and then opened it. When the magic unfurled from their fingers, Saeldian bit back a gasp. A hand glowed, floating in the air a few inches away from Saeldian’s.

			This shouldn’t be happening. But they flexed their fingers and their will, and the magic obeyed.

			The hand curled around the clay cup, lifted it, and brought it floating back to their lips. Their magic tilted the cup perfectly. Saeldian didn’t stop swallowing until the cup was empty.

			This couldn’t be happening. They’d broken their pact. There was no way they hadn’t broken it. If giving your life to save another’s wasn’t enough—

			Their power was intact. But it wasn’t just intact. Saeldian had never felt stronger in their life. They had driven that melded troll back hard enough to break bones. Their fire bolts had burned hot and stubborn. And they had such control over the hand they’d formed from their own will, Saeldian bet they could write a letter with it—or at least a list.

			They had never been capable of the power to use a Mage Hand spell so subtly. That they could do it now, after everything, was not possible.

			But Saeldian couldn’t deny the truth. Somehow, they’d become even more powerful than they were before. That had never happened without Osalor’s casual statement, You know, I think it’s time you learned something new, while they were meeting through the mirror.

			And Osalor had never granted them this much strength. This new potency was a bucket’s worth next to a teacup, and it didn’t make sense. How had this happened?

			The cup floated back to the nightstand and landed so gently it didn’t make a sound. The jug rose—it had some heft—and Saeldian used more magic to pour water into the cup.

			They set the jug down and let the spell drop. “What in the Hells is going on here?”

			“That was unexpected, I take it?”

			Saeldian twisted around. Kell sat in the chair by the bed with his ankles crossed and resting on a padded footrest. A book cradled in his hands blocked the view of his bare chest until he set it on a little shelf. A scar that looked like he’d nearly lost his arm curled over his pectoral, leaving a bare streak in the hair on his chest. That hadn’t been there last night—or whenever they had been in that bed in Hearthaven’s Repose. And that scar, rose pink and shiny, was the story of a time he’d almost died.

			For them.

			Saeldian trembled and stared at Kell like they’d never see him again.

			Light by the window shone on his hair. He had glasses. Round lenses rimmed in gold, sitting on his nose. They’d never seen Kell wearing glasses, but they had to be to help him read his book. When humans got older, they needed glasses to see things better.

			The gray hair. The lines at his eyes when he smiled at Saeldian. Kell hadn’t smiled at them like that since Baldur’s Gate. Why the change? What had changed?

			“It was a very good demonstration of the Mage Hand spell. But you seem troubled.”

			Saeldian shrugged. “It was too good. I shouldn’t be able to do that.”

			“As I get stronger, my spells are easier to control. Your heroic acts have strengthened you, obviously.”

			“Don’t. I’m no hero.”

			“Saeldian. You gave everything you had to save us without hesitation.”

			No. No, they didn’t. “We all win, or nobody does.”

			Kell reached up and pinched the temples of his glasses, taking his time lifting them away from his nose. “Just like you vowed. But you’ve changed. Your adoptive tiefling family has done you some good.”

			Their middle turned to ice. “I haven’t changed.”

			He smirked, not buying it. “The old Sheld wouldn’t have stood their ground and fought back, not when an easy exit would do.”

			Saeldian shrugged. “Lorzok had to figure out that spell. There wasn’t anywhere else to go.”

			Kell laughed, delighted. “I woke up yesterday. We had to rouse you to get half a cup of soup in you.”

			Simple drawstring trousers, no shirt, bare feet…“You slept in my bed?”

			“My bed,” Kell corrected. “This is my room. Look around.”

			The room was larger. The window was made of three of those clear shards of weaveglass from Menoriath, and the view was of the creek that ran alongside the brewer’s hut…the creek that Shuahn’s bridge house stretched over.

			“My mistake. Why am I in your bed, then?”

			“Easier to have two patients in the same place.”

			Saeldian peered at him. “You just about had your arm off. Do you hurt?”

			“Only a little sore. How are your ribs?”

			Their ribs? They looked down. Only the yellowing of an old bruise. Why—

			The troll had hurled a rock at Saeldian. It had made it very hard to breathe without screaming, but there was no time to feel it. “Whoever healed me was amazing. I forgot that it happened.”

			“I’ll give your compliments to Lorzok. You can take deep breaths? You can raise your arms?”

			Saeldian did both, just to make sure. “Yes. But you were fine yesterday. So why are we still—”

			“Three reasons. You were still recovering. There was no good reason to move you. And I didn’t want you to wake up alone.”

			That smile. Hero. He’d called them that. No one had ever said that. No one ever thought that. Not of Saeldian Charmhand.

			But they lived, and their magic wasn’t gone, and Saeldian had to back away from what that meant. “You didn’t have to. But I appreciate it.”

			“There’s makings for breakfast. Do you want it?”

			“Yes.”

			Kell turned to a hutch in the wall and filled a bowl with yogurt, drizzling honey and spices on top, then adding fruit and tiny seeds. “It’s not eggs.”

			“I couldn’t eat an egg right now. Even if you boiled it in oil.”

			Kell chuckled. Saeldian sat up, the blankets puddling in their lap, and held out their hands for the bowl and a wooden spoon. Kell perched on the side of the bed and leaned against the footboard.

			Saeldian scooped up a big spoonful of fruit and stuffed their mouth with it. Rude to talk with your mouth full.

			Kell smirked. “Lorzok and I talked it over, and we agreed on this. So, here.”

			The key to a bank vault full of gold landed in the dip the blankets made between Saeldian’s thighs. “Hey!”

			Kell scoffed. “You’re fine. I aim better than that.”

			“You do. You’re giving me your share of the take?”

			“Lorzok already gave Jubilee his key. She might have cried.”

			“She doesn’t do this so she can buy baubles and throw naked hot spring parties. The villa her dad accepted for payment needs work.”

			“I spent an afternoon there, remember?” Kell said. “I understand why she needs gold.”

			“Then you should give her your key too. If she has one coffer for the roof and the other for the taxes, they might get through this.”

			“You want her to have three-quarters of the money.”

			“Yes.”

			“Why?”

			“Why not? I have my share. What you two do with yours isn’t my affair.”

			“Do me a favor?”

			“What?”

			“Don’t treat me like a fool.”

			Saeldian’s heart pounded. But the amulet thumped, once.

			“I know what I said to you in Hearthaven’s Repose. I know you can’t say it back. I know why you fought the dire troll on your own so the rest of us could get away.”

			“I told you, Lorzok needed time to—”

			“Because you would have rather died than have the post–love confession talk.”

			“Kell! Gods.”

			Kell laughed. “Sorry. I shouldn’t laugh. But it’s so you.”

			Saeldian ate some more yogurt so they couldn’t talk. Kell waited. When they had another spoonful, he chuckled.

			“I’m not going to sit here and make you talk it out. I know you. I don’t know everything about you. But I know enough. And I have some guesses.”

			“And you’re going to tell me what they are, even though I can’t tell you if they’re correct or not.”

			“I get that. A long time ago, you made a bargain with an archfey. You were very young. So you offered something that seemed like a small thing that wouldn’t matter, or something you didn’t want.”

			Saeldian waited.

			“I know what you ran away from. A lot of people would assume you ran away from Mr. Wheeler. But it was your mother, I think.”

			Going absolutely still was a tell, but they couldn’t help it.

			“Because she didn’t help you. Because she loved him, and if she ever had to pick a side, she picked his. So when you met Osalor and he told you that you had to trade him something in exchange for power, you gave him love. You can’t love anyone.”

			Saeldian rubbed the back of their neck, because that could mean anything, but he was so close to getting it.

			“You don’t have to tell me if I’m right. I heard your invocation that you say in Sylvan. You don’t understand what it means.”

			“I don’t,” Saeldian said. “I’ve tried to learn Sylvan, but it’s hard to remember the words.”

			Kell tilted his head. “Interesting that you can’t seem to learn that language in particular. Do you want to know what you’re saying when you ask for the power to do one more spell?”

			It felt like Saeldian’s chest was caving in. “I don’t know if I do. No. Tell me.”

			Kell reached for Saeldian’s hand. “You’re saying that you’re grateful for the power he gives you in exchange for your heart. Every time you needed one more spell before you could rest, you repeated your pact and then thanked him.”

			Occasionally, Saeldian wondered what it felt like for a mark when they realized they’d been swindled and everything they had believed in while Saeldian was telling them exactly the right lies was false. Maybe it felt like this—like everything had slowed down when they realized every single thing they’d willingly, eagerly done just wove the trap a little tighter.

			Kell sat with them as it all rolled through Saeldian’s body, heavy as lead. He squeezed Saeldian’s hand when they looked at him but didn’t speak until they squeezed back: Go on.

			“You can’t love anyone. But that’s not the same as not being able to love anyone. That would have been too easy. He wants you to sacrifice it to him. So if you ever have to pick a side, you pick his.”

			If only Saeldian could explain what they felt right now. But they couldn’t. And they couldn’t nudge Kell into figuring out every detail.

			“That’s the reason for all the cantrip checks I keep catching you making. You’re checking to see if you broke your pact—so you don’t quite know where the borders are. What can you do? What can’t you do? And so I have an idea, if you want. If you think you can risk it. If you can’t, that’s all right.”

			Kell turned to the shelves on the wall and picked up an oak case. He unclasped it and drew out an hourglass with sparkling violet-gray-tinged sand puddled in the bottom. He lifted it in both hands and held it out with a grin.

			“Shuahn’s dreamwalking glass. How did you get it?”

			Kell shrugged and smiled like he thought he might get into trouble. “I was talking to Verandil. He had the idea. He asked Shuahn for the hourglass as a favor to you.”

