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  For my father, Lawrence Stanley Mierek, who asked for a watch and has received a book instead.
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[image: Prologue]


  [image: G]reen smoke snaked up the side of the tenement and drifted over the sill of an open window. A breeze blew the vapor into a column before it solidified into the shape of a stout, young hag. She shook her crimson curls away from her face and straightened the hood of her cloak to keep her kohl-lined, silver eyes shadowed.


  The scent of lavender clung to her robes, washing over the small room. Two brass-framed beds crowded the floor. Blankets covered sleeping children. A little boy wheezed against the head of his stuffed bear, drool dripping onto the wool.


  The hag squinted to see the goldenrod dream cloud above his head—a dream about seeing his father again. She frowned at the other bed, where a sleeping teenager lay with a threadbare blanket tugged around her chin. Even squinting, the hag couldn’t make out a dream cloud. The girl was too old to be of any use.


  The hag slithered to the boy’s bed and, from the folds of her cloak, drew out a rectangular box four inches long, with a circular indentation on one side. She set it on the floor to remove a vial and rag from her skirt pocket, the rough wool of the rag irritating her fingertips.


  “Do it, Simone,” the hag muttered to herself as she willed her hands not to tremble. “Make the Dark Mother happy.” She couldn’t fail at her first mission.


  Holding her breath, Simone dribbled three drops onto the rag, yanked the teddy bear away, and shoved the drugged cloth against the boy’s mouth. His eyes opened, his gasp muffled, and his body jerked. Simone stiffened.


  The girl moaned. Her mattress rustled as she rolled over to face the wall, brown curls shifting over her pillow.


  Simone’s heart thudded. By the seven Saints, she should’ve cast a sleeping spell over the girl. The Dark Mother preferred humans to think hags were harmless healers, not thieves who kidnapped children.


  The boy writhed, squeaks emerging from behind the rag. Simone pressed harder. She needed his breath in the wool to disguise and fuel the machine.


  The potion took hold and the boy collapsed. Simone’s thick lips curved over her broken teeth. She lifted a pocket watch from around her neck and positioned it into the crevice in the metal box. As the two pieces connected, a chime rang out. She set the box beside the limp little boy and draped the rag over it. Even though she should wait to make sure his breath stuck in the machine, she couldn’t risk waking the girl.


  The metal stretched to become his replica as if it were made of putty. With a second chime, the metal shimmered and dulled into the pale peach of his flesh, becoming an exact duplicate of the child.


  “Mine.” Simone hefted the little boy into her arms, leaving the duplication on the bed, and transformed to smoke before the chimes awoke the girl.
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  Ring of magic, hear my cry.


  [image: M]ine,” a voice breathed.


  A bell chimed near Edna’s ear and she swatted the air beside her head to make the noise leave. The chime sounded once more before fading. Light shimmered near the window, but when she turned her head, squinting in the darkness, the green glow vanished.


  Edna stiffened. “Harrison? You awake?”


  Her eight-year-old brother’s stuffed bear lay on the hardwood floor beside his bed. Beneath Harrison’s red blanket, his chest rose and fell with each breath. At least he wasn’t wheezing.


  The darkness didn’t stir in her veins, so it couldn’t be that. It never woke her in the night.


  Perhaps her father had returned early. She sighed; no, he wasn’t due back for a while yet.


  Edna sat up in bed to peer out the room’s only window. Through the glass panes, she saw the bricks of the tenement across the alley, with moonlight reflecting off a window below. A damp wind stirred the checkered curtains she’d sewn last year; Harrison must have opened their window.


  A chill would make his asthma worsen.


  Edna slid her feet out from beneath the blanket to the floor. Coldness seeped from the wood to permeate through her socks into her feet. Shivering, she wrapped her arms around herself and padded to her brother’s bed.


  “Harrison?” She pressed her hand over his forehead to find his head dry, rather than flushed with night sweat. Edna brushed his brown hair away from his ear. The strands felt more velvety than normal, almost like the skin of a leaf. His dark eyelashes fanned over his round cheeks, his lips rosier than usual.


  The ticking of a watch toyed with her, but they didn’t have such trinkets in the room. It must’ve been someone in the street, perhaps a hag selling enchanted baubles.


  Edna grasped the top of the window glass and pushed it down, extinguishing the spring breeze.
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  Edna sloshed oatmeal into a chipped bowl and slid it to her brother. “Eat up and lick it clean.” Pity her mother didn’t have enough time to cook breakfast, but if Edna didn’t make it, her and her brother wouldn’t eat until noon. Maybe her cooking would improve with time. Maybe.


  She filled her own bowl, waiting for Harrison’s usual response: Not without molasses, I won’t.


  Harrison swirled his spoon through the oatmeal before taking a bite, staring at the porcelain bowl. Edna frowned; he never ate slowly.


  “Harry-boy, did you hear a bell last night?” Edna set the pot of oatmeal back on the hearth hook. “I could’ve sworn it woke me up. Maybe it was a dream.”


  He took another bite, his nostrils flaring. She’d been nice enough to make his breakfast. He didn’t have to ignore her.


  Edna dropped into her chair extra hard to make the legs scrape the floor. Usually Harrison cringed when she did that and called her a noisy-body. Instead, he ate another spoonful, the corners of his mouth turning downward. Edna wound a curl around her finger and tugged. Had the breeze sickened him after all?


  Edna’s mother swept into the kitchen followed by a wave of cheap rose water, heeled boots clicking, and poured water from the pitcher into a glass. “Don’t forget it’s Friday.”


  Edna recognized her own features in her mother’s pert nose and long face, but her mother’s brown hair stayed smooth and glistening in a tight bun, whereas Edna’s curls frizzed. Sometimes, she wished she had her mother’s tall body, her every movement graceful, instead of being short and awkward, skinny as a pencil line. Her mother deserved to be more than one of the working class. Edna bit her lower lip. She did, too, but being a servant seemed to be the only option for a lower class girl who wasn’t pretty enough for the stage.


  “I remember. You’re late on Fridays now.” Edna peered at Harrison. He usually whined about not being able to watch his mother perform.


  Then their mother would remind him, “It’s not suitable for children.” She’d never told them what was inappropriate, but Edna had heard on the street that Music Hall ladies flashed their privates in certain shows. Edna knew her mother never acted that way, yet she needed the job, so Mrs. Mather never complained about what the others did.


  Instead of whining, Harrison scraped the spoon around his emptied bowl. Edna heard that faint ticking again, but it faded before she could place it.


  “I boiled oatmeal,” she said.


  “I don’t have time to eat this morning.” Her mother’s orange skirt swished as she strolled to the table. The satin clashed with the room’s moldy walls. Since she worked as a singer at the Music Hall, the theater’s owner loaned his employees elegant outfits to wear around the city, hoping to intrigue passersby to purchase a ticket to the show. Whenever Edna went out with her mother, men whistled and called names, like harlot and alley whore, that made Edna’s cheeks flush.


  “Have a good day, Mum.” Edna glanced down at her blue lace gloves. Her mother had owned the fingerless gloves first, a midwinter present from the Music Hall four years ago, after a special performance where she’d sung solo. Edna stroked her thumb over the lace, worn smooth. Not a day passed that she didn’t wear them, keeping a piece of her mother with her, a tidbit of elegance on her work-roughened hands. As long as she wore them, perhaps someday she’d become a lady.


  She tapped Harrison with her foot under the table, but he kept scraping. Normally, he told their mother to smile all day, which would make her laugh. Then their mother would kiss his forehead.


  Edna studied his eyes, and although they didn’t appear bloodshot, they were too shiny. “Mum, something’s wrong with Harrison.”


  Their mother wrapped a silk shawl around her bare shoulders and pressed her cheek against his. “You’re cool. Edna, make sure he has plenty of tea tonight.”


  Harrison stopped scraping his bowl at his mother’s contact, but stared at the table.


  She patted the pearl necklace above her heart-shaped bodice. “Harry, you’ll be fine.”


  Edna watched her mother depart. Tonight, when her mother had extra time, she would consider Harrison. If their father sent his wages from the train company soon, they could afford medicinal drops from a hag.


  Odds bobs, how she hated hags. Their dark cloaks could hide curses, and their silver eyes, lacking pupils, irises, or whites, could see everything. Just because humans used them for their healing powers didn’t make hags trustworthy. People were too friendly with them.


  To calm her nerves, Edna twirled the glass prayer beads of her bracelet. Each of the seven orange beads represented a different Saint; they would protect her from the hags.


  Her father had given her the bracelet for her tenth birthday. “Even if I’m not around, I’m always with you, because I want to keep you safe.”


  Although the seven Saints would protect everyone who believed in them, the beads gave her a sense of wonderment, as though they made her special. With her father’s beads and her mother’s gloves, she’d always felt invincible, and as she’d aged, she’d clung to these items as talismans. The thoughts kept the darkness away. It was evil, that darkness. She could always feel it come on, crawling over her like lice. She’d had that once, lice. Mum had to get a cream from the hags to make them go away. That darkness possessed the same festering quality. It wouldn’t leave her, and when she didn’t feel it anymore, it returned so fast it stole her breath.


  Harrison didn’t leave the table until she did.


  “Come on,” Edna groaned, “let’s go.” She took her wool coat from the peg beside the door and when Harrison remained still, she tossed him his. He slid his arms through the sleeves and buttoned the front only after she did hers, like when he was an infant and she had to dress him. She’d been so relieved when he could finally do it himself; no more whining that she’d pinched his arm or bent his fingers.


  “Don’t forget your hat.” She yanked the felt cap over his ears and pushed his hands into his gloves. His brown hair poked out from the cap’s brim. “I don’t want you falling ill.” She nibbled on her broken fingernail. He’d start to pull away if she kept fussing, and she needed to monitor him in case he worsened.


  Her brother hadn’t been sick since becoming employed the year before, but he’d been a weak infant. Each time he took ill, the darkness came upon her stronger. “I need you, Harry-boy. Gotta stay well for us, you hear?”


  If he was coming down with another ear infection, he should stay in bed, but the family needed his wages. She wished they could have kept him home another year, but the king decreed every capable lower class citizen worked from the age of seven to help support their family and reduce the amount of beggars. Edna had been lucky to find him employment with her instead of in a factory where a machine might have bitten off his fingers.


  She pulled him through the door, then locked it behind them. Instead of racing her down the narrow flight of stairs from their attic apartment, Harrison shuffled two steps behind. Edna gave up waiting for him and hurried, weaving around a drunkard slumped outside a door and a woman struggling with a wooden bucket of water from the communal washroom.


  She grabbed Harrison’s gloved hand as she hurried him down the stoop. “Speed up. If you drag too far behind, you might get lost.”


  Tall buildings cast shadows over the cobbled street as she tugged her leaden brother. Beggars picked through garbage in the alleys. Men dressed in suits headed for their offices with pinched expressions on their lowered faces. Children selling roses, herring, and rags screamed their wares from beneath lampposts, begging with bloodshot eyes. A woman holding a baby held out a tin cup. “Give a penny, miss?”


  Edna stared at the chipped stone of the sidewalk. I have nothing to give. She ached for the homeless of Moser City, always wondering what it would be like if her family ended up like that. Would people spare a few cents, or allow them to starve? Only the beggars looked at her and her brother, but she kept their money in her vest pocket, hidden by her buttoned coat.


  Signs hung over stores and factories. Morning light reflected off the windows in the towering buildings, their sills carved with cherub faces. Stone gargoyles protruded from the eaves of the structures. Moss crept across the bricks and drab doors. She counted eight stories in one building, ten in the next, to keep her mind off Harrison’s sudden onset of introversion. Worrying wouldn’t make him healthier. Maybe soon, he’d snap awake and move along faster.


  A crimson steamwagon with yellow sunbursts painted on the sides waited outside an alley. A young man stood in the open back, bells decorating his emerald cap and jacket. A group gathered in the street around him, locomobiles forced to go around. A driver shook his fist at the disturbance.


  “Look, a storyteller.” Edna grinned at her brother. “Let’s listen. You’ll like it, even if I have to make you.” She elbowed his arm and winked.


  “Listen well,” the storyteller boomed. “When Ebel the Restless ventured over the mountains, he gazed upon a valley of streams and trees. Birds flew to branches rich with fruit. Deer grazed in meadows lush with wildflowers. Ebel the Reckless smiled; he’d found a home to settle.”


  Edna rocked on her heels, savoring the familiar story. What she wouldn’t do to enjoy Ebel’s freedom and be able to gaze out at the possibilities of uncharted land.


  “His followers were pleased with the game in the forests and the fish in the rivers,” the storyteller continued. “With plenty of sustenance, they were content to begin a civilization. First came the homes, then the farms. Ebel built a castle in the north. Shops arose as people spread out. A trade route expanded along the Aubrey River to the ocean in the south. Ebel’s closest friends became nobles. The rest became servants, unable to rise unless they married someone with noble blood.”


  Edna shivered. Servants like her and Harrison. They should get to work, but a few more minutes wouldn’t make them too late. The story might make Harrison feel better.


  “Some humans wanted to see what else lay in the new world.” The storyteller spread his hands. “Ebel’s oldest son gathered his friends. They kept walking east until they came to a swamp and decided to see if they could survive there. They couldn’t see the magic sparkling in the mist until it began to change them.”


  Edna hugged Harrison against her front. If she loved the first part of the story, she loathed this part, where humans became something altogether horrid.


  “I’d never let it happen to you,” she whispered to her brother.


  “The men grew taller, thicker”—the storyteller lifted his hand overhead as an example of the mutants’ heights—“they lost their hair and their arms lengthened. The women developed silver eyes, without pupils or irises. The scent of lavender clung to their skin. As their bodies connected with nature, they developed a sense for spells. They could create almost anything from nature. Magic, they called it.


  “They returned to King Ebel, eager to share their findings, but the humans shunned them.


  “‘Ogres’, they spat at the men.


  “‘Hags’, they growled at the women.


  “Enraged, the ogres and hags attacked. They became the rulers and the humans their slaves. After five years, the humans rebelled. They burned the ogres and hags with fire, and laughed as their bodies became ash.


  “Most survivors fled back to the swamp, but the humans decided to use the hags’ abilities for healing. Although the magic in the swamp mutated their bodies, it also gave them the power to manipulate nature and dreams into spells. They could transform a dream into a gift of beauty and create a powder to save a man when his heart stops.


  “Some hags moved to the humans’ towns and cities. Although the humans used them, the hags were never considered peers. They sold medicine and blessings, and they swore revenge.”


  Edna clapped as the storyteller bowed on his makeshift stage. The wagon swayed from his movement, the metal wheels clanking against the road. She would never be able to talk with his grace and fluidity.


  “Bravo!” a man in the audience called.


  Edna rubbed her little brother’s shoulder, but he remained stiff, as though he hadn’t heard the story. Normally any tale kept him enraptured. Her pulse sped up. What else could she do to make him respond?


  “That is how our glorious kingdom of Novpril began.” The storyteller waved his cap, the bells jingling along the brim. “Any requests for my next story?”


  A little boy raised his hand. “Mommy said our king is Elias.”


  “Ebel lived thousands of years ago. Our good king Elias is one of his decedents.”


  Edna smiled. Even if the king lived distantly from his citizens, he kept the country functioning. His laws maintained peace and order. Now if only he would do something about the mutants. She thought hags and ogres shouldn’t be allowed to wander freely. Who knew what spells they were capable of performing?


  “Tell how King Ebel killed all the bad beasts in the forest!” a girl yelled from the crowd.


  “Excellent tale.” The storyteller rested his foot against the edge of the wagon. “Be mindful, King Ebel never killed all the hags. See, there’s one!” The young man pointed at a hag, garbed in a cloak that swallowed her stout form. A basket poked free from the folds.


  She turned to look at the man on the wagon with the children gathered around, and her hood slid back. Edna caught a glimpse of kohl-rimmed silver eyes before the hag ducked, rushing faster along the sidewalk.


  Good. Flee. Be gone.


  Edna pressed her lips against Harrison’s head as a shiver crept over her skin. The storyteller’s words lingered, despite the sunshine flowing through the city streets.


  They swore revenge.


  “We should go.” Edna steered her brother past the crowd, but coldness lingered at her back. She adopted a lecturing tone. “Hags can’t be trusted. They deal with magic. Their eyes can pierce a human’s soul. The king should keep the hags locked in their own district, where they can’t mingle with humans. Without hags, regular people might learn to make their own medicines. Then hags won’t be needed at all. They can find another kingdom to haunt.”


  Steam locomobiles radiating scalding heat roared by; the sleek brass contraptions shining as brightly as the steel spokes inside the black tires. A little girl sitting in the back of one yelled, “Hello!” The stark white of her leather coat vanished with the locomobile around the corner.


  “What do you think it’s like to drive one of them?” Edna asked Harrison. The wealthy might ignore the city’s poverty, but she had never been able to squelch her awe over shiny baubles.


  “I do not know, sister.” His voice sounded gravelly.


  Frowning, Edna pressed her cheek against his again. It still felt cool, neither hotter nor colder. She sent a silent prayer to the seven Saints that Harrison’s unchanging condition be a positive sign.


  What if his attitude meant the darkness in her had rubbed off onto him? What if he couldn’t fight off the evil? She bit her lip; he had to be safe from that. It had to be something different.


  Passengers shoved their way into a scarlet trolley car at the next stop. Edna broke into a run so they wouldn’t miss their ride and have to wait the half hour for another. Her arm throbbed from carrying her brother’s weight and her ankle boots pinched her toes. As the last man ascended the stairs, Edna reached the trolley, panting. The wooden steps creaked as Harrison climbed aboard—odd; he must’ve hit a growth spurt. She noticed a crack in the wood where he’d placed his foot.


  “Where to?” Rolling his eyes, the driver nodded to a map of his route drawn in red paint on the front window. It ended at the edges of Moser City.


  Beyond those limits, Edna couldn’t picture what the kingdom looked like. She’d never seen another map, but she’d heard Moser City was located in the south, and the capital, Flynt, was the kingdom’s northernmost city. She yearned to have the driver take her to Flynt, where King Elias lived. Anywhere wonderful and different.


  “Waxman Estate.” Edna handed him six pennies, enough for her and Harrison to travel the nine stops to the manor, then nudged her brother down the trolley’s aisle, squeezing past the standing passengers. She scanned the seats to find an empty one, her eyebrows drawing together as she discovered each seat occupied.


  “Just our bloody luck.” Edna stood on her tiptoes to grab a leather strap hanging from the ceiling. When Harrison didn’t move, she jerked him against her side. The trolley car lurched forward, and everyone swayed. She bumped her shoulder against a man wearing a black satin suit.


  He glared down his long nose. “Keep your grime to yourself.”


  Edna bit her lower lip to keep from snapping back and lowered her gaze. She’d done her best to scrub in the washbasin that morning, but her brown curls still felt oily. Heating enough water to fill the tub in the kitchen, sectioned off by a screen, took too much time to do more than once a month. If only they could have a tub with running water, like at the Waxman Estate.


  As the trolley left the heart of Moser City, fewer people entered and more passengers exited. Edna found a seat in the back and pushed Harrison against the window. Buildings and vehicles passed by, a mixture of locomobiles, trolleys, stagecoaches, and buggies. Once they crossed the train tracks, the streets transformed into dirt instead of gravel, with two story houses surrounded by white-picket fences and green lawns.


  They rumbled past a church with stained glass windows and a woman sweeping the walkway. Edna kissed her beads. The seven Saints would help keep the darkness from her.


  The trolley slowed and stopped on squealing brakes in front of an iron gate.


  “Waxman Estate,” the driver bellowed. “All out!”


  Edna stood, but her brother remained seated.


  “Come on.” She prodded him down the aisle. As Edna stepped off, the trolley started with a metallic roar. She stuck her tongue out at it. It might take her where she needed to be, but the ride was never pleasant.


  Inside the gate, a tomtar sat in a high-backed chair, smoking a pipe and forming a bear from a clay hunk as he guarded the entrance. Although an adult, the tomtar’s square head reached her shoulders; thanks to avian ancestry, the tomtars remained short. A coat with brass buttons strained against his thick body; his bird feet peeped from the hem. She always wondered how his legs, no thicker than her wrists, could support his stocky form.


  He cast his gaze at the surroundings before he grinned, showing chapped, black lips and a broken front tooth. The wrinkles in his face crinkled, glistening with oils, and his crow eyes narrowed. His green felt hat sat lopsided atop his shaggy copper hair; since tomtars only grew hair in patches, the hat helped hide his bald spots. She’d seen the bald spots once, speckled with black moles like his face and hands. Despite his grotesque features, he never seemed to think he was ugly, and only hid his talons.


  “Mornin’, Miss Mather. Lovely day, ain’t it?” The stench of sage and earth wafted from his leathery skin, a dark tan that reminded her of caramel.


  She glanced at the gathering gray clouds, a downpour. “Lovely,” she echoed. Contradicting him might make his grin fade, and she loved how his smiles made his dark eyes glow.


  The tomtar swung open the gate. “Mornin’, Harrison.”


  Her brother didn’t answer. A shiver coursed along Edna’s spine, and she tugged her coat closer around her shoulders. Even though humans considered themselves better than tomtar slaves did, she wanted to make sure Harrison was polite. “You don’t have to be rude just because you don’t feel well. Since when do you pass up an opportunity to talk?”


  Harrison allowed her to lead him around the garden to the servant’s entrance, through the hallway to the dressing room, and stood in the corner until she threw him his uniform. At least she didn’t have to force him into the blouse and slacks.


  “Bloody luck, Harry-boy. It’s like you’ve never been here before!” Edna buttoned the front of her white blouse and stepped into her brown skirt, tying the apron overtop. So long as she kept her gloves clean, Lord Waxman allowed her to wear them. She set her dress on her hook, and hung Harrison’s discarded clothes behind it when he still didn’t move. She ground her teeth. Yelling at him wouldn’t help, especially if he felt ill.


  “Go find Teddy. The butler,” she added when Harrison stared with blank eyes. “He’ll tell you what to do today. Scamper before you’re late and get a walloping.”


  Harrison marched down the hallway. Edna wished she didn’t have to always take care of him. For once, she’d like to be his sister instead of his substitute mother.


  “I swear to the king,” Edna exclaimed when she entered the kitchen. “Harrison’s cute, but he needs to grow up. Today he’s acting like he can’t even tie his shoes right.”


  Chopped vegetables covered the table. Edna licked her lips. The engineered vegetables her family ate tasted like iron and copper. Only the smells matched real food. She longed to crunch on a cucumber fresh from the Waxman garden, but she only snuck leftovers when the cook was going to toss them in the garbage. Even though they tasted delectable, she didn’t want to risk being fired. In the cities, only the wealthy had the luxury of gardens tended by servants, who weren’t allowed to consume what they grew.


  The tomtar cook fiddled with the stove, a speckled apron stretching across her wide girth. A bonnet hid her bald spots, but copper curls stuck out around her elongated ears. “Lady Waxman wants you. She’s having a luncheon today for her bridesmaids.”


  Another damper on Edna’s foul day; she snorted. “I’m not her personal maid. If I was, I’d get more than a brittin a week.”


  Cook peeled back her black lips in a hiss, nodding her square head toward the shelves over the sink. Edna spotted a spyder perched on the corner.


  Too edgy to care what the Lord’s spy recorded, Edna snapped, “Everyone knows I’m not a lady’s maid. I’d have to be richer for that privilege.” Even if Lady Rachel wanted her for the post, Edna wouldn’t be allowed to accept it by society’s standards.


  “You shouldn’t be talkin’ to the likes of me.” Cook strode through a spill of flour to grab a rolling pin off the wall. Although Cook kept her dresses long to hide the bird feet, white talon prints followed her path.


  Edna averted her gaze to watch the spyder. If tomtars and human servants weren’t supposed to communicate, they shouldn’t work together. “I’ll talk to whoever I want.” By now, Lord Waxman should be used to her companionship with the tomtars.


  Cook scratched a mole on her cheek, glancing around the kitchen as though Lord Waxman were about to spring from a nook and whip her for conversing with a human. “Mind it; you’re sure good at fixin’ hair and makin’ a table look nice.”


  Edna rolled her eyes. So, her talents returned to nip her heels. “Anything going up to Lady Rachel except me?”


  “That tray set with teacakes.” Cook waved at the table.


  Edna’s mouth watered as she ogled the miniature muffins and blueberry scones. The blueberries came from the garden, not the engineered kind her mother sometimes bought. Those left a coppery aftertaste, but she’d eaten a Waxman blueberry off the floor once. She could still taste the sweet juice and firm, sugary skin.


  Hairs rose on her arms, and she tightened her hands into fists around the tray. The evil burned in her chest. No, it couldn’t rise. Edna breathed through her nose to calm herself.


  Picking the tray off the table, she turned toward the doorway and almost collided with Teddy, the butler. He held Harrison by the collar of his black shirt, yet the boy remained expressionless.


  “Looks like your brother’s got himself a set of sticky fingers.” Teddy shook Harrison and metal flashed around her brother’s neck—a pocket watch that wasn’t his own. \


  
    [image: ]
  


  
[image: Chapter Two]


  Bring your power, burn up those that I desire.


  [image: E]dna gaped at the pocket watch hanging by a thin chain from Harrison’s neck. Her heartbeat raced so hard, her pulse boomed in her ears as she set the tray back down to avoid toppling it. Harrison had never owned anything so fine. Lord Waxman would fire them if her brother had stolen it. Where else would a fifteen-year-old girl and an eight-year-old boy find work? They’d have to huddle on the street begging for pennies, wrapped in their coats and shawls. If Lord Waxman told the Music Hall manager, he’d let their mother go and they’d be homeless as well as out of work.


  “That’s our mother’s.” Edna’s fingers shook so hard she clenched her hands into fists, praying her teeth wouldn’t chatter. Their future depended on her lie. “The Music Hall loaned it to her. They always make her wear pretty things.” Stop rambling. Don’t look suspicious.


  The butler shoved Harrison toward her. “Why didn’t Harrison tell me? He looked as if he’d never seen me before.” Teddy’s gray mustache twitched.


  Edna rubbed her prayer beads. If she explained Harrison didn’t feel well, Teddy might send him home, but if she said Teddy had spooked her brother, the butler might take offense.


  From the stove, Cook flared her pug nostrils, shaking her rolling pin. Flour spattered her leathery flesh. Cook should know Harrison wasn’t the type to thieve, but a tomtar couldn’t talk back to a human butler.


  Harrison stared, unblinking, at a copper pot hanging from the ceiling.


  “Mum said you could wear it at home, not out.” When Edna reached for the pocket watch, Harrison jerked away. He blinked once, then his jaw dropped and a wail exploded from his mouth. The noise echoed off the white walls, reverberating through the room. Edna grabbed her brother by the shoulders.


  “Stop it, please!” She slapped her hand over his mouth. His lips felt dry. He closed his eyes, the scream heightening.


  She couldn’t feel his breath on her palm.


  Teddy cringed. “In the name of our goodly king, make him cease.”


  “Harrison!” Edna yanked him against her, and he stopped. As the sound faded, a pop came from a shelf by the stove.


  “Never heard such a racket. Wouldn’t think the boy would ‘ave it in him.” Clucking her tongue, the cook lowered her hands from her ears. Her talons clicked as she crossed the room, picking up tiny pieces of metal with her thick fingers. “If that don’t beat all. The spyder broke.”