			“To me?”

			“He thanked you when he found out you helped me find him. He owes you.”

			And this was how he thought to repay Saeldian. “How did he know about it?”

			“I know you don’t know what it’s like to have a brother. Or family.” Kell rubbed their knee to soothe any hurt those words might have caused. “I told him about the maze. He went to Shuahn with questions, and she told him it would work. If you wanted to.”

			Saeldian should stop his soothing touch. They didn’t want to, though. “You want us to go back to the dream realm because—”

			“You can do anything in dreams. You can fly. You can—”

			“Do what you can never do when you’re awake.”

			“Right.”

			He knew. “Why are you doing this?”

			“One reason,” Kell said. “You might want someplace where you can do or say anything.”

			“Once,” Saeldian said. “In a dream.”

			“Once. If you would like,” Kell said. “While we’re there, nothing here matters. It doesn’t count.”

			The hourglass sat on the nightstand, built from blown glass and turned wood. He knew. He understood enough to give them a chance to stop back in Hearthaven. He understood enough to give them this clever way to escape. A person can dream anything because it’s not real.

			“How long?”

			“About two hours,” Kell said.

			Dreams couldn’t break a pact.

			Saeldian called up the glowing Mage Hand and used it to pick up the hourglass and flip it over.

			“Kiss me.”

			Kell gathered Saeldian close, dragging the blankets along. Saeldian kicked free of them, hitching up their sleeping shirt to straddle Kell’s lap, and pressed close, cradling his head into their hands to kiss him.

			It shivered all the way down. He groaned a little, and Saeldian kept his neck supported as they pushed him down to the mattress. They sat high on his thighs and pulled the shirt over their head.

			It was the only thing they were wearing. Kell gazed up at them, and Saeldian’s face went hot. They looked at the hourglass. A small pile of gray-violet sand lay in the bottom chamber. Too much already.

			“We have time, and we don’t have to.”

			“I want to,” Saeldian said. “I just—I don’t know how.”

			Kell stared at them, shocked, but wiped it off his face in a hurry. “All right. We’ll go slow. Don’t worry about asking questions. Nothing is too silly—”

			Saeldian couldn’t help laughing. “I think I understand enough to get by. I mean I don’t know how to do it with you. Should I be like this?”

			Kell’s eyes widened as Saeldian became the pretty young noblewoman from the party. They bent forward a little. “I can’t really see you over these things.”

			It was Kell’s turn to laugh. “They’re definitely impressive.”

			Saeldian swatted his shoulder. “Be serious.”

			“You started it.” Kell smiled up at them. “May I touch them?”

			“Touch, kiss, whatever you like.”

			The fingertips on Kell’s left hand had decades of calluses, but his touch was a bare graze. It spread so much farther than that, chasing over their skin, and their eyes slipped shut.

			“Don’t go away,” Kell said softly. “Stay with me.”

			“I’m here.”

			“Your eyes are closed,” Kell said. “Does this feel right? Do you want to change?”

			Kell’s touch glided down to settle on the curve of their flaring hips. Round curves, full and soft and beautiful.

			He was right. They wanted to change. “Should I be like this?”

			Soft became hard, with curly hair all over their body. Kell smiled. “Very handsome, Handsome.”

			He stroked Saeldian’s beard and drew them down to kiss him again. Saeldian pressed against Kell’s chest and clung as Kell rolled them over and propped himself up on his elbows to look down at Saeldian.

			“Close your eyes,” Kell said. “How is this? Does it feel right?”

			“Touch me.”

			All that hair on Saeldian’s skin carried Kell’s touch along the tips. It made them want to grind, to move under him. Kell watched Saeldian’s expression, so close Saeldian wanted to hide.

			They shut their eyes. “This is nice too. Which do you like?”

			“You,” Kell said. “I like you.”

			Saeldian let the spell drop.

			Kell was probably looking at them right now, taking in all the details. In a moment he would say that they were beautiful. He would touch their body and kiss them and promise that they were gorgeous.

			Kell stroked Saeldian’s curls away from their face. He kissed their cheekbone, down their jaw. “No, keep your eyes closed,” Kell said. “Just listen.”

			Eyes closed. That was easy.

			“You can be anyone. You can become anyone, and I said I wanted you. But I meant something else. I meant I want you, the way you feel right.”

			“The way I feel right?”

			“The way you look when you glimpse your reflection and you don’t have to remember that it’s you.”

			Inside the dream place where they lay, the amulet thumped.

			Saeldian grabbed Kell’s shoulders, drew him down, and kissed him again.

			Kell had known, somehow. Saeldian had spent whole afternoons alone in front of mirrors, outfit after outfit puddled on the floor, looking at themself, at every little bit. The nose they liked, even long and prominent as it was. Their shoulders and arms, strong enough to win a duel. The ears they hated to disguise.

			They would change everything, bit by bit, until everywhere they looked, from their eyes to their knuckles and knees, was exactly how they wished it was, until they could look into their own eyes and see who they saw in dreams.

			It was easy to slip into that body, but they had to be brave to end the kiss and open their eyes.

			Kell was right there, studying them. “It’s you.”

			“Are you surprised?”

			He kissed the very tip of their nose. “I mean I was unfair to you. I knew it was you the moment I walked into that dining room in the Golden Rose. You didn’t even have to look right at me. I knew.”

			He brushed gentle fingers over their jaw. “You looked exactly the same. As if you’d stumbled into a pocket of the Feywild where time bends, stayed for a single day, and come out ten years later. You looked like this, that last night in Baldur’s Gate.”

			“When I snuck away in the night and you were dragged off by the Flaming Fist at dawn?”

			Kell shrugged. “Details.”

			Saeldian laughed.

			“You look perfect,” Kell said, “and I want you just like this.”
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			Saeldian didn’t watch the last grains fall. They stayed twined around Kell, memorizing how his back felt under their hands, breathing in time with him, feeling what it was like to breathe in his scent. His hair tickled the arm they’d threaded under his neck, and he stroked the length of Saeldian’s back.

			They didn’t need to watch those last moments falling grain by grain. They knew when it was over from the way the wind in the trees sounded, the way the air coming through the opened vents under the eaves smelled ever so faintly of brewing beer.

			The dream had ended, and it was time to wake.

			Kell shifted first, lifting his arm to let them go. He’d already kissed their forehead. He’d already kissed his way down the point of their ear to breathe “I’ll always remember” against their earlobe. And then he settled them next to him and cuddled until their dream had to end.

			He even let them have the upright bath first, and he put his trousers back on to take his turn. When he came out, he said, “It sounds like there’s a party.”

			“Seems like a party is actually the normal.”

			Kell moved to stand behind Saeldian at the mirror and the washbasin that would serve for cleaning faces and hands. He rubbed soap into his chin and unfolded his razor, then pulled his chin forward to shave.

			“Are you going to hide away?”

			“I should make an appearance,” Saeldian said. “Make a little merry.”

			“And say goodbye.”

			Saeldian could hear it in his voice—hope. He’d told them the truth of their pact. He’d told them what Osalor wouldn’t permit them to know about their…prayer to him, how every time, they’d thanked him for the thing that was hurting them the most. Osalor had betrayed Saeldian. They couldn’t deny it. Kell hoped that, after knowing the truth of it, Saeldian wouldn’t choose Osalor’s side.

			The amulet felt so heavy. “Yes.”

			Kell’s reflection studied them. “Your pact is still sealed?”

			Saeldian dropped the amulet and flourished with one hand. Little sparks of light glittered and fell. “Still stronger than ever. I don’t understand it.”

			Something in Kell’s eyes faded. “Maybe you can ask Osalor once you’re back at Righthoof Manor.”

			“He’ll probably know the reason. But do you think he’ll tell me the truth?”

			Kell stood still, soap still on his razor, and pretended to inspect his chin. “How long do you think you’ll stay there before you pack up and go?”

			He swished the blade in the basin like it was just casual chatter.

			Saeldian shook their head. “I don’t know.”

			“Long enough to get guarantor letters for your vault—no. You’re giving Jubilee your key too.”

			Saeldian had to look away. “I don’t need that much gold. More trouble than it’s worth having notes like that on the road.”

			“The money won’t make up for it.”

			“Probably not. It’ll still be money, though.”

			Kell poured the water out and washed the last of the soap off his face. He laced up his clean white shirt and shrugged into the handsome embroidered vest he’d worn at the party. Then he studied Saeldian, and he looked so sad.

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t,” Saeldian said. “Don’t be. I’m not the one who deserves sympathy.”

			Kell picked up his fiddle. “Yes, you are. Now, come on. Showtime face. Parties make people happy.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nineteen

				The Send-Off

				Where Something Just Doesn’t Feel Right
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			The party sounded even more raucous now that Saeldian was outside Kell’s cottage, and as they rode the platform up to the rooftops, the voices became clear enough for them to hear that they were toasting everything they could think of.

			“To yolk mushrooms!” Verandil cried, to great cheers.

			“The moth knight attacks!” Jubilee yelled, and among the cheers, a voice croaked, “I won’t fall for that next time!”

			“Well, here we go,” Kell said. He straightened up and strode right in.

			“Kell! A song, Kell!” someone cried, and Kell went to Verandil’s side to play a song meant for clapping hands and dancing. Whoops rose in the air, and people jumped up to drag tables apart to make a dancing space. Jubilee guarded the table where a half-done game of lanceboard waited.

			A circle formed in that empty space, and Terandis wheeled inside it to tilt his chair on one wheel to spin in a circle. His arms flexed as Filandior stepped in to dance figures with him, and he made his chair step, circle, and spin for his partner. He caught his partner’s hand and reeled him in to sit cradled in his lap as he danced his chair back to the edge.