  “Wasn’t our fault. Lord Waxman can’t make us pay for it.” Edna squeezed Harrison tighter. He held himself stiff and straight, less soft and warm.


  Eardrops for an infection used to cost twenty-cents. Unless the hags raised the price, Edna could pay for them in four days, if she walked to work and saved her trolley fare.


  “He’d best wise up, or we aren’t letting him stay.” Teddy removed the handkerchief from his suit coat pocket and wiped his brow. “We can’t have this goin’ on here, especially with the Lady’s gathering.”


  Edna glanced at the tray for the party. “Harrison, you’re gonna snap out of whatever’s gotten your knickers tied up. Make sure you don’t lose that watch, either. Mum will box your ears for taking that, I swear.” That should sound realistic; the butler wouldn’t know their parents never raised a hands against Harrison.


  “And make him clean his shoes,” Teddy said as he marched from the kitchen. “The boy left a wet spot on the floor.”


  Harrison stared at the stove.


  “I’ll take care of him,” Cook said. “Give him a second to shake his mind clear. Never knew a child t’ act like that.”


  “Thank you,” Edna breathed. If he could make it through the day, she’d boil him tea at home and wrap him up in their blankets, hold him all night. He might feel better tomorrow.


  Shaking her head, Edna grabbed the tray and hurried for the stairs. The rustic wood creaked as she ascended, leaving the basement kitchen behind for the upstairs world of gild. Green carpet covered the main hallway lined with china cabinets displaying gold-embossed porcelain.


  Edna rounded the corner, the floor switching to the red velvet that carpeted the front stairs. She should take the back stairs, meant for servants, but she was already late. Tea sloshed in the blue pot and a drip slithered from the spout as she used her back to push open the door to Lady Rachel Waxman’s bedchamber. Sunlight poured through the floor-to-ceiling windows, draped with white lace. The pink wallpaper matched the silk blankets on the canopy bed. An automation personal maid stood beside the wardrobe sorting gowns.


  The automations looked like humans, except with shining copper bodies. Rachel’s wore a black dress and crimson apron to keep from appearing nude. Edna would’ve preferred it undressed. Machines couldn’t be naked, so it seemed a waste to clothe one.


  Lord Waxman could only afford three. The other two he kept as his personal assistants. Edna had heard from Teddy that the king had replaced all his human servants with automations. Teddy had growled; how dare King Elias replace hard-working humans, who needed the pay, with machines?


  Lady Rachel sat at her vanity, smoothing verbena cold cream across her brow. “These bumps just won’t go away. I look disgusting.”


  Leave it to Rachel to make her feel dirty. Bumps covered Edna’s face, since she couldn’t afford strong soap or cream. Edna ground her teeth as she set the tray on the bedside table. The food smelled of a tomtar: earth scented with sage oil to make the stench less offensive.


  “My lady, your tea.” Edna snickered, wondering what the Lady would say if she called it tomtar tea.


  “Finally.” Rachel glared at Edna’s reflection in the vanity mirror. “Bring me the cup and a muffin, then I need you to prepare my hair. You have such beautiful hands, Ellie. You could be a pianist.”


  Only the wealthy could become pianists. The poor didn’t have the money or time to practice. Edna stared at the cherub mural on the ceiling to refrain from scowling. Of course Rachel would have to remind her about something she could never do.


  “Ellie,” Rachel snapped, “I want my food.”


  The evil came again, biting against her ribs and clenching around her heart. Edna bit her tongue before reminding Rachel that her name wasn’t Ellie, again. Maybe the evil should burn her—no, not even Rachel deserved that. Edna poured the tea into the cup Cook provided and carried it to Rachel on its saucer. When she brought the muffin, balanced on a linen napkin, Rachel pushed her hand aside.


  “I’m not hungry now.” The muffin tumbled off, the cake breaking in two. “You’ll have to clean it up later. You must do my hair before my guests arrive.”


  Edna lifted the brush off the vanity, forcing herself to keep from frowning. Beggars would’ve done almost anything for a bite of that muffin. “Yes, my lady.”


  The gold plated handle weighed heavy in her hand as she swiped the soft boar bristles through Rachel’s black hair, long enough to reach the noblewoman’s waist. As the Lady preferred, Edna counted the hundred strokes aloud. This time, she would make certain Rachel knew her name.


  “Edna combs Lady Rachel’s hair once, Edna combs Lady Rachel’s hair twice….” At the end, Rachel wouldn’t doubt her name.


  The evil slipped away with each stroke and her heart beat more evenly. Keep it at bay; no one needed to know about its presence. When Edna finished, she braided the straight tresses, fastening the end with an ebony ribbon. Weaving the braid into a bun, she secured it to Rachel’s scalp with bejeweled hairpins and stuck an ivory comb into the top.


  Holding the hand mirror behind the Lady’s head, Edna tilted it so Rachel could see the reflection in her vanity mirror. “How does that look?”


  “Excellent.” Rachel unstopped a crystal perfume bottle and dabbed a dot behind each of her ears before lifting her rouge brush. “How old are you?”


  Edna drew a deep breath to avoid grinding her teeth. “Fifteen.” Which you know.


  “And today I turn eighteen. I feel so very old.” Rachel lifted a lemon-drop from a crystal bowl on her vanity and popped the candy into her mouth. “For my wedding, I’ll have you curl my hair. You’re the only one who uses the steam curling iron well. Once I’m wed, I’ll need someone just for preparing me. It’s so tiresome to marry a count. If only my mother were still alive to advise me, but then, she only married a duke.”


  Rachel would marry the wealthy man her father chose. Edna would marry a fellow servant, or maybe a butcher. A working man who couldn’t do better than her, with no chance of altering their social status.


  A man who could never know about the evil. Not even Harrison could discover it.


  The automation brought Rachel her silk undergarments, then removed the Lady’s nightgown. Edna gathered the spilled muffin, stifling a chuckle as Rachel struggled into a corset. At least she was still young enough to go without one. Next year, Saints providing she still had a job, Lord Waxman would require her to wear one too, as befit her age.


  “There’s going to be a cake with real rose petals,” Rachel said as the automation buttoned the back of her blue gown. She’d insisted her pre-wedding garb match her eyes. “I want the sunroom prepared for my guests.”


  “Yes, my lady.” Edna wrapped the muffin in the napkin for disposal. Why did she have evil that clamped down on her heart while Rachel, self-centered and careless, could be free to live in the light of the Saints?


  Rachel lifted her right foot so her maid could place the white silk stocking upon it. “Father’s hosting a foxkin hunt for my marriage celebration.”


  Edna’s head snapped up. “What?” How could the king not declare that sport illegal? To hunt an innocent creature who could talk and have the decency to cover its body with clothes it sewed itself, left her with a sour taste. Simply because a foxkin resembled a fox in appearance made its life worthless. Bile rose in her throat and she steeled her nose against wrinkling.


  That evil spiraled through her as though crawling from her fingertips to her heart.


  “The foxkin is around somewhere. Down by the stables, I suppose. They’re so soft. I love foxkin shawls.”


  Edna couldn’t allow the hunt to happen. She clenched the napkin. “If you’ll excuse me, I shall see to the sunroom.”


  “Pity you can’t participate in the hunt. It’s so fun to chase after the little creatures on horseback.” Rachel extended her leg for the automation. “Fetch my slippers.”


  Edna hurried from the room, shutting the door behind her.


   A figure in a cloak rounded the top of the stairs.


  “I beg your pardon….” Edna’s voice tapered off and her eyes widened. A hag.
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[image: Chapter Three]


  In the dreaming, I am seeing.


  [image: T]he plump hag stood outside Lady Rachel’s bedroom, licking her lips. Below a lace babushka, her wrinkled skin appeared blotchy around her puckered lips. A wart grew alongside her left nostril, with a hair poking from it. Her knobby hands clutched a basket covered by a green cloth. The scent of lavender, with an undertone of sandalwood, clung to her cloak.


  “Mother Sambucus!” Edna crushed the muffin, crumbs dribbling, as goose bumps broke out across her arms. She’d never been so close to a hag before. The silver eyes seemed to burn her skin with their gaze. Edna willed herself not to gag at the sour taste in her mouth. To calm her nerves, she tugged on a curl and her bracelet of prayer beads slid down her arm. May the seven Saints protect me. Could she sense Edna’s likeness to the hags, that wretched darkness that refused to fade?


  The hag nodded, air whistling through her nostrils. “You know me.”


  Although taller than Edna by only a few inches, the woman’s demeanor made Edna shrink against the door. “Y-yes, ma’am. Everyone in the city knows about you.”


  “Oh?” Mother Sambucus showed a crooked front tooth, blackened around the edges, when she spoke.


  Edna bit her lower lip. “You’re…over two hundred years old. You… bless weddings and christenings.” Of those who fill her pockets with gold.


  “May the moon bless you,” Mother Sambucus rasped. “I’m here to bless Lady Waxman for her wedding.”


  Did the hag know what Edna planned to do? She forced herself not to think about it, in case the hag could read her mind. The hag might not want the foxkin freed, or feel compelled to report Edna’s traitorous plan.


  “Where is Lady Rachel?” the hag wheezed.


  “She’s within.” Ice from the hag’s stare crawled over Edna’s skin. Keeping her eyes lowered, Edna waited until the hag entered Lady Rachel’s chamber before she took to the back stairs, passing the sunroom, and hurried through the yard to the stable. May the seven Saints keep me safe despite the evil within my soul.
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  Inside her chamber, Rachel sat on her settee, crossed her legs, and smoothed her skirts over the velvet cushion. “For my wedding, I would like to be blessed with artistic talent. Every proper Lady knows how to paint for her husband, but I’m afraid my landscapes aren’t”—she puckered her lips—“realistic enough.”


  Mother Sambucus set her basket on the marble table beside the door. “As you wish, Lady Waxman.”


  “Of course, I also want to have a handsome son. My husband would love that. Father will pay any price.” Rachel folded her hands in her lap. “How does this work? Will it be like when you gave me silky hair?”


  “That was a special potion. For these blessings, you must dream.”


  “I always dream.”


  “Then you must dream extra hard.” From her basket, Mother Sambucus lifted out a metal box and a pocket watch.
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  Should I keep the dropped muffin? Edna’s family could use the food, but it’d been soiled. I don’t need noble handouts. We’re not that poor yet that we have to eat garbage. Dumping the muffin by a woodpile, she hid the linen napkin in her apron pocket and stepped through the stable doors.


  “Hello?” Edna called. A horse whinnied. The grooms must have been helping park the locomobiles in the carriage house. Perfect. Excitement tingled along her nerves and the darkness refrained. Straw crunched beneath her boots, perfuming the air with an earthy aroma. She pushed back a bouncy curl that refused to stay in her braid.


  “Foxkin? Where are you, little guy?” She peered into each stall hoping to spot a cage. The horses eyed her before returning to their hay. Only Rachel’s favorite mare came to the stall door to butt at Edna’s hand. Edna patted the horse and moved on.


  Soot demon nests, wads of straw and leaves stuck together by saliva, hung from the corners of the ceiling. The grooms would have to knock them down before one of the soot demons bit a horse. A soot demon, the size of her hand, scampered across a beam, flicking his forked tail. Seeing their bodies always unnerved her—despite their pinched features and bony limbs, the soot demons resembled humans with bloated bellies.


  Once, Cook had caught a soot demon in the kitchen. As she’d bit off its head, the animal screaming, Edna had pictured herself in its place. If she were tiny, with a long tongue and tail, would Cook eat her?


  She shouldn’t try to free the foxkin, shouldn’t risk being fired, yet her conscience wouldn’t allow her to turn back. Last time the lord had bought a foxkin to hunt, she’d hidden in a closet until it was over and Cook was skinning the body by the stove. This time, the foxkin wouldn’t perish.


  Dust motes danced in the sunlight pouring through the stable windows. Glancing at the stable entrance to ensure no one approached, she ran to the stable master’s office door and knocked. When no one answered, she tried the brass knob. It opened and she slipped inside through the crack.


  Aha! A silver cage stood beside the master’s desk. A red foxkin crouched in the corner, looking up at her with bulging eyes, his three tails poking through the bars. One tail hung limp, as though broken, but the other two stuck upright. The foxkin’s body quivered as he whimpered. A sob rose in Edna’s throat—the poor little creature!


  She pressed her finger to her lips for silence and knelt beside the cage. The tiny creature leaned away, flicking back his pointed ears. White tufts sprouted from his cheeks, but grime matted the rest of his long hair. A tear ran up the side of the foxkin’s blue jacket. Last time, Lord Waxman had removed the animal’s clothes. Would they hunt the critter fully dressed? Her stomach clenched and she bit her fingernail, tasting dust. The darkness whispered in her mind. If she gave in, it might attack to end it all. Dire things would happen if she ever surrendered; dire things she refused to imagine.


  The foxkin twitched his long snout and lifted one paw, curling his nails around a metal bar.


  “I’ll get you out.” Edna searched through the papers and riding crops on the desk until she found a letter opener. She pried the point into the cage’s lock, wriggling it until the gears snapped.


  The foxkin tugged on his tails, straightening and fluffing the clumped fur. If she had her brush, she could help the animal feel cleaner, but she didn’t have time to look through the horse supplies.


  “Come on, little guy. Run before they get you.” She reached into the cage to pull him out, but his hackles rose and he hissed. Edna jerked back. “I have to get back before I’m missed. When I go, you must run, all right?”


  The foxkin hissed again. Edna raced from the office, her boots thumping the stable floor. If he thought she was fleeing, he might too. She wished he would speak to her, but foxkins didn’t speak around humans unless they felt safe.


  How could people put the critter through a hunt, where he would know fear and pain?


  Nudging the kitchen door open, she opened her mouth to ask Cook where Rachel’s cake was, but Harrison stood in the corner.