			Saeldian clapped along with the music, cheering when Quickwit dove for the center to partner with Jubilee, who kept one palm up for whenever Quickwit wanted to land. The two bowed for wild cheers, and then Jubilee pointed right at them.

			“Let’s see how you dance, dreamweaver!” Quickwit shouted, and the platform shook with the crowd’s stamping feet.

			Saeldian laughed and tried shaking their head, but Kell leaned to say something to Verandil, who signaled to a drummer, and the music changed to something a little slower. Kell drew his bow while sliding to the next chord, making the music slide in between a beat that Saeldian thought a drummer would need four hands to play.

			Party face time.

			Saeldian strode into the center, elbows squared, and stamped as they posed for a beat before unwinding their hips like a silk ribbon falling from a lover’s hair. Everything about them curved and swayed to the melody until they kicked one foot in the air and then spun into falling on the ground. A little Tenser’s Floating Disk to raise them into the air, and the crowd cheered so loudly they could be heard in Eightbridge. “More!”

			But that was enough time to stay in the center, and Saeldian took a bow. Kell struck up more music to let the crowd close in. Saeldian stayed to match steps with people but kept moving to the edge until they could slip away. A few empty plates in their hand gave them a purpose no one would question. They dropped them off and glanced backward.

			Terandis nodded at Saeldian and set himself gliding toward them. “I know someone stealing away from a party when I see it. Are you on an errand, or are you just running?”

			Saeldian studied him for a moment. “Did you spend a lot of time with me while I was recovering?”

			“Someone had an eye on you at all times,” Terandis said. “I sat with you for a bit. You didn’t make much sense when I tried to ask you questions.”

			“I can imagine.”

			“It made the most sense to let you sleep through it,” Terandis said. “I spent my time sleeping through the worst of the healing myself. Were you trying to deflect my question?”

			“No. I just thought I remembered you.”

			“I was there,” Terandis confirmed. “Why did you act like such a prat before you all left?”

			“I knew what you were thinking, and Kell denying it would have made you sure you were right,” Saeldian said. “So I decided it would be easier if you thought I was awful.”

			“It nearly worked,” Terandis said with a chuckle. “Then I heard what you did. Tried to do. So I was right. Eh?” He grinned and jostled his elbow at them.

			Saeldian shrugged. “It’s complicated.”

			“Are you sure you’re not just making it that way?”

			It was terrible, seeing people think the best of Saeldian, hoping they were worth hoping for. “Believe me. If I could tell you, you’d agree with me.”

			“And is that why you’re sneaking off now? Is this your exit into the mists I’m interrupting?”

			“No. I’m going back with Jubilee. You haven’t gotten rid of me yet. I left because I have a feeling.”

			Terandis leaned forward, interest sharpening his face. “A feeling.”

			“You know when something isn’t right, but you’re not sure what, but you can’t leave it alone?”

			“Yes. Is it serious?”

			Saeldian’s shrug turned into a shiver. “Maybe. I don’t know. Something doesn’t add up. I feel like—” Saeldian laughed. “I feel like I got sent off.”

			Terandis cocked one ear toward them. “What’s that now?”

			“Con artist talk,” Saeldian said. “It’s probably nothing. But it’s like an itch. I have to go back and make sure it’s nothing, or it will eat at me.”

			“And then you’ll come back?”

			Saeldian hesitated. “I don’t know. Yes. I will.”

			Terandis smirked. “I didn’t think you’d be off-balance at parties.”

			“I know how to look like I’m not off-balance at parties,” Saeldian said. “I’ll come back and show you.”

			Terandis nodded and spun his chair in a tight circle. “Be quick, or I’ll send a search party.”

			Saeldian kept smiling until Terandis was out of sight and they could run back to the cabin, where the Kiss of Enduring Love rested in Kell’s pack.
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			Dad signaled Kell with the excuse of a mug of beer, and Kell, for one, was grateful. Bowing every tune with a band of satyrs at a fey party pushed his wrists and fingers to the limit. But Kell had kept at it because he hadn’t had a chance to sit in with any kind of band in too long. Besides, it helped him hold back the feeling of wondering exactly when Saeldian would slip out of his life.

			He’d never regret the dream the two of them had shared. He was glad that he had it to remember, even if the loss of it had already started burning. It ached in his heart, and it had been getting into his fingers—sweet, and already vanishing.

			That wasn’t party music, and the band let him pack his fiddle and join Terandis at a table on the edge of the noise and gaiety to drink a malty beer that smelled like a meadow in the sunshine.

			“Boy, what does being sent off mean?”

			Kell set the mug down in a coughing hurry.

			Dad smirked. “Not the question you expected? Is it salacious?”

			Someone started a jig, and Kell tapped his toes in time. “No. It’s when you send the mark off to get the goods.”

			“I know what the mark means, at least.” Dad put his elbows on the armrests. “So it’s how you fool someone into giving you money?”

			“Close. There’s a thing we’d do, when we were really going to rob someone blind. We’d let a crack show. We’d let something odd happen. A little failure, a risk that it would all go wrong.”

			“You’d let it,” Terandis said. “So it was a test.”

			“Exactly. If they walked out of the game then, well, we wasted a bit of time, but it was safer to give them that chance to wiggle out, because if they stuck with us after a problem, we knew we could get it all.”

			Terandis nodded along to the fast-bowing tune and the drums rushing around each other. “And that’s being sent off?”

			“No. That’s the breakdown. It’s what you do before you send them off.”

			Terandis’s eyebrows came together. “So the send-off is when you can trust them to stay fooled long enough to rob them.”

			The music held its breath. Then one fiddle’s voice soared into the air, accompanied by one person clapping the tempo. “Right. But I don’t do this stuff anymore, Dad. I gave it up ten years ago.”

			The fiddle reeled around to the start, and one drummer joined in, rolling and striking like thunder could dance. Terandis folded his arms.

			“I quit, Dad.”

			“I know. But Saeldian didn’t.”

			“Dad. How did you even hear about a send-off?”

			A second fiddle, a wide, deep drum, and a silvery flute all chased the first melody. “Saeldian left the party early. They mentioned it just before they left.”

			Off to the left, someone dropped a tambourine.

			“Mentioned it?”

			“They said it was probably nothing.”

			“Dad,” Kell said, “do you remember exactly what they said? Can you repeat it?”

			When he did, Kell went cold. “Find Lorzok and Jubilee. Tell them to come to my cabin.”

			He was already running before Dad’s voice hit his ears.
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			A set of drawstrings dangled from a side pocket in Kell’s pack. The bag was still there; the gem was still in it. Saeldian prized it open and peeled the bag away from the gem.

			It looked just like the gem they’d stolen. Same color, same shimmer, same warmed-air feeling of enchantment—a remarkable copy. Really, excellent work. Side by side, Saeldian wouldn’t know how to tell them apart without an hour with an expensive spell—

			—or a simple test.

			Saeldian cast the silvery glowing hand and picked up the spell gem with it. They still had their power, and they still felt strong. That didn’t make sense either, but one mystery at a time. Saeldian’s Mage Hand held the gem in its palm, right at eye level.

			“All right. You, Saer Gemstone, are a fake, according to our employer, Briona, who claims to be an agent of the Zhentarim. She said that the real Kiss of Enduring Love was stolen from Hearthaven’s Repose and sold to Elezia Tarm, and we were hired to steal it from Elezia and put it back before anyone noticed. And that doesn’t make sense.”

			The rose-lilac-green gem was shiny and silent.

			“It doesn’t make sense because Kell asked about any visitors besides that nice couple who were getting married before we showed up, and there hadn’t been anyone. It could have been an inside job, but we didn’t stick around long enough to find out if that’s true. But even if it was true, how did you, a fake, manage to fool an archfey?”

			The answer was simple. And if Saeldian was right, discovering the truth would be simple. But if they were right, what could they do?

			“I should go back to Hearthaven’s Repose and give you back. Explain the whole story. They’ll know I’m not lying, so it won’t be hard.”

			Not even a moment of dizziness. No dazzle in their eyes. No pain; no weakness.

			“I will go back to Hearthaven’s Repose and return you.”

			Nothing.

			“I’ll steal this gem and use it to swindle someone into sending me back to Faerûn. Silverymoon, this time.”

			That should have awakened the vowstone spell for sure. Nothing happened. Saeldian’s Mage Hand dropped the stone into the bag. So they’d fulfilled their vows? That didn’t make sense. But Briona’s terms never said anything about bringing this forged gem back. That was a contract hole a mile wide, unless they were wrong about what the job really was.

			And that was what Saeldian couldn’t banish from their thoughts. What if they hadn’t been hired to return the Kiss of Enduring Love? What if this really was the Kiss of Enduring Love? What if they had been hired to plant the gem they stole from Lady Elezia Tarm?

			Saeldian had been told to put that gem back so no one would know it had ever been gone. But that had taken lifting a spell-web and sliding Lady Tarm’s gem inside. And when the web had gone dim, Saeldian woke it up with a spell.

			And if the gem inside this bag now was the real Kiss…

			There was an easy way to find out. Swallowing, Saeldian raised the bag, let the gem fall into their palm, and remembered.

			A summer night in the gardened Upper City of Baldur’s Gate felt like a warm, overly familiar hand pressing against Saeldian’s skin. The air carried the night-blooming perfume of the villa’s lush garden. All the stars in the sky twinkled like applause. Saeldian was drunk enough to be honestly caught in the giddiness of victory, and Kell played the harp they’d just stolen while Saeldian twirled in place and made their brand-new armor change on every whim—a swashbuckling knave, a hardened sergeant of the Flaming Fist, a dandy-ruffled noble in silk and silver, melting into themself, belling out the hem of a bare-shouldered gown.