  Her heartbeat sped. “Odds bobs! Harry, what are you doing?” Not more trouble from him. It would be nice to not worry for a short while.


  Cook stirred a pot on the stove with a long-handled spoon. Black moles stood out against her floured hands. “Teddy told him to git home, but he stands there.”


  Edna groaned. “We need your brittin, Harrison. You gotta work or you don’t get paid.” As she approached him, his brow didn’t crease and his nose didn’t wrinkle. He had to be really sick, but his color looked good. If he could muster out the day, he would still get paid.


  “Cook…” Edna began, but the tomtar shook her head.


  “Gotta send him home.”


  Edna gasped. She couldn’t allow him into the streets alone. “Some gin-addict might jump him hoping for a few pennies.”


  Cook tapped the spoon against the side of the pot. “Take him. I’ll cover the party for an hour, but no longer.”


  “Thank you!” Edna pulled Harrison toward the dressing room. He changed his clothes at her orders, tucking the pocket watch beneath his shirt. She hustled him from the manor and refrained from mentioning the theft until she pushed him into their apartment a half-hour later. The evil coiled through her body as though it had become one with her blood. Her breath quickened at the tightening around her lungs.


  “You owe me, Harrison! If anyone finds out I had to bring you home, it’ll be my job. Not to mention I had to waste money on trolley fare. I’ll have to walk home tonight, and tomorrow night, too. It’ll take longer to get your medicine. What hurts?”


  Harrison stared at the wall.


  “Give me that wretched watch. Where you got it is beyond me, but it ain’t ours!” If he behaved, the evil wouldn’t make her shout at him so.


  He wailed as she tore open his shirt, seizing the pocket watch. Color drained from his face and his eyes adopted a dark glow. A moan escaped his lips.


  “Stop it!” Edna yanked the chain over his head.


  The sound of grinding gears filled the apartment. Harrison gurgled, his howl ceasing. Black smoke puffed from his ears and nostrils, pouring from his mouth, and he burst apart in a shower of sparkles.


  A pile of metal cogs remained.
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  You are nothing, I am more.


  [image: E]dna’s mouth dropped open as she circled the pile of cogs, poking it with her foot. “This is a dream. Hag magic.”


  Harrison would pop back up and laugh. He had to.


  She held a gear to the light filtering through the dirty kitchen window. Triangles were engraved into both sides of the metal. The evil vanished as though ice water had washed it away.


  He fell apart. She shook her head. It couldn’t be him. Some cruel joke, sick entertainment, something. “He had an earache. That didn’t make him a machine.” She pictured the automation in Rachel’s bedroom. Harrison didn’t look anything like that.


  Edna’s eyes watered. “Are you hiding? Come out now, please!” Her voice quaked. “This isn’t funny.”


  A motorcar honked in the street, and in the apartment below, a man laughed. The sounds vanished into a whirling hollow that consumed her head. Edna stepped over the pile of gears and cogs, grabbing the edge of the table to keep her balance.


  She had to be delirious, still in bed dreaming. Edna breathed deeper to quell the erratic beating of her heart, but her head felt lighter, dizzier. She had to find him.


  “Harrison!” She staggered into the living room and parted the paisley curtain screening her parents’ bedroom. No one. The evil winked back like a sadistic reminder: I’m here, I’m playing off your emotions.


  Edna threw open the door to the bedroom she shared with her brother, empty as well, and checked the normal places he hid: beneath the beds, behind the trunks. Empty. She dropped to her knees, twin thumps against the floor. Her hand gripped the splintered doorframe, forehead bowed to the wall. A soot demon scurried toward a hole under the window. Its backbone stood out in a row of knobs against its golden skin.


  Edna rubbed her prayer beads. May the seven Saints protect him.


  She couldn’t solve the mystery alone; she needed help. Who else would be home during the day? “Mrs. McGraw!”


  Edna stuffed the watch into her coat pocket and ran for the hallway. She bolted past the peeling, whitewashed walls and banged on the neighbor’s door.


  “Mrs. McGraw, I need your help! It’s me, Edna Mather.”


  The door squealed open and Edna fell into the warm, round arms of her neighbor.


  The elderly woman frowned. “Dearie, what’s the matter?”


  “Harrison blew up!” Edna’s lips trembled. How hollow the words sounded against her ears.


  Mrs. McGraw grabbed Edna by the shoulders. “What’d ye say now?”


  “My brother’s gone; he just exploded.”


  Mrs. McGraw sniffed Edna’s mouth. “Ye been sipping gin? Why ain’t ye at work?”


  Edna twisted free. “How can you even think of that with my brother missing? I had to leave. Harrison didn’t feel well, and when we got home, he started screamin’, and then he….” Her voice trailed off when she realized how unrealistic her story sounded.


  Mrs. McGraw narrowed her pale eyes, clucking her tongue.


  “Yer mother’s got enough to worry about at that music hall and yer father off buildin’ the railroad. They don’t need no gin whore.”


  Tears burned Edna’s eyes and she stomped. “I swear it on the king’s head.”


  “I don’t got time for yer ramblings.” Mrs. McGraw glared at Edna. “Get yerself back to work and hope that brother of yers don’t turn out like ye.” She slammed the door.


  “I’d love to go back to work!” Trembling, Edna tipped her head back, a tear slipping down her cheek. Mrs. McGraw had always been so nice, checking on Harrison when he didn’t feel well. Now she was going to tell Mum…


  Mum!


  Edna took the stairs two at a time, jumping off at the landings. Darting through the door of the tenement building, she met a street crowded with onlookers. Edna pushed through the group, running up the sidewalk. She kept one hand in her pocket, clutching the watch lest it fall out.


  A boy around Harrison’s age stood outside a drug store. Seeing him with ruddy cheeks and a cap slanted over his forehead made her nostrils burn. Fresh tears welled in her eyes. She would find Harrison. He depended on her.


  “Gin sold here,” he bellowed. “Cheapest place in the city. Hey, miss, you want some?”


  Edna shook her head, and his voice trailed behind her. “It solves many a problem…”


  “It can’t solve mine.” Curling her hands into fists, she ran harder.


  The streets appeared less crowded than earlier, most people at work—those who had work. She stepped over a drunkard slumped in the street, green saliva dripping off his puffy lower lip.


  Steam locomobiles, radiating heat, roared by, the brass contraptions shining as brightly as the steel spokes inside the black tires. Edna darted down a side street. Moss and mold crept across the red bricks of the buildings on either side. Broken bottles littered the dirt. A door loomed in the back of the alley near a crate. Her mother had told her if she absolutely needed to, Edna could reach her by knocking on the dressing room entrance.


  She kicked and pounded on it, the wood cold through her lace gloves. “I need Victoria Mather!” The sound of traffic and violin music mingled with her racing heartbeat, blood pounding in her temple. Mum, I need you, something’s happened to Harrison—


  The door opened a crack and a man’s bearded face peered out. “Whatcha want, kid?”


  “I need my m-mother.Victoria Mather. She works here.”


  “Sorry.” Cheap perfume wafted into the alley, and from somewhere within the dark interior, a female giggled. “I can’t go git none o’ the dancers.”


  “She’s a singer.” She held up her hands to display the gloves. He should recognize them from the Music Hall wardrobe. The man should be fired for not cooperating.


  He leaned his forehead against the door. “I can’t git one o’ them, either. When they’re workin’, they’re workin’, an’ that’s all there’s to it.”


  “I’ll go fetch her,” Edna began.


  “Can’t let nobody in without a ticket. You gonna buy a ticket, kid?”


  “You don’t understand, I need her. My brother’s missing.” Her voice squeaked on the final word. “If you knew how Harrison had—”


  “Wait till she gets home.” The door creaked shut and the lock clicked as it settled into place.


  Edna rattled the brass knob. “Mum! It’s me, Edna!” She staggered back, chest heaving. She didn’t have enough money to buy a ticket for the show.


  Once, when Lord Waxman had driven his motorcar to the ice cream parlor, a beggar had scratched the paint. An officer had found the culprit and had him sent to prison.


  The police would help her.


  Edna rushed to the next city block before she encountered a police officer patrolling the corner. A baby dragon with scales the color of emeralds perched on the man’s shoulder. The officer wore a high-collared jacket of ocean blue, with matching pants and a brimmed hat. Copper tassels hung off his sleeves.


  Edna stopped herself before grabbing his arm. If she seemed too aggressive, he might disregard her. “Excuse me, sir.”


  “I don’t have pennies to give out.”


  She tried to smile. Respect would gain respect. “My brother’s gone—”


  “Scat, kid, I’m working.” The officer waved his gloved hand and the dragon hissed.


  “I need your help.” Curses on manners. Edna grabbed his sleeve, but he pushed her hand away. The dragon flapped its wings and bared its fangs.


  “If you’ve got complaints, take it up at the station.” The officer sneered.


  Odds bobs! A light rain dampened her cheeks as she ran the four blocks to the police station. Her heart pounded and her legs ached, but she pushed on, unable to reach it soon enough. Despite the weather, hawkers sold their goods, and homeless children darted between vehicles. She burst through the doors of the station, stumbling to a halt behind a line of people. One officer sat behind the counter, his graying hair knotted in a ponytail beneath his cap.


  “Yes,” he said to the next woman in line. The baby dragon on his shoulder purred.


  “A man stole my purse,” she whined. “It had all my money in it. I just moved here from the countryside—”


  “Look, lady,” the officer interrupted. “You shouldn’t have put all your money in one place. That’s your first mistake. Secondly, no way am I gonna catch a thief in a city this big.”


  “He stole every cent I had!” She flapped her shawl, tears trickling down her cheeks.


  The officer shrugged. “Nothing I can do about that. Next!”


  Edna pushed to the front of the queue. “My name’s Edna Mather and my brother disintegrated.”


  Silence fell over the station. The dragon stretched its wings and yawned. As an animal, could it sense the evilness inside her?


  She glared at the officer’s smirk. Maybe “disintegrated” sounded too much a mystery novel. “My brother fell apart right before my very eyes. All that was left was some gears and a watch.” She fumbled in her pocket for the item.The crowd burst into laughter. The woman who’d had her wealth stolen harrumphed. “What kind of city do you have? A bunch of nut jobs?”


  Edna’s cheeks flushed. There had to be something she could say to make them believe. Harrison counted on her. “I swear it on anything you want. My brother up and vanished. You gotta find him. I swear that mess couldn’t have been him. People don’t fall apart. There were only cogs left.”


  “No, doll,” the officer chuckled. “They don’t fall apart.”


  “I’m serious!” She slammed her hands against the counter.


  “Run along back home, sweetie, before your father falls apart, too,” a man called from the line.


  “Maybe a hag stole him. Never can trust them,” another man said.


  The young man who’d been next shoved her aside. “It’s my turn, lass.” He turned toward the officer. “I can’t find my daughter anywhere. She’s usually….”


  Edna turned away, fresh tears burning her hazel eyes. The police wouldn’t help, especially now that she’d started a row. Laughter scalded her back as she stormed from the station. Rain pummeled her face, cooling her cheeks. Folding her arms over her chest, she bowed her head. “He isn’t dead. He can’t be.”


  They were both missing work. They would be fired, tossed out on the street until—if—they found other positions.


  Thunder rumbled in the distance. She glanced up; she’d walked a block from the station, but she couldn’t go home.


  Ducking into the doorway of an abandoned office, she leaned against the rough wall and sunk to her bottom. What did the heroes in mystery novels do? She fished the watch from her pocket. It had to be the clue—that and the cogs were all she had.


  “Where’d you come from?” She rubbed the pad of her thumb over the metal. “Are you real silver or just silver plated? Harrison, what is this?”


  The frigid barrel of a handgun pressed against the side of her neck, exposed by her braid and the damp collar of her coat.


  “Listen,” a soft voice said. “You gimme that watch and I don’t shoot you. You got ten seconds to do it, and those seconds started ticking a while ago.”


  
    [image: ]
  


  
[image: Chapter Five]


  All that is be here.


  [image: Y]ou bluff.” Edna couldn’t outrun a bullet, so she’d need something to throw at the gun bearer. She scanned the stoop and sidewalk for a rock.


  The evil should rise and nip at her fingertips, but it stayed at ease, as though her panic weren’t warranted. Curse it all.


  “Time’s run out. Not bluffing, m’dear.” The thief seized her elbow. He looked a few years older than her, taller, with gaunt cheeks, and trembling lips. Black hair hung matted down to his shoulders.


  “You don’t have the right to threaten me.” The prayer beads weighed against her wrist—the seven Saints would protect her. She threw her fist toward his face, but landed the blow on his shoulder. When he staggered, Edna jumped up.


  As she started to flee, he wrapped his arms around her torso. Edna and the thief hit the stoop, sliding in the rain, and his handgun bumped the cement.


  “Gimme the stupid watch an’ you won’t get hurt,” he panted against her ear.


  People wandered by on the street, but didn’t glance their way within the shelter of the abandoned building. She opened her mouth to scream, but he grabbed her upperarms and forced her onto her back.


  His face hovered a few inches above hers and his garlic breath scalded her nostrils. “I bet you stole it from some lady walkin’ on the street.”


  “Odds bobs, I’m not a thief! If you want it, you’ll have to shoot me first.”


  He rocked back onto his heels. His legs, clamped around hers, kept her pinned. His muscles strained the seams of his slacks. “I don’t wanna hurt you, I just need the watch.”


  “I can’t let nothing happen to it till I get Harrison back.” Edna struck his chest with her fists, but he grabbed her arms. The silver chain dangling from her hand tickled her wrist. Why didn’t the evil rise?


  “The fellow you stole it from?”


  “No! I don’t look like a thief. I don’t have a gun like you. I’m not accosting people.”


  The thief raised his eyebrows. “He your lover?”