			The hem settled as they stopped to watch Kell. The warm lamplight loved him, shining on every enchanting part—his warm smile, the lights in his eyes, the hollow at the notch of his throat. He played a low, shimmering melody that carried the bright, easy rise and fall of him warming up his voice. He grinned at Saeldian. Saeldian should grin back, or pick up their gown and dance, but—

			He was so beautiful it made Saeldian ache. They quivered like the obedient strings under his fingers, every sensation tuned to wanting him.

			Kell’s laughing grin faded into curiosity. The music slid off his fingertips. “What is it?”

			“Set that down,” Saeldian said.

			He did. “All right. What is it?”

			Saeldian let themself cross the distance and stand close enough to brush Kell’s hair away from his eyes. When those eyes widened, Saeldian bent to kiss him.

			It was seamless. Kell stood up and caught Saeldian in his arms and saved them from the trouble of standing on knees gone weak. He kissed them like he’d been waiting to do it for ages. Kell kissed Saeldian like nothing, no one in the world could mean more than this moment. Saeldian fit in Kell’s arms perfectly; their head rested in Kell’s steady, cradled hand, and not a single mark in all their life could have taught them what it was like to kiss someone like it should have happened years ago, like it would happen in all their tomorrows—like Kell would give them the shelter of his arms and stop the world for them to kiss like this—

			Saeldian’s fist closed over the gem. They looked at the honey-golden wooden bed, the rumpled blankets, and the hourglass still sitting on the bedside table with all its sand in the bottom, because Saeldian didn’t want to remember what happened next, when they had realized what they were doing. Saeldian remembered how cold their heart felt, how they felt the warmth of Kell’s arms and shivered with what they’d just done. They had stepped back and made some excuse to stop, lied about talking about it in the morning, and left Kell alone in his room to cast an illusion cantrip.

			When it still worked, Saeldian ran away from Kell and Baldur’s Gate and everything they would lose if they didn’t.

			“Fuck.”

			This was the real Kiss of Enduring Love.

			“Saeldian.”

			The door opened, and Kell Redsong stood staring at Saeldian with the gem in their hand and their pack at their feet.

			“I know how this looks,” Saeldian said. “Believe me, I know. But it’s not what you think.”

			“Dad told me what you said,” Kell said. “Were you wrong?”

			Saeldian’s relief made them feel sick. Kell believed them. He didn’t reach for the worst explanation. He trusted them.

			That hurt worse than they had assumed. Saeldian shook their head. “Get Lorzok and Jubilee.”

			Footsteps clattered behind Kell. “We’re here. What’s going on?”

			“It’s a scam,” Kell said. “That’s the real Kiss of Enduring Love. The reverse heist was only reversed on us.”

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty

				Withering

				Where Saeldian’s Second Hunch Is Tested
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			They managed to fit in Kell’s room, but only barely. Lorzok sniffed at the air before remembering himself. “You’re sure?”

			Saeldian closed the door behind them and said, “We’ve been had. We stole the Kiss of Enduring Love. The real one.”

			“What?” Jubilee swiped her hands down her face. “Shit!”

			“That doesn’t make any sense. Why make us steal a fake at the party?” Lorzok said.

			Jubilee folded her arms. “That’s the scam. Bumping up the buy-in. We went through a real burglary to get a fake so we wouldn’t question what we were doing.”

			“So we would think we were doing the right thing instead of the wrong one,” Kell said. “Would you have agreed to steal a gem from an archfey, Lorzok?”

			“I would not,” Lorzok said. “Neither would you. Nor would Jubilee—”

			He stopped talking, uncomfortable.

			“That’s all right, Lorzok,” Saeldian said. “We all know I would have picked it right out of her pockets. But I’m not certain stealing the gem is the point.”

			“Why not?” Jubilee asked.

			“Briona never told us to return the real stone to her,” Saeldian said. “The job’s done. Watch. I’m going to pack and leave immediately, and I’m never going back to Waterdeep again.”

			Jubilee held out her hands to stop Saeldian but cocked her head. “You’re not under the vow-stone binding.”

			“You aren’t either. Try it.”

			“I’m ditching all of you, and I’m going to Candlekeep,” Jubilee said. “Nothing.”

			“What are you doing?” Lorzok asked.

			“The agreement bound us into a fey bargain like a geas,” Kell said. “If we thought about breaking the deal, the promise would hurt us until we changed our minds.”

			Lorzok looked at them all and said, “That never happened to me.”

			He still didn’t deserve a friend like Lorzok. “Of course not. You never had a reason to turn back.”

			“But the vow is broken, and the true Kiss of Enduring Love is in our possession,” Lorzok said. “So the point wasn’t stealing the Kiss—it was planting the forgery. That you had to activate with a spell, Saeldian.”

			“And it was tricky to do. And when it all kind of went silent, I woke it up with my magic and—Oh shit. The magic. I set the magic on the stone we put in the casket.”

			Saeldian stared at their hands in horror.

			“The job’s done,” Lorzok said. “We can just go back. We can explain and return the gem—”

			“The starless winter was happening that night,” Jubilee said. “What do you want to bet that we’re too late?”

			“Not a copper,” Saeldian said, and all the blood drained from their face. “No. Oh, fuck no.”

			Kell couldn’t help it. He laid his hand on Saeldian’s shoulder. “What is it?”

			“The power,” Saeldian said. “When I ran into that witch who set the dire troll on us, and I was so strong. I’m still strong. Stronger than I’ve ever been.”

			“What are you saying?” Kell asked.

			“I don’t think we actually needed Shuahn’s hourglass,” Saeldian said. “I didn’t somehow escape breaking my pact. I did break it.”

			“But you can still do magic.”

			“I can. And I shouldn’t be able to. Unless I’m getting the power from somewhere else.”

			This was going too fast for Kell, but Lorzok straightened up with shock and bumped his head on the ceiling.

			“Hells and high fey,” Jubilee breathed.

			Saeldian looked sick. “What have I done?”

			A horn call split the air.

			Kell grabbed his crossbow. Saeldian was already out the door; he chased them to a crowd gathered around—

			“Helfyra,” Saeldian said.

			Kell covered his mouth. “What happened? Lorzok? Filandior? Someone help!”

			His voice rose, too loud, split at the sight of the elf who had welcomed them to Hearthaven’s Repose. She was bent, and stiff on one side where her skin had hardened like bark, with rusty orange lesions that dug under the skin. She looked up as he cried for help and pointed a finger with black knots at the knuckles. Reddish-brown fungus tipped with white grew from her rib cage.

			“We gave you hospitality,” Helfyra said in a voice like dry twigs. Overripe apples gone to mold wafted on her breath. “We welcomed you.”

			“Help her,” Kell said. “Please.”

			“Don’t touch me,” she croaked. “You’ve done enough. I curse—”

			“Me,” Saeldian said. “You curse me. You welcomed me, and I did this. I owe you.”

			Helfyra cocked her head. “What do you owe? Speak.”

			“We didn’t know, and it doesn’t matter. But I started this, and I will go back to fix it. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Take me back.”

			“Why should I?”

			“Because I think what’s happened to you is tied to me,” Saeldian said. “If it can be undone, I have to be there to undo it.”

			“I’m coming too,” Jubilee said.

			“As will I,” Lorzok answered. “The land is my charge. I can help.”

			“We’re all coming,” Kell said. “Please bring us.”

			Helfyra surveyed them all, staring into Lorzok’s eyes, then Jubilee’s, then Kell’s—and he felt that gaze in his very being, looking into him for truth.

			He let her feel his sick surprise and pain, the urgency to heal a wound he’d made happen.

			Helfyra stared at Saeldian even longer before she finally shut her eyes. Tears slipped down into the bark on her cheeks, then she nodded.

			“Hurry, then, and let us see what you can repay,” Helfyra said. “Follow close.”

			She turned to the wide trunk of a cedar and drew the outline of a door in the air. It shimmered. She limped through it, gnarled around the magic that blighted her, and Kell had only a moment to remember their packs still rested in their rooms before the light outshone everything as they passed into Hearthaven.
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			Apples and rot. Black-furred mold dangling off the shrubs. Hearthaven’s Repose staggered under blight, and Saeldian ran for the lakeshore only to dance impatiently on the barge until the rest caught up. They grabbed Helfyra’s good hand and pulled her aboard as the barge struggled to sail in water choked with strangling weeds.

			“How long has it been? It’s so far gone.” Jubilee had a dagger in one hand and a crossbow in the other. She watched the island, where everyone gathered and fought…

			Kell squinted, trying to make sense of it. “Are those people?”

			He took a step forward just as the barge twisted under his feet. A long vine erupted from the water, sending the barge tilting. Kell landed on his hip and grabbed wildly for anything to keep from sliding into the grasping water.

			Lorzok planted his foot, and Kell caught it by one hand as a chorus of splashes cut through the air.

			Saeldian had grabbed a railing with one hand and shot spells at the tendrils. Jubilee fired her crossbow and scrambled backward, countering the barge’s tilt. By the time Kell had braced himself to fire his own crossbow, Saeldian stood at the bow, blasting every vine that broke the surface ahead of them and keeping the way to the island clear.

			They did it like it didn’t take effort or even thought. Wherever Saeldian pointed, the horrid animated vines became dust floating on top of water that looked oily.

			“Beware,” Helfyra said, handing him a drawstring pouch. The gem. It must have fallen from his pocket. Helfyra helped him to his feet with her good arm and stared at him with unchanged eyes squinting past the lacy black mold growing from her cheeks. “You’re no good to us dead. Keep your eyes open.”

			“Those vines disintegrated in one hit,” Saeldian said. “It’s even stronger here.”

			“Strong enough to scour this place?” Helfyra asked. “Can you cleanse this blight?”

			“I think I’m drawing power from Hearthaven itself,” Saeldian said.

			“I don’t care where it’s from,” Helfyra said. “Save my lady.”

			“But it might hurt the domain.”

			“Nothing else is as important.”

			The barge ran aground, and Saeldian leapt to the beach. Sulfur rose into the air from Kell’s boots landing just behind them.

			“Shit.”

			Saeldian pointed to the path ahead, narrowed by the writhing mildew-spotted vines.

			“That’s…not good.”

			“No.”

			“What were you going to say back there? About your power, I mean.”

			“Oh, not much,” Saeldian said. “Just that if I’m right, I might weaken the realm by siphoning its power while I’m trying to fight this blight.”

			“Shit. Any ideas?”

			“We have to replace the Kiss.” Saeldian pointed. “So we have to clear that.”

			“Right.”

			Kell raised his crossbow and shot an arrow that glowed a sick green into the hell of writhing vines. The plants barely paused.

			“Well. That was effective.”

			“Now we know. Try fire.” Saeldian’s blasts sliced through the vines across the path. The severed ends thrashed in agony. Instead of tapering to a narrow tendril, they split into five, flexing and clenching and trying to reach. One of them tried to wrap around Kell’s ankle, but it only left its sap behind. It stung like acid.

			Kell reached into his pocket. He nearly stepped on another of those desperate vines while he pulled out a dried leaf shaped like a blade from the envelope in his pocket. One flourish later, he swung a curved blade of fire.

			The vines ahead were more than just writhing arms. These vines wove around one another and formed into people, and they turned toward Saeldian, who blasted through the first one so hard, it knocked two more down, but all three clambered back upright. Kell swept his blade through another, and its halves struggled after them.

			Jubilee shot fire spells at the horrific people-shaped plants. “Don’t let them touch you. They secrete poison.”

			“Toxin,” Lorzok corrected.

			“Whatever.”

			The army of plants bunched up in front of them, tight as a hedge.

			“They’re trying to keep you from the center,” Helfyra said.

			Lorzok raised his staff. It glowed and then crackled with little arcs of lightning. “I can clear the way.”

			“No!” Jubilee jumped in Lorzok’s path, her hands up. “We’re too close. If there are people in there…”

			Saeldian stumbled to a stop. “We can’t fight it like this. Protect me.”

			They stood still, closed their eyes, and breathed in the corrupted air.

			The vines rose up. Jubilee shot her bolts of fire down at the roots. Kell’s acid spell didn’t work on them the way it had on the trolls. Lorzok raised his staff again, but this time, the vines writhed themselves into tangling with one another.

			“Oh, clever, my friend.” Kell kept hold of his fiery sword and slashed at anything that dared to come close. “Nine knots to hold the moonlight air, the rose’s scent, love’s first bright flare—”

			Lorzok swiveled to stare at Kell. “You’re singing.”

			He was, but this wasn’t the right time to discuss it. “A clever tongue, a favor owed, your every step is paved in gold.”

			A tendril touched his ankle. He sliced it and stomped on the writhing fingered tip. The air pressed at his skin, sharp as a shriek, and then Saeldian shouted, “Begone!”

			The vines went black and crumbled all at once.

			The way was clear. Everything was ashen, as if it had burned to charcoal in an instant. Saeldian panted for breath.

			“I was right,” they said. “I did this when I woke up the spell gem. I’m tied to the realm through the false Kiss.”

			“What did you do to those vines?” Helfyra cried.

			Saeldian turned to the elf and smiled. “I decided I didn’t want them anymore. Take my hand.”

			Saeldian shook their head when Helfyra offered her good hand. “The other one.”

			She laid her black-knotted, blighted limb in Saeldian’s hand and shuddered.

			“Know your hand is healed. Know that it’s whole, and limber, and strong. You are as you should be. You are Helfyra of the summer’s journey into autumn, of the frog-sung night, when the moon gazes at her own face in the mirror-still waters of the lake. You are as you should be.”

			Light shone from their clasped hands as bright as a star. Kell blinked violet spots out of his vision, but Helfyra was restored—and she wrenched her hand out of Saeldian’s.

			“What have you done?”

			“I cleansed you,” Saeldian said, “with the power of the realm.”

			Saeldian turned to the silent, awestruck gathering huddled around the casket. Ilondrel emerged from the crowd, her bright snow-and-ice gown smeared with rotten black ochre and dried red blood.

			“You have come back,” she said. “For my life?”

			“No. I never meant for this to happen,” Saeldian said. “All of this…I didn’t want it.”

			Kell nearly choked. Ilondrel had been majestic, as if starlight had decided to learn what it was like to be flesh. Now she was…mortal, and the only one untouched by the withering blight that crept across the bodies of her subjects.

			Ilondrel stepped on a rotten questing tendril. “What did you want, then?”

			“I thought it was just a job,” Saeldian said. “I thought it was Kell getting revenge on me at first. But then—too late, I admit—I understood that we had been taken for fools. I did what I had to do to finish the job I was given, but I didn’t know that it would make all of this. I thought I was replacing something stolen. I didn’t know—I swear! I didn’t know.”

			“Know?” Jubilee asked. “What are you talking about?”

			“I was told to be careful of the spells on the casket when I was replacing—I mean, planting the false Kiss, and when those spells went quiet, I used a spell on the gem we replaced.”

			Ilondrel gave a grudging nod for Saeldian’s deduction. “That’s what did it, I’m sure.”

			“So I’m linked to the false Kiss, and it started a spell that’s withering the domain,” Saeldian said. “Then we left, and the witch came, and I was going to stay behind to save your lives in trade for my own, and I still had power after that. I didn’t know how, but it’s got to be the stone I planted.”

			“It stole Hearthaven’s Repose from me,” Ilondrel said. “You command this realm now. It belongs to you. Everything I built, everything this place was for—you stole it. All of it.”

			“I didn’t want that,” Saeldian said. “How do I undo it?”

			“Don’t be silly, my dear.”

			Kell had his knife in his hand before Osalor finished the sentence.

			And there he was, gliding along on a little pocket of force that had carried him over the water.

			“Of course you didn’t know. I went to great lengths to make sure that it was a surprise. This is the culmination of everything I have worked for since the day we met.”

			Saeldian looked pale and gray.

			Osalor, dressed in the creamy white of plumeria petals, soft gold and shell pink showing in the folds of his silken robes, floated over the ash and rot of the ground.

			“It’s you,” Saeldian said. “You were our employer.”

			“Surprise,” Osalor said, and smiled with the rotten joy of seeing his evil done just the way he wanted. “But here we are, and you’ve done beautifully. I promised that when the time came, you would have the world in your hands.”

			“This is what you wanted?” Saeldian asked. “You wanted Hearthaven destroyed?”

			“To get my revenge? Of course I did.”

			“That’s horrible,” Jubilee said. “Horrible—”

			Osalor ignored her. “Ilondrel took everything from me. I had to pay her back in kind. And you, ever faithful, the best apprentice I could ask for, this realm is yours, all of it.”

			“I don’t want Hearthaven,” Saeldian said.

			“But it is yours,” Osalor said. “I promised you, didn’t I? All the power you would ever need, so you would be safe and no one could hurt you. Here it is. Isn’t it amazing how it wants to shape itself as you wish?”

			He smiled while everyone realized what he had just said, then continued, “For as long as you’re alive, of course.”

			Every fey blade in Hearthaven’s Repose pointed straight at Saeldian’s heart.

			Saeldian had been loyal, all this time. Every time they had to choose, they chose Osalor. They trusted him. And all this time, he’d been using his pact-bound protégé to make this day come—and when they balked, he turned them into a target faster than the wind could change.

			Kell couldn’t take his eyes off Saeldian, who had stood by Osalor through everything, had given everything to stand here and know how quickly he’d sacrifice them in the lanceboard game of his revenge.

			Half shattered, Saeldian said, “You said you would never hurt me.”

			“I wouldn’t be the one hurting you, my dear,” Osalor said. “And they won’t hurt you either, if you refuse to let them. You get to choose. The power is yours.”

			Kell swallowed his horror as he saw what Osalor was making Saeldian choose.
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			Spears raised. Arrows nocked. Swords aimed straight where Saeldian’s heart was breaking. No one would touch them if Saeldian didn’t allow it. They raised their hand, and everyone froze.

			Everyone except Osalor, whose smile looked relieved for half a heartbeat.

			Saeldian had to understand. They needed to hear Osalor say it in front of everyone. They had to know the truth before they freed everyone from being unable to move or speak or do anything but listen.

			“You’re Lord Azaelea,” Saeldian said. “You were supposed to seduce Ilondrel. But you fell in love with Jadiris—no. Not love.”

			Osalor smirked, unbothered. “Do they still tell that story? I guess they do here. Everyone needs to know the whole sad story. Poor Ilondrel. How she suffered.”

			“That day I met you in the wood was the day you killed Jadiris, wasn’t it? You escaped to Faerûn to confuse their trail.”

			“Why do you insist on poring over the details?” Osalor frowned.

			Saeldian couldn’t look at Jubilee or Kell. They would know what Saeldian was doing. They would figure out that Saeldian’s will held all those blades and bodies still, that nothing could happen to an archfey in the realm they commanded that they didn’t permit.

			But Ilondrel, unbound—Saeldian had to trust her to see what was happening. For now, Saeldian had to bet on what they did best: Lie.