  “He’s my brother,” she snapped.


  “You canoodle with your brother?”


  “No.” The fool didn’t listen.


  “You steal from your brother?”


  “He showed up with this watch and when I tried to take it away, he balked something fierce. Then he kinda exploded. Nothing but some cogs left. I swear on the king’s head, I’m telling the truth!”


  She expected the thief to laugh or call her a loon. Instead, his grey eyes darkened, narrowing to slits. Were they grey, or silver, like a hag’s eyes? She sucked breath through her teeth. Hags were always female. His irises couldn’t be silver.


  Unless he was an ogre.


  Impossible. His features were too human. He released her and wiped his palms across the front of his ragged brown sweater. “It got some fancy sketching on the back? Looks a bit like a starburst?”


  Her gasp caught in her throat. “How do you know?”


  “I seen some watches like that. Turn it over so I can look. I swear on the moon I won’t steal it from you.”


  She clutched the watch to her chest. “I don’t trust you.” The metal heated beneath her palms and the engraving bit into her skin. “This is my only link to Harrison’s disappearance.”


  “Did your brother start hollerin’ when you tried to take the watch away?”


  Edna nodded. “I tried twice, and both times he fussed. You been spying on me?”


  “I reckon he was a cogling.”


  Her skin prickled. “What?”


  “Cogling,” the thief repeated. “I grew up in the countryside, and there we got automation changeling worries. Some bad hags replace kids for things they make out of dreams, breath, and metal.” He rubbed his knuckles over his turned-up nose. “Hags can control bits of nature, so they can make magical items. Like…” He scratched his head, long fingers catching in his dark hair.. “They can combine different herbs, and add a bit of a dream, and they get a potion that makes your hair grow fast.”


  She shivered as rainwater seeped through her clothes to her skin. “They sell their stuff to the rich folks. Necklaces and things.” Rachel’s new corset had come from a hag’s shop. The hag had enchanted it to make Rachel look more mature.


  “You know where they make ‘em?”


  “At home?” She squirmed against the cold ground. “The hags not in the swamp live in the south tenements. They’ve got hanging skulls and organs in bottles. I ain’t been, but I hear stuff.”


  The thief smirked.


  “Look, I need to find my brother. You might have plenty of time to ponder the city, but I don’t.”


  He rolled to standing. Holes without patches adorned his black slacks, gray socks showing beneath. A toe poked through his worn-out boots. His stained sweater buttoned over a white shirt, the collar discolored from sweat. “Look at the back of your watch. I reckon there’s a sunburst, an’ in it what looks like a lady’s face. That’s the same symbol they put outside all their factories out in the bog waters.”


  Edna sat up. “Don’t you dare push me back and run off, you hear?” When the thief stared at her from beneath his black hair, she turned the watch over. On the back, etched into the silver, shone the same design he’d described.


  He tipped his head, shoulder-length hair falling over his eyes. Dirt smudged his tanned skin. “Hags steal kids to work their machines, ‘cause kids got littler hands. They replace the kids they steal with automation changelings, like what I was tellin’ you. Coglings. The things that keep the coglings goin’ is that watch. Most of the time, the parents don’t notice a problem. The hags have it so the cogling acts just like the child.”


  “Harrison acted different. He was too quiet today.” The thief couldn’t be telling the truth. It was too preposterous. Too evil.


  “The hags have to trap the kid’s breath in a rag and then make the metal absorb the rag. Maybe the rag didn’t work right.”


  “Rumors about hags stealing children are only stories to scare people. Harrison was sick, not stolen.”


  But he’d fallen apart. The real him had disappeared.


  The thief grinned. “They do it in the middle of the night, an’ all you hear is the tinkling of a bell.” He grabbed his gun off the stoop.


  Blood drained from Edna’s face and she squeezed her eyes shut. A bell. The thief couldn’t possibly know she’d heard a chime last night.She narrowed her eyes.


  “Aha, you know I’m tellin’ the truth.”


  “Wait.” Edna held up her hand. “Why not just steal the kids?”


  “The police might start hunting the hags. They have to make a living selling to the humans.”


  “Horrid!” The darkness within her might not be worthy of the seven Saints, but it could never be that disgraceful.


  “That’s how the world works, luv. Not all hags are bad, but the ones who make coglings are.”


  “Why can’t the hags just use coglings in the factories?” She had to find a problem with his story, had to find a simpler solution to Harrison’s disappearance. Edna nibbled on her fingernail.


  “Sure, hags can make potions and cast spells, but there’s a lot of magic in those items they sell. They pull that magic from dreams. Coglings can’t dream, but kids do, a lot. That’s why they take them to the factories in the swamp. They put tracking devices in the pocketwatches so they can get them back to use again. They won’t look for this one right away, but eventually they will. They’ll come get you.”


  Edna swayed, then squeezed her eyes shut. She wouldn’t pass out, had to be strong.


  “Easy to steal a blessing from a poor kid to give to a rich old woman,” the thief added. “You want your brother back? I’ll take you to the factories, for a fee.”


  “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”


  “You either believe me or you don’t.” He flared his nostrils.


  “Can’t we just go to the police?” They thought she was crazy, though. Maybe she could go above that officer at the station. She gasped. “We could go to the king! If the hags are really kidnapping children, he has to stop them.”


  “Ha. The police want proof, and money, and the king wants to stay oblivious. You ever see him? He wants to tax and that’s it.”


  She gulped, twirling her prayer beads. The glass beads slid against each other, clinking. The boy’s answers made too much sense. “How much of a fee do you want? I don’t have a lot.” Of what she did have, she would spend it all on Harrison. Her parents would understand.


  “We gotta take a train to the country, and I should have some new clothes so people don’t look at me too much. The train back, too, and you gotta pay for all that.”


  “You can wear some of my father’s things.” She tried to add the prices, but couldn’t recall hearing how much a train ticket cost.


  “You also gotta pay for food and lodging, and left over, I’ll take five brittins.” He held out his hand. Dirt rimmed his broken fingernails. “Name’s Ike.”


  “Edna.” She shook his hand.. “I’ll pay for all that, and the five brittins besides, but I keep the money until it’s needed.”


  Ike searched her face with his dark circle-ringed eyes. Edna kept her lips pursed. If she backed down, he might take advantage. He released the handshake. “When can you be off?”


  “We’ll go back to my apartment and I’ll get what we need.”


  His smile seemed too eager. Her chest hurt from her racing heartbeat, but she refused to doubt her decision. Every second she paused took Harrison farther from her.


  “Wait. Why do the hags need to keep a tracking device on their automations?”


  “Easy, luv; so they can find them and take them back. The kid is said to act weird and gets taken to the hospital. The hags at the hospital—and there’s always a hag at the hospital—whisks the automation away to make into another kid to snatch. Then the poor parents are told their wee one died. They always pick the penniless people, ‘cause they don’t have enough money for a proper burial. They never need to see the body again, so nobody revolts against the hags.”


  All of those suffering families… blood drained from Edna’s head at the thought. “That’s disgusting!”


  “Sure is, but that’s how the world works, luv. You want your brother back or not? “A sly light gleamed in his gray eyes, making her heart skip a beat. “Look, I know somebody who knows some stuff. I’ll take ya there. We should see her first, anyway.”


  Edna wet her lips. “Who is she?” A murderer? Another thief?


  “Name’s Hilda. She’s a Lady Fae, but she helps out us street urchins a bit.” His cocky grin almost made her smile.


  A Lady Fae, so she’s a hag who blesses weddings and Christenings for those who don’t have much money, because those with wealth don’t trust her as much as they trust others. “How much will she charge for a consultation?”


  “Hilda doesn’t care about money. She does it outta goodness.”


  “But she’s Fae!”


  Ike nudged her forward. “This way.”
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  Edna followed Ike up the creaking, narrow stairs to the third floor of a tenement. At one of the last doors, he rapped his knuckles across the warped wood.


  “It’s Ike.”


  “How well do you know the Fae?” Usually, the magic kind stuck together and didn’t interact with humans, apart from business transactions. Edna studied him through the corners of her eyes, but he didn’t look Fae.


  “Shh.”


  Hilda opened the door with a beaming smile. She wore a long white dress with a high lace collar and her dark hair was pulled back in a bun beneath a blue kerchief. The hag appeared to be around twenty years old, but knowing the Fae, she could have been two hundred.


  “Ike, luvy, a visit for me?” She closed her eyes as she smiled. “Come in, dear. You’ve brought a friend.” She opened one eye to study Edna. “A troubled friend.”


  Edna shivered. “I need your help.”


  Hilda motioned toward a patched sofa. “Sit, luvys, and speak. I’m here to listen.”


  Edna sat toward the edge of the cushion in case she needed to speed toward the door. If the hag recognized the evil in her, Edna might have to flee. Ike leaned back and crossed one leg over the other.


  The living room looked too similar to her own—plain white walls, a sofa, and a table covered with newspapers. Hags should have more magical things, like vials of potions and bowls of powder. Whenever she saw them in the streets, they seemed a world apart, hovering on the outskirts of society.


  “I shall listen when you want to tell me.” Hilda leaned against the table.


  Edna opened her mouth, but Ike plunged into the tale first, waving his hands while he spoke. When he finished, Hilda pursed her lips.


  “I tried going to the police, but they didn’t care.” Edna’s voice emerged breathless.


  “Did you know that female officers are the most important?” Hilda pulled on the cameo brooch at her throat. “Dragons respond best to virgin females.”


  Ike snickered, and Edna blushed.


  “Then, sometimes, if you’re close to one, they can read your mind.”


  “How will that help with finding Harrison?” Edna clenched her hands.


  Hilda sighed. “The future is never clear. I only see shadows of the truth, but Ike’s correct. The watch is from the factory, and it sounds like your brother was replaced with a cogling. I’ll write you specific directions of how to get there, but it’s a dangerous trip. Are you up to it?”


  Edna nodded. Is any of this for real? She’d never expected to venture inside a hag’s home.


  Minutes later, back on the streets, she licked her lips. “You’ll still help me, Ike?”


  “I said I would”—he patted Hilda’s map, snug in his pocket—“for a fee.”


  When they reached Edna’s tenement, she made him wait in the hallway, seated on the top step of the stairwell, while she went inside. Kneeling beside the kitchen table, she removed one of the tin cans kept underneath. Edna’s hand shook while she counted the coins of her family’s extra funds. The pile on the table looked like a fortune, whispering to her to spend it.


  “Twelve brittins,” she whispered. “I’m doing this for Harrison.” Lifting her skirt, she tucked the money into the hidden pocket her mother had sewn on her petticoat. Two brittins’ worth of change she left in her coat pocket, and hung the watch around her neck. She couldn’t think about how her family might suffer without the extra funds.


  From the battered desk in the sitting room, she found a scrap of butcher’s paper and a lead pencil. Edna scribbled a note to her mother, explaining what Ike had told her, and apologized for taking the coins without asking. She set the empty tin can atop the paper. Her letter might sound ridiculous, but her parents would recognize it as truth when she returned with Harrison.


  Edna pulled the carpetbag out from beneath her parents’ bed and threw extra clothes into it, including a set for Harrison. From her father’s trunk, she found an extra pair of socks, pants, and a shirt.


  “Come change,” she called from the kitchen. When the young man swaggered inside, she handed him the bundle of clothing. “Through that curtain in the bedroom.”


  He changed while she cut a loaf of bread in half, wrapping one section in a clean handkerchief. She tucked the food into her bag.


  Ike reentered the kitchen, tying his rope belt around the waist of the oversized pants. Her father’s clothes hung off Ike’s bony body. “All done.” He dropped his soiled clothes and stuffed his arms into his sweater. His elbows poked through the worn out sleeves.


  If anyone in her family came home in such filthy attire, her mother would’ve thrown a fit. Edna shoved his old clothes into the corner. She should’ve made him wash before putting on her father’s stuff.


  A shudder possessed her body. What would her mother say when she learned both Edna and Harrison were missing?


  “Nice place,” Ike said. “Now I know why you seem so put together.”


  Her father’s gingham shirt stood out against his neck, black with filth. Ike’s boots with the holes in the toes clashed with her father’s starched slacks. The thief didn’t look so bedraggled, though, almost… pleasant.


  “Thanks,” Edna muttered.


  “It’s better than sleeping in alleys or empty attics. Trust me.”
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  When he grabbed her hand, leading her to the train station, she forced herself not to pull away. He couldn’t help being unwashed, even if it was raining outside. Since he helped her, he deserved respect.


  His touch was warm, almost comforting. That strength in his grip almost made her lean against him.


  Ike led her through the bodies crowded around the train station. Edna gaped at the marble pillars supporting the ceiling, which boasted a seascape mural. She’d never been in a room so large before. People and luggage covered the benches. Rope-bound steamer trunks. Belongings bulged from carpetbags. The passengers kept their heads covered with hats or shawls, hunched within coats that swallowed their bodies. Rain glistened on their attire.


  “I’ll wait in line, you go check the map. Find the nearest village to the swamp.” Ike nudged her toward the wall across from the entrance. “Should be Wilman.”


  Edna wove between the people and stumbled over a basket. Her ears rang with the surge of voices filling the brick room. Squeezing around two men in business suits, she studied the map painted on the wall. So many cities and towns. Her lips parted in awe. All those places existed in the kingdom. The world stretched out, leaving her as small as an ant in a kitchen.


  At the top of the map, a blue smear read The Swamp. The closest red dot, symbolizing a train station, was Wilman Village. She pushed back to Ike.


  After waiting in line for an hour, their turn arrived.


  “Two tickets to Wilman,” Ike said.


  “One brittin a piece,” the man behind the counter informed them.


  Edna sighed as she counted out the coins from her coat pocket beneath the clerk’s scrutiny. Ike handed Edna her ticket and tugged her toward the benches, shoving between two men smoking cigars.