			“Because this is so complex, and you’ve been planning this whole clever scheme for years,” Saeldian said. “I think I know how you did it, but I’m sure some of my guesses are wrong. But that was the day, wasn’t it?”

			“You are correct, of course,” Osalor said. “It was sheer luck that I wound up where you found me. Or our destinies were meant to draw together.”

			“It could have been either, my teacher,” Saeldian said. “Did it feel like destiny?”

			“It felt fortunate,” Osalor said, “which makes sense. It felt perfectly natural to offer you power in exchange for your kindness to me.”

			“It was the luckiest day of my life,” Saeldian said. “Nothing would have turned out this way without you.”

			Osalor’s tiny smile was everything Saeldian had hoped for growing up. It was so easy to guide him along. Praise, an invitation to describe how clever he’d been, and then wait. “I never forgot. I promised I would give you everything you wished for. Beauty, and power, and safety. That the world would belong to you—and here we are.”

			He swept his arm to indicate the sickly, disheveled grove. “It’ll need work, of course. But this is a world you can shape however you wish. Just as we agreed.”

			Saeldian had control over this realm. They had carried a link to the realm’s power even when they’d left it. That was why they’d been so strong in the fight against the dire troll. But Saeldian had awoken in Kell’s bed after deciding to give the others the chance to escape, and that should have broken their oath.

			They really should have figured it out sooner. Saeldian knew what they were doing when they told the others to run. But Osalor didn’t seem concerned with Saeldian breaking their pact. Why not?

			“I was a child,” Saeldian said. “I had no idea what I agreed to when I made that bargain with you. I never dreamed of this.”

			“I know what you dreamed.” Osalor’s fond look used to be enough to make Saeldian thrilled when they had succeeded in lessons. “You told me why you were in the wood. Because you knew better than to stand in the sight of the man who wasn’t your father.”

			“He was awful,” Saeldian said. “He hated me because I wasn’t his. My mother hated me because I wasn’t his.”

			“Do you remember? It was so sad,” Osalor said. “You wanted nothing more in the world than for them to love you. You were miserable and so afraid.”

			“Until I met you. And I had to give you something I didn’t need—love. I promised that I would never love anyone.”

			Kell was still frozen with everyone else, but he had to know what that meant.

			Osalor rolled in the praise he knew he was owed.

			“And weren’t you safe afterward? Didn’t our pact protect you? Are you not beautiful; are you not terrible; are you not heartbreaking to behold?”

			He never noticed what Saeldian had said. Osalor had told Saeldian that they were helpful. That they were caring, and clever, and could grow up to be beautiful, and Saeldian, starved all that time for a kind word, had fallen gratefully under his spell.

			They had listened to every word, agreed to his bargain, and carried power home in the amulet he had given them. That was where the magic of Saeldian’s pact was bound, and it was elegant. Saeldian had to protect it or lose their power. What better to be the focus of all the magic Osalor granted them?

			Saeldian didn’t understand that, though. They knew only that they never again had to fear the man who wasn’t their father. They had someone else to look up to. They worked so hard for Osalor’s praise, and when they met his standards, he gave it.

			He had given everything he promised. They had kept their promises too. They kept the amulet safe. They never gave their heart away in love. Whenever that feeling touched Saeldian’s heart, they had left it behind them, every time.

			“I am,” Saeldian said. “I am all of those things. Beautiful, and terrible, and heartbreaking.”

			The witch, saying, You don’t know, when Saeldian asked her why she didn’t just take the amulet from them when she’d trapped Saeldian with a spell. Not the magic of the pact. The magic of the realm Saeldian had no idea they’d already stolen.

			It made sense now.

			“And now here you are at last,” Osalor said. “Everything I promised you is yours. This domain is yours to order. There’s only one thing left to do.”

			“What is that?”

			“Destroy them,” Osalor said. “Destroy the court of Hearthaven’s Repose.”

			One last thing. The final proof of their devotion. The proof that Saeldian would do anything for him. Saeldian met Kell’s eyes. Did he trust them?

			Did they deserve to be trusted?

			“But all this time. It was all for this? You never told me.”

			“That’s not important,” Osalor said. “There were things you weren’t ready to know. But you kept the pact. You never wavered.”

			Because Saeldian had chosen the power of their pact over everything. The pact that Saeldian had paid for over and over again, no matter how much it hurt.

			The pact Saeldian was sure Osalor didn’t know was broken.

			The amulet thumped.

			Saeldian kept the surprise off their face.

			“Accept my bargain,” Osalor said, “and nothing will hurt you again. Your power will no longer depend on me. You will rule all of this, and your power—our power—will grow with every bargain you make.”

			Now it made sense. Saeldian would own this domain, but Osalor would still own Saeldian. That was Osalor’s plan. And by the way he smiled, full of triumph and dark pride, he thought their pact still held.

			“I did it,” Saeldian said. “I kept your pact above anything else. I always did what I had to do, even when it cost me.”

			Osalor looked so proud of Saeldian. His fond gaze was everything Saeldian had ever wanted. “You never wavered once.”

			“Never once. And now this one last thing is what I have to do.”

			Osalor’s smile widened. “I am so proud of you, my dear. I might be prouder of you than I am of this. My finest work. My triumph. Do it.”

			“I will,” Saeldian said.

			The amulet thumped as they turned to Kell’s frozen form, his hand outstretched to protect them, and smiled.

			“I love you, Kell Redsong,” Saeldian said, “and I don’t care what that costs me.”

			Osalor’s smiling praise turned to rage. Saeldian tore the amulet away from their neck and dropped the spell that held everyone frozen.

			In the moment that Osalor shouted “No!” and the fey of Hearthaven’s Repose lurched forward in their charge, Saeldian threw the amulet to Ilondrel, who caught it and slammed it onto the clear glass lid of Jadiris’s casket.

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Twenty-One

				A Pact Ended

				Where Destinies Meet

				[image: ]

			
			Light flared bright as a winter sun. The casket lid shattered. Kell caught Saeldian, covering their body with his. Saeldian went limp, and the magic that they’d woven to shape their perfect face dissolved.

			Light and power flowed out of the casket, cloaking Ilondrel in magic and majesty.

			“I am restored!”

			Ilondrel’s voice rolled through the domain like thunder. She raised one hand, and a dome of force sprang up around Saeldian, Kell, Jubilee, and Lorzok, stopping the arrows, the blades, the bolts of force and fire and frost that hailed down on them before everyone could stop.

			But when they did, every blade and arrow aimed at Osalor, collapsed to his hands and knees in the ash and mud, staring at Saeldian in horror.

			Powerless, Saeldian huddled in Kell’s arms, and Kell held them tight to his chest.

			Osalor clutched at the silver necklaces around his throat as if they choked him. “What have you done?”

			Ilondrel, her winter robes spotless, drew her sword and answered, “Saeldian was your destiny, Osalor. You saw a child who needed love more than power, but you gave them one at the cost of the other. But they were never like you. You imagined that loving others had brought all the pain you suffered. But it was only fury at not getting what you wanted.”

			Osalor never even glanced at Ilondrel. He had eyes only for Saeldian, and they were full of hate.

			“You fool,” Osalor growled. “After everything I’ve done for you, and you ruined it. Threw everything I gave you back in my face!”

			“I haven’t been your warlock for days, Osalor. I broke the pact when I stood between my friends and a monster, knowing that I would die so they could escape. I just didn’t know it, because I believed I was still a warlock. I didn’t know that I had become the archfey of a domain instead.”

			Osalor roared and raised his dirty hands to strike the barrier, but dozens of bowstrings pulled tight. Ilondrel bound Osalor in vines of golden light, then stepped between him and Saeldian, majestic and terrible.

			“All these years I spent mourning? I spent them all learning how to break your wicked curse. I found the witch-queen who gave you the means of your revenge. I found out exactly the words of the bargain you struck to take the life of Jadiris and use that power to lock away your own heart. I found the pact you used to bind the child and hide your heart-curse outside the Feywild. The child you made a thief. The child whose gift of love you stole!”

			“That’s impossible,” Osalor said. “You couldn’t have done that.”

			“She didn’t,” Dylstra said. “I did.”

			She touched one of the dangling charms on her earrings and became Nobble, Osalor’s harengon servant.

			Osalor looked on, aghast, as Helfyra transformed into Nobble too. “All those papers left for Nobble to dust and stack. All those gazing mirrors to clean and shine and match together to store away,” Helfyra said.

			“All those mirror-matches that Master Beguiling never noticed were missing. Nobble put them away, of course,” Dylstra in her Nobble disguise said. “Nobble kept them safe here, so we could see Master Beguiling, and hear him too.”

			Jubilee made an admiring noise. “Maid infiltration. They grifted in shifts.”

			“Every word,” Ilondrel said. “All those long days of you complaining to Nobble, to the empty air, to your own reflection, about how you were trapped in your little domain prison, afraid to come out. About how you still hated me for taking what you thought was yours, like that first revenge wasn’t enough. It wasn’t hard to plant the seeds and tend them until you had a deception that was all your idea.”

			“Master Beguiling is so clever, after all,” the Nobble who was Dylstra said.

			“That’s how I knew you before,” Kell said. “You were Nobble.”

			“I was,” Dylstra said. “But not only that.”

			Her form changed again and became Briona, who smirked at them.

			Kell startled. That was who he sensed in Hearthaven that night in the bath. Helfyra had gone out to impersonate Nobble, while Dylstra had returned here…

			And since he hadn’t met Helfyra before, that left only one more person in the game.

			He bowed his head in respect to Ilondrel. “Then that means you were Mariel, my lady?”