  “We have to wait until our train comes in,” Ike said. “Ever ride one before?”


  “No, but my father builds railroads.” Edna leaned against the bench, clutching her ticket, and wished someone would tell her if she was insanely naïve for following a complete stranger across the empire on a journey that would take at least five days. It was the only right thing to do, the only way to bring Harrison home.
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  Ike cracked his knuckles and grinned at the woman sitting on the bench across from him in the train station. She rolled her eyes as if the sound offended her, returning to the knitting in her lap. According to the clock by the ticket booth, the train wasn’t due for another half-hour. Bloody luck.


  Edna slid into him sideways and mumbled in her sleep before settling against his shoulder. He stiffened, wondering if it would wake her if he unbuttoned her coat. She’d stored the watch around her neck, under her shirt and vest. If he got her coat open, he could lift the chain; pull out the watch, and bolt.


  He could go to the swamp alone.


  Ways to confront the hags jumbled through his mind. I know what you’re doing, I found a cogling watch! They might care, but only as long as he had a human to tell, someone who would listen. He needed proof, and he would get it at the factory—a cogling that hadn’t been activated yet. He could free some of the children and get them to testify too.


  You killed my mother. Ike narrowed his eyes at the chipped tiles of the floor. He would stop the hags in her memory.


  Edna had mentioned going to the king before. Would Ike be welcome there, even with proof? After Ike reached the factory, he would study the current layout. If he could, he would sabotage the equipment, pause their progress, and get away with his cogling and the watch. He could go to the king. Even though he hadn’t considered a plan past reaching the factory, using the monarch as a means to destroy the hags could work.


  Ike slid Edna’s top brass button through its hole. Three more and he should have enough room to remove the watch without her stirring.


  She wanted her brother back. He wanted to avenge his mother. They both sought to stop the hags.


  Ike yanked his hand back and slammed his fist into the bench. He couldn’t leave her behind.


  Edna blinked, smacking her lips. “Is the train here?”


  “Not yet. Go back to sleep.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “I’ll wake you when it comes.”
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  Simone tugged her hood farther over her head and hurried along the sidewalk. The hem of her cloak dragged through the mud, a mist of rain hanging in the air.


  “Hag.” A man in a suit steered his son away from Simone. The boy stared at her with widened eyes. She spotted a copper dream cloud over his head. So, he wanted a new toy. How nice, the father must have been taking his child to the toy store.


  Simone bared her teeth although the hood hid her face. Foul human beasts. They took their charms and potions, begged for blessings, and then shunned her.


  Maybe the Dark Mother would let her steal that boy next.


  She ducked into an alley beside a restaurant. Cats pawed through heaps of fish heads and bones. A tabby darted past her with a silver-scaled tail hanging from its mouth. Simone wrinkled her nose at the rotting stench. Next time the Dark Mother sent her to the fish district, she would wrap a scarf over her face.


  A little girl in a tan cape stood on a crate, waving at the felines. “Fuzzy! Come here, kitty.”


  “What’s wrong?” Simone wove around the fish guts toward the child.


  “I can’t find my cat.” She rubbed her fists over her cheeks, smearing her tears. Simone guessed she couldn’t have been older than five.


  “What does he look like?”


  “Fuzzy is orange and he’s got a really long tail.” A tangerine dream cloud floated near the girl.


  Simone smiled. “I see Fuzzy back there.”


  “Where?” The child jumped off the crate. Scales clung to her boots.


  “Here.” Simone edged toward the back of the alley.


  The little girl ran past her. “Fuzzy!”


  The hag pulled a rag and a vial out from inside her cloak. She wet the rag and tucked the vial away. “See him?”


  “Fuzzy,” the girl wailed.


  Simone slapped the rag over the child’s mouth.


  Three minutes later, Simone exited the alley with a bundle in her arms, hidden by the cloak. A cogling, identical to the girl, stepped onto the sidewalk with blank eyes.
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  This is the path I must follow.


  [image: E]dna fidgeted on the train as the wood dug into her bottom and the seat back bumped her neck. A fly buzzed in her ear and she swatted it away. The stench of soiled diapers paired with the stuffy heat in the car left her head whirling.


  A woman with a baby on her rotund lap hunched to Edna’s left. The baby hadn’t stopped fussing. The smell worsened as the train chugged along the tracks and the constant hum beat against Edna’s forehead.


  She covered her mouth with her handkerchief. “Is your baby sick, ma’am? Poor thing.”


  “I’m really gonna miss my little one.” The woman wrapped a stained quilt around the baby. “There’s a farm that takes in babes from cities. It’s nicer there. My little guy’s come down with an awful cough.”


  “I’m sorry to hear that.” Edna couldn’t recall the baby doing anything other than crying.


  “A lot of city people do that,” Ike whispered into Edna’s ear. “They send their babies to farms in the country, and they pay every month to make sure their kid is taken care of.”


  What if her family had wanted to do that to heal Harrison’s ear infections? She wouldn’t have let them send her brother away. The darkness surged to her fingertips.


  Ike stared at the grubby seat ahead of them. The seats were so close together, his knees bumped. “Other times, the new ‘moms’ kill the baby and keep the money.”


  Edna’s eyes bulged. “How awful.”


  Ike shifted. “Wish you’d brought enough money for first-class.” His elbow bumped the man sitting beside him, who grunted.


  “Be thankful we managed tickets at all.” Edna rolled her eyes. “I’m not rich. You should’ve stolen a first-class ticket if you wanted to ride up there so much.”


  Ike scowled. “I’m going for a walk.”


  A man in the seat behind hers coughed. Edna’s heartbeat increased as Ike stood, stretching his long limbs. “You’re not really going to leave me? You’re taking me to Harrison.”


  “Be right back.” Turning sideways, Ike maneuvered his frame from the row into the walkway, barely wide enough for a grown man to fit.


  “That your brother?” the woman with the baby asked.


  “Goodness, no, he’s…” Edna bit her lower lip. Should they pretend to be a couple? “Ike’s my cousin.”


  “Nice you’re travelin’ together.” As her baby cried, the woman tipped back her head and sighed.


  Edna craned her neck to spot Ike. The train hurtled forward with a roar, accompanied by random clanks. Each time the locomotive swayed on its tracks, she closed her eyes to still the nausea in her belly.


  “Trains are safe,” she whispered. “Father makes them that way when he lays down the tracks.” The jumble of voices made the veins in her head pound. Standing, Edna gripped the back of her seat and edged around the woman’s legs.


  “May you go to a good home,” Edna whispered to the baby before stumbling into the walkway. Her legs wobbled and she gulped. People sat in their seats, either rigid or slumped, Edna the only person up. Maybe the rigid folk waited for the train to derail, and the slumped folk didn’t care. She was certainly one of the rigid. If she had to suffer through the hard seat, worry about the train, and stress over Harrison, then her guide would do it next to her.


  “Ike?” she called.


  Steeling her nerves, she wandered to the door at the end of the car. Opening it led to a walkway between her car and the next. Wind whistled through cracks, making her shudder. Edna darted across the covered space to the next door, slamming shut the one she’d left behind. She stepped into another car identical to hers. A fresh barrage of voices assaulted her ears.


  “Ike?”


  No one looked at her. She moved to the next car, where the hot air hung thick with cigar smoke that burned her throat. She coughed into her handkerchief. This car contained rectangular tables between benches facing each other, where men sat drinking from foamy mugs. They wore suits or button-up shirts, their hats slung over their knees.


  Edna squinted through the smoke at the first table. Men hunched over playing cards with a pile of coins between them. The brass circles glistened; more money than she’d ever had, and she’d thought the savings can at home was a fortune. There had to be at least twenty brittins’ worth here.


  A man bared his teeth, then nodded in her direction. “Lookee here, boys.”


  Her body froze, but her pulse raced. Breath caught in her throat. “I’m… I’m looking for my cousin.”


  The man at the end of the bench grabbed her wrist and twisted her arm. She tried to yank away, but he tightened his grip. “See these pretty little fingers, just right for some fancy stitches.”


  An image flashed through her mind, in which she bent over a table, hand-sewing gloves like the pair she wore.


  “You know the boss don’t care how tiny the fingers are so long as the stitches are neat.” A man threw two shillings onto the gambling pile.


  “Where are your parents, girl?” The man holding her turned her hand to inspect her palm and tugged on the glove’s frilly cuff.


  A squeak emerged from her mouth. She coughed as the smoke tickled her throat. How dare he touch her?


  “She’s an orphan,” another man at the table said. “Anyone can see that.”


  “My parents are just down the aisle and my father’s on his way here. There he is.” She waved at a table farther away, hoping one of the players would look menacing enough to make her captor release.


  The man holding her wrist tugged her toward him. She stumbled into his chest, the thick stench of tobacco rising from his shirt. “I’ll find you a real nice home.”


  Metal clamped onto her wrist. Edna craned her neck to see the brass cuff he’d slid over her skin. “You put a prison cuff on me?” It would link him to her with an invisible wave until he released the cuff at a workhouse, a brass cuff with a chain no one could see.


  “Just a pretty bauble for a pretty girl.”


  “I’ve seen these before! Take it off..”


  Ike leapt off a bench at a table down the car and jogged toward her. He grabbed her free hand to yank her away from the man. A cry of relief burst from her throat and she almost hugged him before catching herself.


  “There you are, sis. Why didn’t you stay back at the seat with Pa?” Leaning close to her ear, he whispered, “Walk. Now.” Sweat beaded his brow, his pupils the size of newspaper periods.


  “Look what he did to me!” She held up the prison cuff while the criminal swore.


  The darkness danced through her veins and the cuff snapped before it clattered to the floor in two pieces. It couldn’t have been her; had to be the man realizing his mistake.


  Ike reached for her and three playing cards fell from his sleeve to drift like feathers.


  “By the seven Saints,” Ike swore.


  “Hey,” a man yelled from Ike’s table. “He cheated us!”


  “Go.” Ike grabbed her hand, interlacing their fingers as he bolted. Behind them, men pounded to their feet, shouts bouncing off the walls.


  Ike kicked open the door and pulled her through. He shoved his shoulder against the next door, dragging her down the hallway. People looked up, gasping. Doors banged behind them. Footsteps followed.


  “They’re coming,” Edna pressed her prayer beads to her lips. Seven Saints, save us.


  Ike was supposed to help her rescue Harrison, not get them thrown into prison. There had to be a way to convince the men they were harmless.


  As he ran, weaving between bodies and satchels left in the aisle, Ike grabbed a top hat off a man’s head and a shawl from a woman, tossing the mess of gray wool at Edna. The owners yelped.


  Edna caught the tasseled end before he propelled her through the next set of doors to their car. He shoved her into the seats and yanked the shawl over her head.


  Edna let him press her face into his chest, covering her more with the shawl. Her nose fit between his biceps; she hadn’t guessed hm to be that muscled. He shoved the top hat over his head and slumped forward.


  “Pretend to be asleep,” he hissed.


  “But…” Edna’s voice trailed off as their pursuers ran through the car. How did one pretend to sleep? She closed her eyes, drawing deep breaths through her nose, forcing her stiff body to relax.


  “Where’s that cracksman?” one of the men chasing them demanded.


  “I don’t see him, keep looking,” another said. Ike stiffened. She held her breath.


  As the door opened to the next car, the woman with the crying baby poked Edna’s back. “You want to tell me what that’s all about before they come back through an’ I hand you two over?”


  “Ma’am,” Ike said without looking up, “they were trying to take Edna away and put her in one of the orphan workhouses.”


  Edna burrowed deeper against him, rubbing her prayer beads. Rumors spread throughout Moser City how children around Edna’s age, too old for the orphanage yet too young for marriage, were locked into workhouses. Within the whitewashed walls, no one left once they entered. The woman clicked her tongue. “So many folks movin’ to the city from the countryside for factory work and still some folk forcin’ it off on others.”


  “They think by pulling her away, I cheated them,” Ike added.


  A shiver crept over Edna’s skin, but the evil held back. Ike lied too smoothly.


  The door at the end of the car swung open and the men clamored back through. “Anyone seen the little thief and his brat?”


  The woman with the baby pointed down the car. “That way.”


  The men ran on.


  “Thanks,” Ike said after they’d departed. “I wish there was something to give you…”


  “Thanks are good enough.” The woman bounced her baby on her knee.


  Edna whispered to Ike, “You cheated at cards. You could’ve ruined our mission.”


  “We need money.”


  She pressed her lips into a line to keep from gaping. “I thought you were penniless. How’d you get to gamble at all?”


  He winked–winked–as if they played a game. “Don’t worry about it, luv. Didn’t I tell you to wait for me? Everything better still be in our bag.”


  Edna bit back a retort. If she angered him, he might abandon her.


  “At the next stop, we’d better get off. They’ll check the car and we’ve got a better chance of getting away if we blend in with the crowd.”


  She straightened away from him. “Our tickets—”


  “We gotta figure something else out before you’re whisked to a workhouse an’ I’m in a ditch with my skull cracked open.”


  Edna grimaced. It couldn’t be as bad as that. “The police—”


  “Don’t give a fig about us who don’t have money for bribes.”


  Her pulse raced again. “So we get off at the next station. Then what?”


  Ike shrugged. “Go to sleep. We have another hour, I reckon. I’ll watch over you for now.”


  The baby quieted as the woman sang a lullaby, enfolding Edna in its melody. Her head bobbed, and she imagined her mother singing her and Harrison to sleep.


  “Bloody rats all in a hat,


  Upon which Victor Viper sat.


  Little feet with little shoes,


  Little people with little hues.


  Flames and smoke all leaping high,


  Upon which we all might die.”
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  Knitting needles burned Harrison’s hand. Magic sizzled along the metal, wearing away his fingertips. His skin shone with a silver sheen; no longer pale peach, he’d grayed.


  Tears had dried on his cheeks, the sobs fading earlier when the numbness took hold. He glanced at the other children in the wide room around him. They hunched over stools with clacking knitting needles, scarves sprawling across their knees, growing from the balls of glittery yarn in their laps. When the materials ran out, the hag in the doorway removed the scarf and handed the child a new ball. As the scarves grew brighter, the children turned grayer. Shimmers slipped off their skin into their projects, and stray wisps floated upwards to catch in the nets hanging from the ceiling.


  “Keep going.” A hag wandered through the room, leaning against a cane. “Keep dreaming of your freedom. Keep giving us your dreams.” Her cackle sent the hairs on his arms upright.


  Beyond the hag in the doorway, he saw a larger room of children weaving at looms.


  Harrison hadn’t known how to knit until the hag with the cane shoved needles and yarn into his hand. No one had listened when he’d begged to return home. None of the other children had spoken to him, although he’d screamed for help.


  Words no longer came to his mouth no matter how much he desired to talk.


  What did the hags want from him? Could he escape from them? Harrison fought for a tear, but his eyes remained dry.
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  Here we meet, here we see.


  [image: T]hank the Saints we don’t have to put up with that train’s sway and growl anymore.”


  Edna staggered when she touched the solid ground of the station and Ike pulled her closer to his side. People crushed them from all directions, exiting and entering.


  Edna wrinkled her nose against the barrage of engineered garlic and unwashed bodies. “Just like getting on the trolley back home.” Home, with Harrison. She’d trade all to live a penniless, frozen life with him where they stuck together always, where she wouldn’t have to look farther than her right or left to see him.


  “Keep the shawl over your head,” Ike said.


  “I’ve never worn something stolen before.” She stared at the ground underfoot where dust clung to her skirt and boots.


  “I stole it, you didn’t. Don’t let it weigh down your conscience.”


  “I’m an accomplice. That doesn’t make it better.” Scowling, she glanced at her bag clasped under his arm. Since their luggage was heavy and they had to move fast, he carried it. “Don’t make off with my stuff. I’ve got all the money. You won’t get far with my clothes.”


  Ike snorted as he edged her into the station. A large sign erected over the open door read Kincaid, with a clock hanging beneath it. Benches surrounded a pot-bellied stove, with faded maps nailed to the whitewashed walls. A man stood at the gated window, paying for a ticket. Calico patches decorated the back of his overalls. The other occupant, a girl, sat in the back staring at her lap.


  Ike thrust the bag into Edna’s arms. “Take a seat while I talk to the ticket seller, and try to figure out where we go from here. Keep your head down so we aren’t recognized.”


  “We wouldn’t have to worry if you weren’t a cheat and a thief.” Edna glared at him until he fell into line behind the man at the window. Of the millions who lived in Moser City, she had to find him to help her. Harrison was going to laugh when he discovered she relied on a thief.


  The floorboards creaked beneath her boots as she walked to the back of the station. Grime clung to the cracks in the wood and nails poked up. The girl, around eight years in age, lifted her head to glance at Edna through the fan of her dark lashes. Sighing, she looked back down at a book clasped in her hands. The corners of the pages curled around the faded print.


  “Hello.” Edna sat at the other end of the bench. “I got a brother around your age. His name’s Harrison.” He would’ve done something silly, such as poke the girl’s shoulder and cross his eyes to make her laugh.


  When she got him back, she would take him for a train ride anywhere he wanted to go.


  “You talk funny.” The girl rubbed her pert nose. “Your words don’t sound like mine.”


  “I have an accent. Huh.” Edna opened her mouth to tell the girl she came from Moser City, but the men from the train might know that.


  Sitting in a train station wouldn’t bring her closer to her brother. Edna tapped her heels against the floor; there had to be something to do other than wait. “Have you ever heard of coglings?”


  “That have to do with clocks?”


  Sort of, if the pocket watch counted. “It’s…a tale about the hags in the swamps.”


  The girl bared her yellow teeth. “Those filthy things. Best thing the king could do would be to burn the lot of them. That’s what you gotta do with hags. Burn ‘em up.”


  “Have you heard that hags steal children, leave changelings in their place? That’s what a cogling is.”


  “Don’t doubt it’d be something they’d do.” She snorted. “My name’s Annie, by the by.”


  “I’m… Eddie.” She used the nickname Harrison gave her when he was a baby.


  “That’s a boy’s name.”


  “It’s short for something longer.” Edna glanced at Ike where he spoke to the ticket seller, waving his arms.


  “That your man?” Annie scratched her knee through a hole in her gray stockings.


  An image of Ike kissing her, his eyes closed and his breath sweetened with mint, sent Edna cringing. Her mind shouldn’t even entertain that thought. “He’s my cousin. We’re heading for… up toward the swamp. To visit family.” Edna wound a curl around her finger to look nonchalant.


  Annie widened her eyes. “Only hags and ogres go there.”


  “Wilman City’s just outside the swamp,” Edna said.


  Annie shrugged. “Dad’s heading out to Strathmore tomorrow to sell furniture if you want a ride.”


  Edna’s heart sank as Ike walked toward her, his face blotchy and mouth twisted into a scowl. They didn’t need any more problems.


  “Those idiots.” He slumped beside Edna, lowering his voice. “They won’t refund our tickets and the next train isn’t due here for three days. We’ll have to hire a carriage.”


  “I told your cousin you two can hitch a ride with my dad tomorrow for Strathmore,” Annie said.


  “We don’t got a lot of money.” Ike stood.


  “Father will let you ride along if you work around his shop tonight and tomorrow,” Annie said. “He gives rides just so long as he’s already heading there.”


  Ike tapped his foot. “I’ll help out in his shop, sure thing, but what about… her?” He nodded at Edna.


  “Eddie,” she whispered, refraining from a grin. Annie’s friendly manner had come in handy.


  “What about Eddie?” Ike asked.


  “Mum can use help around the house. We’ll go see Father.” Annie slid the book into the front pocket of her coat.


  “Where’s your pa?” Ike swung the bag from Edna’s lap under his arm. His dark hair hung stiff around his shoulders.


  “He’s unloading at the store and then we’re heading home. I help him pick up the things and then I come read. It’s warm here.” She pointed at the coal stove, the station’s heating source. Back in the city, steam pipes kept rooms warm. “Father’s got Jimmy to help with the unloading, anyway. He’s our tomtar.”


  They left the station and followed Annie through the town on wooden sidewalks. Horse-drawn carriages rattled by on the cobblestone street, with a few locomobiles. Two boys tossed an airship toy, steam chugging from its miniature engine, the propeller in back whirling.


  “The storekeeper’s tomtar makes those.” Annie pointed at the toy. “He’s really crafty.”


  “Harrison would love that,” Edna said. He only had his stuffed bear, a hand-me-down from her younger years. “I shouldv’e gotten him a new toy. I should’ve done a lot for him. He was my responsibility. I… I failed him.”


  “Shh,” Ike hissed. “We’ll get him.”


  The general store, a two-story building with a wrap-around porch, had a wagon parked in front. A tomtar wearing a brown sack hefted a barrel off the buckboard. Sweat beaded his black lips and slid through the wrinkles in his leathery skin. Without a hat, sunburn flaked on his bald spots.


  “Hey, Jimmy,” Annie called. “Tomtar!”


  The tomtar didn’t respond, its gaze focused on the task at hand.


  Upon reaching the wagon, she grabbed his scarf. “I’ve been talking to you, tomtar!”


  He blinked at her through rheumy eyes.


  “Where’s my father?”


  Annie’s sharp tone made Edna wince. Tomtars had hearts and minds; they didn’t deserve to be yelled at. She chewed on her fingernail to keep from scolding Annie.


  “Inside, miss.” Jimmy shuffled his bird feet through the dirt.


  “Stay here while I go ask him,” Annie sang as she skipped past Jimmy into the store.


  “Let me help you.” Edna held out her arms for an edge of the barrel. The tomtar shook his square head and turned his back to her. She sighed, folding her arms as she studied the town.


  Two-story buildings bordered the narrow street. Each house was painted white, each office and store a brick structure. A motorcar rumbled by. The man driving watched them from his good eye, a patch over his right one. The good eye, though, swam with liquid, the white marred with veins.


  “I don’t like this village,” Ike whispered.


  Edna shivered. “Annie’s help’s a miracle.”


  Down the street, a bell clanged


  “I have a feeling the sooner we’re out of here, the better for everything.”


  She lowered her voice. “Do you still want to go with Annie’s family? They do treat Jimmy awful.”


  “That doesn’t say too much. He’s a tomtar—their slave.”


  She gnawed her lip. “If you think we should leave, do we go? You got us this far, even if it has been rock-strewn.”


  Annie bounded from the store, swinging her arms. “This is Father.”


  A tall man followed with his hands in the pockets of his denim overalls. A straw hat hung over his face, whiskers poking from his chin. “My daughter said you need a ride to Strathmore.” His gaze brushed over them. “You’re willing to work?”


  “Yes, sir.” Ike nodded. “What kind of work d’you have in mind?”


  “Just a bit of carrying. Follow me out back.” The man headed around the store. Annie grinned before following him. Edna glanced at Ike, smiling when he grabbed her arm. They would reach Harrison. Ike’s feeling must’ve passed after he met the man.


  As they ventured around the shop, the air adopted a fish odor.


  “I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a fish market back here,” Edna muttered. “It reeks.”


  Ike chuckled. “We’re near the river.”


  That shouldn’t make such a difference. As she turned toward him, he grunted.


  “Ike?” Something clamped around her throat, sending up a barrier between her and breath, and unconsciousness crept over her.
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  Here you are so here I be.


  [image: E]dna’s nose tickled and she opened her eyes. “Ike, what happened?” A hard floor pressed into the back of her head. The veins in her temple throbbed. Edna rolled onto her front and propped herself up to relieve the pressure building in her skull. Firelight from wall sconces illuminated the room, where clothes in a multitude of colors hung from metal hooks on the peeling walls; the only furniture a table near the door.


  She’d never seen this room before. Could she be hallucinating? Edna rubbed her forehead. I was in the alley. Shouldn’t be here. “Ike?”


  Edna pushed onto her knees and grabbed the table to pull herself up. She wobbled as the room spun. Squeezing her eyes shut, she counted to ten before drawing a deep breath that rattled in her lungs. The air stank of cheap perfume and mold. The four walls closed in to suffocate her; a tomb, a cell.


  Staggering to the door, she tried the knob; locked. She fell against it with her fists, banging as she screamed. “Help! Somebody, lemme out!”


  The rough wood sawed her hands and caught in her lace gloves, but she ignored the pain. The gloves could be fixed later, but escaping couldn’t wait. No time could be wasted when Harrison needed her.


  The darkness exploded in her fast; if she let it, it would take control. “Stop it, stay down.” Edna pictured her brother, his smile when his front tooth had been missing and he would stick his tongue through the gap. Despite her racing heartbeat, the evil receded back toward her core.


  A key ground in the lock before the door opened outward, and she stumbled against a plump bosom. Hands grabbed her shoulders to push her backwards and she stared into the white-painted face of a broad woman wearing a black dress with skinny straps. Her beige corset laced over a maroon apron. Edna opened her mouth to ask who she was, but the words caught in her throat and she licked her lips to wet them.


  “The boy woke up ages ago,” the woman said. “Thought maybe they choked you a bit too much.”


  Edna tugged on her brown curls. “What?” The words didn’t process. She hadn’t choked.


  In the alley, that thing around her neck. She’d blacked out.


  “I’ll have one of the girls bring a bath in for you.”


  Edna shook her head, mouthing no. “I don’t need that.” Edna lifted a trembling hand to her mouth and wiped her dry lips. “Can I have some water?”


  “After you’re clean.”


  “I want a drink… I have to straighten my mind, really think.”


  “Welcome to Austen Valley’s Gin House.” The woman laughed. “Only proper gin outside Moser City. We serve our customers right.”


  Edna gasped. “I’m in a gin house?” The underworld dedicated to addicts, where a customer could drink himself dead. Fate couldn’t have thrown her into one of those. “Annie and her father—”


  “That gal with the carpenter pa? They got plenty for you and the boy. Children work best here, since they aren’t already addicted.”


  Annie had only pretended to be her friend. They’d tricked her and Ike. A slave scam. Nausea churned in Edna’s belly.


  “You can’t keep us here.” Edna’s voice wobbled. As soon as the woman understood the confusion, she would escort Edna out. “We aren’t slaves. My parents…” Edna’s voice trailed off. They didn’t know where she was. She would need a different plan. “Where’s Ike? The guy I was with.”


  The woman shook her head. “I’ll be back with a tub of water for you, hon.”


  “I don’t need a bath!” Tears burned Edna’s eyes as the door shut. If the woman wouldn’t listen, she would have to find a way to escape. Edna rubbed her prayer beads. May the seven Saints guide her.
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  Two girls dressed in blue silk robes carried a tub of water into the room. Edna stood in the corner, wishing she could step through the walls and flee. Her mother would faint if she knew her only daughter was in a gin house.


  The room Edna was in only had the one door, and without a window, she would have to exit that way. Her legs wobbled. Would she be able to run out? The two girls would probably catch her. She would have to wait until she had a clearer path.


  The woman from earlier followed the girls. She swung a basket at her side, her scarlet ringlets bouncing around her bare shoulders.


  “Strip and get in. Destiny likes her workers spotless.” The woman tossed a bar of vanilla soap to Edna from the basket. “It’s healthy to be clean.”


  “I don’t want to bathe,” Edna growled through clenched teeth. “I need to get to my brother. Hags took him.”


  “I can’t have your stench offending my guests.” The woman grabbed a hunk of Edna’s hair and yanked.


  Edna yelped, dropping to her knees. Tears filled her eyes. That hag.