			“I’m not much of an actor,” Ilondrel said. “But I was always a good bodyguard. I had to see you and Saeldian firsthand to make sure all this would work.”

			“And we were the right tools for the job.”

			“You were the hearts that needed my help,” Ilondrel said. “It wasn’t just foiling Osalor’s revenge. It was mending what he’d broken.”

			Kell’s eyes prickled. “Thank you.”

			Saeldian hugged him tight. “Yes. Thank you.”

			“You risked all of this? All your power? For this?” Osalor shouted. “A powerless, ungrateful fool? And you’re still alone, Ilondrel. For what? A vicarious thrill over their fancy, and then a love that will fade once they get bored of each other?”

			“For everything to be put back in its place,” Ilondrel said. “Look.”

			Every eye followed Ilondrel’s pointing finger to the shattered casket, where a beautiful man lay—

			—sleeping.

			His chest moved with breaths. His hand had moved from lying by his side to resting on his chest, covering the amulet there.

			And when he opened his eyes and sat up, Osalor howled and collapsed into a freshly bloomed patch of violets.

			Jadiris had been gorgeous in repose, cloaked in long walnut-brown hair and shining armor, his features fine, with lush lips and beautiful cheekbones. In motion, he was breathtaking. He gazed with spring-green eyes at Ilondrel—only Ilondrel, like nothing else in the world mattered.

			“I had the most terrible dream, my wife. You were weeping.”

			Ilondrel burst into tears. “So I had been.”

			He finally saw the broken casket and scrambled to get out of it without cutting himself. He had Ilondrel in his arms. He kissed her hair and let her squeeze him tight enough to trap his ribs.

			Osalor wept too, but nobody cared.

			“My love,” Jadiris said. “I’m not sure why, but I suspect you’ve been heroic again.”

			Ilondrel laughed. “So I have been, my husband.”

			“Will you tell me the whole long story?”

			“I will, later. Osalor became heartless so he could have his revenge on us. But now he has it back.”

			Jadiris leaned to one side to regard Osalor, still crying, pounding his thighs with his fists. Then Jadiris crouched beside him, freeing a strand of hair that had plastered itself to his wet cheeks. “Looks like you got the whole sum of it, my once-friend.”

			“Make it stop.” Osalor’s voice cracked.

			“I could do that,” Ilondrel said. “No one would argue with me if I took your life in return for what you’ve done.”

			“Please.”

			Ilondrel shook her head. “I don’t feel that merciful today. Someone’s waiting for you.”

			Osalor had dirt on his robes, and his hair was tangled and frizzed. But he whimpered at Ilondrel’s words. “Please. Have mercy. Have pity!”

			Ilondrel didn’t care. She looked over the crowd at someone behind them all. “Welcome, Iggwilv. Or is it Zybilna, or Tasha? Which one do you prefer these days?”

			The witch who had dogged Saeldian’s heels stepped into the clearing, now rioting with primrose and hyacinth blossoms. “It’s Tasha to you, my dear. But for you, Osalor, it’s ‘my witch-queen.’ ”

			Saeldian froze, staring at the witch, who tilted back her wide-brimmed hat and smiled at them. “You’re—you’re Iggwilv.”

			“I am,” Tasha said, with a little nod and a smile. “My apologies, my dear. When Ilondrel told me about her plan, I just had to be part of it. Osalor used you to hide from me for a long, long time, but his bargain has finally come due.”

			“It was an act,” Jubilee said. “You weren’t actually trying to hurt us.”

			“Sometimes a clowder of cats needs herding,” Tasha said, shrugging. “It was fun, like play-fighting a pack of adorable children.”

			“Right. I’m not going to be mortified by that,” Saeldian muttered.

			“It’s for the best,” Tasha soothed. “If I’d actually wanted you dead, I’d have killed you. You certainly knew how to nearly kill me with suspense when you refused to just flatten that dire troll.”

			“I didn’t know I could,” Saeldian said.

			“Oh! Well, no harm done.” Tasha shrugged and forgot them, turning back to Ilondrel. “May I take him now?”

			“He’s yours,” Ilondrel said.

			“Splendid! I am satisfied. Our bargain is ended?”

			“Our bargain is ended.”

			The witch—no, the legend; archfey, demon-binder, witch-queen of many worlds, Tasha—beckoned. Osalor rose in the air and gently lowered to his feet. His tear-reddened eyes widened with horror as his body moved in response to Tasha’s wiggling fingers, but the witch-queen only smiled wider.

			“You owe me a great deal, Osalor. But you can work hard, and one day, I’ll let you sweep up the stables. On that day, you will thank me on your knees.”

			Osalor’s jerky steps brought him closer to Tasha while she learned how to tune his motions more finely.

			“Do stop for tea one day, you and Jadiris,” Tasha said. “It’s been a long time since I made a new friend. Ta-ta!”

			“Wait!” Saeldian cried. “One last thing.”

			Tasha nodded. “Last words, then? Go ahead.”

			She stirred her fingers, and Osalor turned around, beside himself at his fate.

			Saeldian walked out of Kell’s protective hold to stand near Osalor, close enough to slap. One Kell Redsong–trained swing and they’d feel the crunch of Osalor’s perfect nose, or his jaw.

			But Saeldian waited for him to look them in the eye before they said, “I forgive you.”

			Everyone went quiet. Osalor stared at them for a long moment.

			“I know I was just a tool to you; I know that you deceived me all this time, and I hurt everyone who ever tried to get close to me because I wanted what you promised to me. But I forgive you. You were in pain. And I didn’t have to follow your lead.”

			Osalor’s laugh was bitter. “Did you think those words would fix me?”

			“No,” Saeldian said. “But I think those words fixed me.”
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			Surprisingly, it was Lorzok and not Kell who swept Saeldian into a joint-cracking hug after those words. Saeldian hugged back. “If I scared you, I’m sorry.”

			“Only for a few moments. You were magnificent. I knew you could do it.”

			Saeldian laughed. “You knew I could fool my old patron into gloating his way to defeat?”

			“I knew your heart would win.”

			He let go and swiped at his cheek. Saeldian patted his shoulder and settled back next to Kell. “Let the witch-queen go, Jubilee!”

			“I can’t help it. This is so wizard!” Jubilee stared in awe at Tasha. “Mum will faint when I tell her I met you.”

			Tasha indulged Jubilee’s starstruck attention with a smile. “You make sure to tell her how well I pretended to lose both of our fights.”

			“And how you turned me into a toad.”

			“Temporarily,” the witch-queen said, raising a finger to emphasize the point. “It was loads of fun. If you’re ever near Prismeer, please drop by for tea. Bring your mother!”

			And with a final wave, she left. Once Tasha was gone, and Osalor gone with her, Hearthaven’s Repose turned relentlessly to spring. And when the magnolias unfurled into wide, petaled saucers, Saeldian pulled a bit of fleece out of their pocket and flourished it in their fingers.

			Nothing happened.

			“So it’s true,” Kell said. “All your power’s gone?”

			“All of it.” They looked at Kell and smiled. “Worth everything I paid.”

			“Hold,” Jadiris said, and his gentle voice silenced the chatter. “Much has transpired, and I know nearly none of it, but I suspect I owe you a great deal.”

			“We both do,” Ilondrel said.

			“You already saw hearts that needed mending, my lady,” Saeldian said. “I couldn’t ask for more.”

			“You’re not asking,” Ilondrel said. “You made a pact with Osalor for the power you needed to protect yourself. Make an oath now, with me. I offer you the power you can use to serve others, to bring hope to the lost, to defend beauty and love, and to do what your heart knows to be right.”

			Saeldian froze. That wasn’t any warlock pact they’d ever heard of.

			Jadiris’s smile was bright as dawn. “You beat me to it, my wife. I was going to offer.”

			“You approve, then?” Ilondrel asked.

			“Absolutely. We could have no better champion.”

			Saeldian looked at the two of them. Champion? It felt like Kell calling them a hero. It felt like a lot to live up to.

			“And what must I do for the power?” Saeldian asked.

			“Back in Faerûn, you stole. You cheated. You swindled and lied. Go back there and use your skill in confidence games and corruption to find charlatans and protect innocents—and repair the lives you have hurt with your actions. Do that work until it is done, and then you may return to the Feywild.”

			Saeldian swallowed. Bargains with the fey always had a cost. “I have to go back.”

			Ilondrel nodded. “You do.”

			“It’ll take years to undo all I’ve done, if I accept your offer of power,” Saeldian said. “Or I can stay here, an ordinary person, in the Feywild.”

			“Just so.”

			Saeldian stayed quiet. They looked at the tiny purple flowers blooming at their feet and considered. “You’re not offering me a warlock’s pact, are you?”

			Ilondrel smiled like every flower in Hearthaven’s Repose was opening. “I am not.”

			Saeldian snorted. They raised one arm to flex their biceps. “Aren’t I a little scrawny to be a paladin?”

			Jadiris chuckled. “Are you saying you have no skill in combat? Or that you cannot learn?”

			More than that. Ilondrel was asking them to be good. Truly good, all the time. To be noble, and forthright, to wear their heart on their sleeve. To do the right thing, the right way.

			Could they?

			Would it be as hard as leaving Kell behind in Baldur’s Gate? Would it be as hard as giving up the power of a fey realm even though it meant having no power of their own?

			Maybe. But they would never be ashamed of what they’d done with the power of an oath the way they had been with the power of a pact.

			They lifted their head. “I’ll do it.”

			Ilondrel nodded. “Kneel, then, and swear your oath.”

			Saeldian knelt and smiled at their mentor as they made the Oath of the Ancients.
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			Saeldian never really unpacked their bags at all, so they were free to wander around the Village That Chooses Its Own while Jubilee and Verandil said goodbye. In Jubilee’s room. With the door spelled shut.

			Kell wasn’t up on the platform with the others, and he wasn’t in the cookhouse, or anywhere they had looked before they found Lorzok, kneeling in the leaf litter and curling ferns about twenty feet away from the Brewmistress’s hut, and the Brewmistress herself, taking a moment’s rest on her swinging bench, which creaked softly as she nudged against the floor with one red-slippered foot.

			She lifted one green finger to her lips and swiped across her mouth before beckoning to Saeldian, who used every trick they knew to keep from making noise on their way over. The Brewmistress planted both feet on the floorboards and studied Saeldian for a long moment.

			“Unraveled that scarf of bargains, haven’t you?”

			Saeldian tried not to shift their weight. “Yes, ma’am—Mistress.”

			“I see the oath on you too. A good choice.” The Brewmistress examined Saeldian a bit longer, before musing, “But that’s the face you were born with, isn’t it?”

			Saeldian nodded. “Here I am.”

			“You don’t like it,” the Brewmistress said. “It doesn’t look like you.”

			Saeldian couldn’t deny it. “It doesn’t feel like me either.”

			The Brewmistress grunted agreeably and picked up a jug. She poured ale the color of a chunk of clear, deep amber into a hand-turned cup. When she patted the place next to her, Saeldian had to sit down before their knees gave way to the shock.

			Sitting here, they had a clear view of Lorzok, who hadn’t moved in all this time. He had his face turned up in the dappled light that managed to fall between all the trunks and limbs of the forest to shine on his peaceful, serene expression.

			Maybe Saeldian shouldn’t stare like this.

			“He’s been like that so long he might grow roots,” the Brewmistress said. “But what do you see?”

			“He looks happy.”

			“He has reason to. He found what he sought. But you didn’t have a quest, did you? You weren’t looking for a way to get happiness of your own.”

			“I’m happy.”

			The Brewmistress laughed. “Lie to me one more time and you’ll fart like sour eggs for a month. You believe that anyone would be happy in your shoes, so you should be too.”

			Saeldian glanced at the Brewmistress. “I’m grateful.”

			“That’s better,” the Brewmistress said. “I don’t like it. Everyone got what they wanted. You didn’t ask for anything, but you paid the price.”

			“Isn’t there always a price?”

			“Child,” the Brewmistress said with that gentle tone that made Saeldian sit up straight. “I can give you the power to change to your true form. Freely. No bargain.”

			Saeldian twisted to face her so quickly their knee knocked into hers. “You can?”

			“Yes.”

			“What do I have to do?”

			The Brewmistress raised the cup of beer she held to her lips and blew across it. Her breath had magic in it, smelling like wet clay and green ferns and just a little whiff of honey. “Drink this, and think of yourself the way you should be.”

			Saeldian had to be careful not to slosh beer out of the cup, but they drank. They had to force their eyebrows back down when the taste unfolded over their tongue.

			Round with malt. Rye, and a whisper of juniper, and something green and bright—spring fiddleheads. Sweetness—light and soft from nectar flowers, after the darkened birch syrup gave way. If a beer were a forest, it would taste like this. If a beer were this forest, it would taste like this—this was the Village That Chooses Its Own, and the beer was brewed by the green hag who ruled it.

			They itched everywhere. Their scalp ached. Everything under their skin felt like ice and fire, but they drank swallow after swallow until it was gone.

			When they gasped for air, the itching stopped. The warm glow of a strong ale filled Saeldian’s limbs, and off in the clearing before Lorzok, an oak sapling grew. It rose out of the ground, trembling with the speed of growing tall and coltish, an adolescent tree that budded into full green leaves and branches that stood taller than Lorzok when he rose to his feet.

			“That’s one,” he said, and stopped, gazing at Saeldian for a thoughtful moment. “You’re you again.”

			“I am?”

			The Brewmistress took the cup from Saeldian’s hand. “It’s done. You look just like you did when you first walked in here. Less sulky, though. How does the shifting feel? Try it.”

			Try it?

			Saeldian’s skin didn’t itch quite so much, but they could feel it when they changed to the flamboyant, fatal beauty of Helarel Brightleaf. They opened their eyes.

			“You looked like that at the party,” Lorzok said.

			Saeldian looked down at the smooth brown hands they’d designed for Helarel. “I can still change?”

			Lorzok grinned as wide as his face would allow, matching the Brewmistress’s own wide smile. “As much as you like. I said your true form, didn’t I? Now it’s fixed. Now you’re happy.”

			“I am.” Saeldian closed their eyes and slipped back to their usual self. “Thank you.”

			The Brewmistress cackled. “Just couldn’t take something for nothing, could you?”

			“I’m still learning.”

			“A favor from a paladin might be handy. Lorzok, you need this.” The Brewmistress poured Lorzok a cup of beer.

			Lorzok accepted it with a nod.

			“So. An empire begins,” the Brewmistress said, raising her cup in a toast. “How is the brew, Lorzok the Seeker?”

			“It tastes like home,” Lorzok replied, and he tilted his head. “And I think I’m Lorzok Oak-Strider now.”

			Beyond them, the oak’s trunk grew thicker than a man’s shoulders.

			“A fine name. When will you leave us?” the Brewmistress asked.

			“Not until after my friends return to Waterdeep.”

			“And when will you return?”

			“After I’ve planted the next one,” Lorzok said. “You’re right to suggest I plant them in good places for a Tree Stride spell back to here. I may as well test them and be back in time for dinner and a dream in my own bed.”

			“And your turn at the dishes,” the Brewmistress said. “Saeldian.”

			Saeldian turned to the Brewmistress. She had something to tell them? “Yes, Mistress.”

			“When you make it back to the Feywild, remember how that brew tasted. It’ll bring you back here for another.”

			Saeldian had to say something polite, and they could not cry. “I know I will dream of the next time I will drink that beer, Mistress. But I’ve a lot to do before I can return.”

			“You won’t forget,” the Brewmistress said, “and neither will I.”
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			“So,” Bastion said. “You’ve told quite a story. You say you deceived us and led Jubilee into wrongdoing because you were too cowardly to return to expedition adventuring?”

			Saeldian nodded. “Yes, Saer.”

			“And the proceeds of this last expedition, which were split four ways—all of you gave your share to Jubilee, so she could give it to us to fix the house?”

			“Just so, Saer.”

			“And your partners? Lorzok the Seeker. He stayed behind?”

			“Lorzok Oak-Strider. He made a promise to an oak and is doing what he promised, traveling the domains to plant an empire of her acorns.”

			“I daresay that reason for wandering suits him better than trading for uneasy profits,” Bastion said. “And Kell? The one you didn’t like. What happened to him?”

			“He’s helping Verity sort laundry into piles, Saer.”

			Bastion cocked his head, surprised. “He came back with you? Why?”

			Saeldian blushed.

			“Ah,” Bastion said. “So that’s why you sniped at each other.”

			“Yes, Saer.”

			Saeldian stood through his examination, waiting.

			“You have confessed to the wrongs you did to this family who took you in, seeing someone who needed a family of their own. You have asked what you can do to repair the harm done. I have my demand.”

			Saeldian stood up straight. “Yes, Saer.”

			“Unpack your kit and go ask Serenity what chores need doing.”

			Joy erupted in Saeldian’s heart. “I can stay?”

			“As my wife plotted all along.” Bastion smiled. “It’s good to have you back, my child. We have a house to rebuild, and it’ll be enough sweat to pay for your wrongs and more.”

			Saeldian rushed into Bastion’s arms. “Thank you, Saer.”

			He took the tearstains on his well-patched shirt with good grace. “I’m glad you came home, Saeldian. We’ll get fighting meat on those bones, eh? You can’t have a paladin as a boss and not be able to handle your own in a brawl.”

			Saeldian cried until all their feeling escaped their eyes and then laughed. “I used to never cry, and now I do it all the time.”

			“You have the right to tears, child. You always did. Are you settled for now?”

			“Yes, Saer.”

			“All right, then,” Bastion said. “Those eggs won’t collect themselves.”

			“I know an enchantment if Uther Blackcomb gets ornery,” Kell said.

			Saeldian whirled. “You’re not done with the sorting already!”

			Kell stood there, a bundle of fine clothes in his arms. “I’m serious. Meanest chicken I ever saw. I’ll need to watch your back.”

			Bastion stood up and regarded Kell. “Saer Redsong.”

			“Saer Righthoof. Thank you for lending us clothing for the party. I came to return it.”

			“I’m surprised to see you here in Waterdeep. I thought you were going to the Feywild and never coming back.”

			Kell fished a pendant out of the neck of his shirt. It bore a doorway. “I have a way to come and go. I can’t be here all the time, but when I open the way, it’ll bring me right to Saeldian.”

			“When do you have to go back?”

			“In three days,” Kell said. “Then I have to return and let the power recharge.”

			“How long?”

			Kell set Bastion’s formal tunic and Wisdom’s robes on the desk. “Shuahn—she’s the one who made the charm—she doesn’t know.”

			Bastion nodded. “Because time flows differently at different times between the Feywild and Toril? Is that true?”

			“Correct,” Kell said. “I could be back the very next day. It might take a full year. But I’ll come back every time I can, and wherever Saeldian is, I’ll find them.”

			He reached out his hand for Saeldian, who took it. “But this time, when I go back to the Feywild, I have a favor to ask you.”

			Bastion looked between the two of them. “What favor?”

			Saeldian squeezed Kell’s hand and held their breath.

			“Would you come with me to the Feywild, Saer Bastion?” Kell asked. “I’d like you to meet my father. There’s something he’d like to discuss.”
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