  The woman pushed her back. “So. The bath.”


  Edna brushed her hair from her face, the sting fading from her scalp. Cleaning wouldn’t hurt, and the train had left a fine layer of grime on her skin. “Fine.”


  “Then get to it.” The woman towered in front of the door with her fists on her hips.


  “You want me to undress here?” Edna’s cheeks flamed. They should leave her alone. Baths were private.


  “Fast, so you don’t bathe in cold water.” The woman folded her arms. “You look too skinny to have much under those clothes.”


  Keeping her eyes on the wall, Edna turned her back and peeled off her clothes. Cold air nipped her skin, raising goose bumps. What would the others think of her dirty body? The girls in the silk robes stood on either side of the door with their hands clasped in their laps, their long hair curled into ringlets to match the woman’s.


  “Take off your chemise. You don’t want it drenched,” the woman snapped.


  Edna gasped. “I bathe in it at home.”


  “Off with it.” The woman grabbed the sleeve and yanked hard enough to tear the shoulder seam.


  They would see her scrawny body, the scars on her knees from falling on the sidewalk as a child, her private parts. Edna untied the drawstring collar and pulled the linen over her head. Pulling off her gloves, she lay them on top of the discarded shift before the woman could rip them. Since the prayer bead bracelet was tied to her wrist, it would have to stay.


  Naked, she stepped into the steaming water. A sigh escaped her lips as she sank in up to her shoulders. Drops sloshed over the rim of the tin tub. The water at home never got so hot. Sighing, she melted into it. Was this what it was like for Lady Rachel when she bathed in her porcelain tub?


  “Have you ever heard of hags stealing children?” she tried as she scrubbed her skin clean with the bar of soap from the basket. Even though strangers watched her wash, it felt good not to hurry so Harrison could have a turn before the water chilled too much. The evil nipped her lungs. She shouldn’t think like that about him.


  “Ain’t talking about hags right now.” The woman handed her a bottle of cleanser and Edna scrubbed her scalp. Matted curls stuck to her fingers; she cringed from each yank. Stepping out of the tub, she accepted an offered towel and dried off, rubbing her skin until it shone pink.


  The woman held out a white dress with lace sleeves. “All of the workers dress alike. You’ll wear this over it.” She shook a blue robe. “That hazel shade of your eyes is pretty.”


  Was that her way of adding a nicety? Edna stepped into the dress. The cotton cloth sagged on her frail form. The woman tied a yellow sash around Edna’s waist to hold the material in place. She’d never owned something that felt so new before, stiff and unworn.


  “Call me Augusta.” She turned Edna around to yank a comb through her kinked tresses.


  “I’m Edna.” She winced when the comb’s ivory teeth caught a snarl, and nibbled her fingernail to keep from crying out. Augusta might hurt her if she made a fuss.


  “From now on, you have no name,” Augusta said. “Destiny likes her workers to remain nameless.”


  “You have a name.”


  “You’ll sleep in the dormitory with the other girls during the mornings. You’ll be up at evening when Destiny does her best work. Her gin house is infamous outside of the city.” Augusta poured vanilla-scented oil over Edna’s head, burning her scalp. “You’ll do exactly as Destiny or I instruct. You’ll wait on the customers and never speak unless spoken to, which will be rare. When you’re twenty-five, Destiny will sell you elsewhere.” Augusta forced her to turn around. “Close your eyes while I paint your face.”


  Edna’s mind filled with plans to escape while she waited for Augusta to finish. Each plan seemed less plausible than the last. She couldn’t run away—Destiny might have safeguards in place. She couldn’t rely on Ike either. She barely knew him. He might’ve already escaped without her.


  The paint made her skin itch. “My parents would kill me if they saw me painted like an alley-whore.”


  ‘Don’t end up like me,’ her mother would say. ‘Find an honest living. Serving nobility, that’s noble enough.’


  “Don’t be bad mouthing us, girl.” Augusta pinched Edna’s bare shoulder and she jerked with a squeak, rubbing the spot.


  She’d worked as a maid long enough to know not to talk back, but angry words burned her tongue. She would have to bide her time, play the sweet, innocent servant.


  The rough wood of offered clogs pinched her toes and bumped her heels. When she looked down at them, oiled hair fell over her shoulder. Edna gasped. Only a wave remained in her once unmanageable hair. She almost looked like her mother.


  “This way.” Augusta turned to the door. “Don’t take off the clogs. We use them to walk through spills.”


  Edna snatched the watch from her discarded clothes and hung it around her neck, hidden beneath her dress. She didn’t have time to retrieve the money in her petticoat, so she would have to make do without, but she pulled on her mother’s gloves and the bracelet. A sense of comfort crawled over her hands as though she’d completed a part of herself. They wouldn’t take the gloves or her prayer beads from her.


  The evil wouldn’t let them.


  Edna followed Augusta through a narrow hallway, passing closed doors. At the end of the hall, Augusta lifted a silk curtain and stepped aside for Edna to enter first. Hazy smoke filled the large room. Men lounged on cushions, smoking pipes and hookahs, each with a bottle or mug of gin in his hand. Some sat at tables playing cards, like on the train.


  Where’s Ike? These servants all look too young.


  Girls and boys around Edna’s age flitted around the room refilling cups from elegant brass pitchers. A tall girl stood in the corner, her body twisting in the moves of a slow, provocative dance. Edna studied their faces, but they kept their gazes lowered. One of them might be able to help her escape, or at least have more information about the hags.


  Another girl in a scarlet gown danced on a stage while a young man played a violin. Edna really could become like her mother, dancing and singing with straight hair and elegant clothes.


  Augusta pushed Edna forward. In the unfamiliar shoes, she stumbled. Pain stabbed her twisted ankle.


  “The kitchen’s through that door. Get a pitcher and refill glasses.”


  The smoke made Edna cough. Through watering eyes, she glanced around the room, spotting two doors—one led to the kitchen, but the other she didn’t know. Outdoors, perhaps. Perfect. Her heartbeat sped up. Once she got outside, she would run until her muscles ached, and push herself more until she found somewhere safe.


  Stepping over sprawled legs, her shoes clacking, Edna walked toward the second door. The other workers averted their eyes straight ahead or smiled at customers. Each heartbeat vibrated through her chest like a mantra: Escape, escape, escape.


  She held her breath as she turned the knob, hoping to see the outdoors. Instead, she collided with a tall body. A man folded his thick arms across his chest. He wore a white blouse, black pants, and a sword belt. A peacock feather stuck out of the brim of his top hat.


  “Get inside,” the guard snarled. Edna opened her mouth to protest and beg, but he slammed the door. If she could convince him to step aside, she could run free.


  A hand touched her elbow and she gasped.


  “Edna.” Ike whistled. “You can’t go through that door. It’s where the customers come through.”


  He wore a white tunic with a yellow sash around his waist like hers, and he also wore clogs. A red caplet draped over his shoulders. His dark, shoulder length hair had been tied into a ponytail. Her stomach felt light as she realized how roguish he looked, like a young lord attending one of Lady Rachel’s masquerade balls, using undertones to accentuate his masculinity. He didn’t need velvets and silks to bring out his strong chin or dark eyes.


  Edna threw herself into his arms and clung. “You didn’t abandon me!”


  Ike eased her away. “I was afraid they’d sold you elsewhere when I didn’t see you around.”


  “I just woke up.” She yearned for his warm hands on her shoulders again, reminding her that he’d promised to get her to Harrison. “How’re we getting out of here?”


  Ike lifted his pitcher from the floor where he’d set it. “There’s a storage closet in the kitchen. Meet me there.”


  “How…?” Edna groaned. He’d melted into the room’s smog.


  They’d get onto her if she didn’t start work. The hinges creaked as she pushed the kitchen door open. A wave of hot spices struck her face. Girls and boys hustled back and forth.


  Keeping against the wall, Edna wove around the room. She passed tables with pitchers, boxes of cigarillos, and stacks of barrels. Workers knelt by the spigots, filling their pitchers. When she reached a small door, Edna opened it, her heart racing in fear of encountering another guard.


  Instead, the closet contained untouched food supplies. Glancing over her shoulder to make sure no one looked her way; Edna stepped in and shut the door. She closed her eyes, calming her breaths until her heartbeat steadied. When she looked around, her sight had adjusted to the absence of light.


  The cluttered shelves made the space seem smaller. Unsure of how long before she should expect Ike, Edna sat. Her veins still throbbed, so she leaned her head back against a shelf and—


  Ike shook her leg, hissing her name. Edna jerked awake.


  “Listen.” Ike crouched beside her. “If the girls’ dormitory is anything like the boys’, then there aren’t any windows. I went to the privy off the kitchen, too, and we can’t climb through the hole.”


  Bile rose in her throat, images of crawling through sewage in her mind.


  “I don’t have a plan yet, but I’m workin’ on one. You got any ideas?”


  Edna shook her head. “We just have to escape soon. I’ll ask around, see if anyone knows more about the coglings and hags.”


  “I’ll keep an eye on you,” Ike said. “I’ll make sure none of the men puts his hands on you or anythin’ o’ the sort, but there ain’t much I can do, ya know. Wish it were different, but it ain’t. An’ don’t worry, we’ll get outta here. I’ll take care of you. You trust me, don’t you?” He clasped her chin between his fingers. His clear eyes bore into her, his cleaned face cast in shadow. The only light crept through the bottom of the door. “Say it.”


  “Say…” She yearned to believe every word he said.


  “Say you trust me.” He leaned close, his hot breath tickling her cold skin.


  Her heart raced, blurring her vision. “I trust you, Ike.”


  His mouth slanted down over hers, his lips forcing her mouth to open. The tip of his tongue touched hers and shock soared through her nerves. Warmth spread across her limbs, dispelling doubt.


  He, the experienced thief, would get them out. He has to. Harrison would laugh so hard; call her cow-eyed for gawking.


  Light washed over them as the door opened and a girl’s voice tore the two apart. “You’d best be gettin’ outta there before Augusta comes round an’ boxes yer ears. There ain’t no fondlin’ allowed.”


  Ike pulled away, his gaze locked with Edna’s. “I was just getting out.” He pushed to his feet, still watching her. “Comfortin’ is all I was doin’ here.”


  “Sure.” The girl scowled at Edna. “Get up, trollop, an’ get to work. Just because you’re new don’t mean you can dawdle.”


  Edna passed tables with pitchers and stacks of barrels. Workers knelt by the spigots, filling their brass pitchers. Edna picked one up, gasped at the weight, and filled it at one of the gin barrels. Her muscles screamed in protest. The Waxman Estate trays had never been so heavy. Odds bobs, she needed to conserve her energy, not waste it in a gin house. Cold air brushed against her legs. “Why can’t this ridiculous skirt come down longer than my knees?”


  Of course, no one answered. She might have to force them to warm up to her before she could get information.


  Stepping into the main room, Edna glanced to the right and left. The men laughed amongst themselves, scenting the air with their gin-soaked breath. No one looked as if he wanted more to drink. At Waxman, people who wanted more waved two fingers. No one did that, either.


  She would work around the room and try to locate another escape route.


  “You the girl Annie brought here, called you Eddie?” a male voice asked.


  Edna’s hands tightened around the pitcher as she turned her head. A tomtar stepped through the haze.


  “Jimmy!”
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  What they say, so it is.


  [image: J]immy nodded toward an empty table. “Over here.” Shadows from his moles stretched across his caramel skin.


  Edna’s hand shook as she set her jug on the table with a clunk. “You were right there when we were stolen, but you didn’t try to save us.” Her throat tickled from the smoke in the room. “What are you doing here?”


  He glanced at their surroundings through bloodshot eyes. “The master lets me come to bring home—”


  “Can you fetch the police?” She opened her mouth to say more, but wasn’t sure what else mattered. If he’d wanted to do that, he would’ve done it already. Maybe she could pretend to be his sister, or wife, or owner—something—and slip out with him.


  “You’d better pour before they think somethin’ is funny,” Jimmy said. “Where you come from, the police help the peasants?”


  “I’m not a peasant!” She sloshed gin over the edge of his cup and looked around for something to clean it up with—no rags in sight. She used her skirt. So much for being clean.


  “Sorry.” Jimmy shook his head. “You were kind t’ me, so I wanna do you a favor.”


  “Get someone to listen to you! These people can’t keep Ike and me here. It’s kidnapping. My parents won’t be able to track me, and I have to save my brother.”


  “The police can be bribed, and them owners here got the stuff to bribe with. This place is popular ‘cause they cater to everyone, even a slave like me.” Jimmy sipped the gin, scratching his pug nose.


  “You only came to rub it at me that I’m stuck? Tell me what to do.” Tears burned her eyes. “Please. There has to be a way. If Ike and I can’t think of a way out, maybe you can.”


  He pulled out a sack from under his coat and thrust it at her. “Wish I could do more. Selling folks off makes a world of trouble.” Tipping the glass back, he downed the contents and stood. “Gotta get some for the master.”


  Whatever it was, could it really lead them to freedom? Edna stuffed the sack into her top. The cotton swelled, but the folds helped to hide it. “I’m begging you. I’ll do whatever you want, just please, get us out.”


  He lifted her hand to kiss her knuckles. “You’re real determined, so I hope this thing’s enough.”


  “Jimmy.” She choked on his name as he left for the stage. He wouldn’t help her anymore, and pleading would make her look ridiculous. Clutching the sack under her top using one arm, she hurried toward the kitchen, keeping her head down to avoid looking at the people she passed. The full jug, held only in one hand, strained her muscles. She sighed when she set it in the kitchen. Maids bustled through the door, clanking their pitchers and gossiping in hushed voices.


  Pretending she’d dropped something, Edna crawled under the table to remove the sack. Maybe he’d wrapped up a key or a disguise.


  Unfolding the coarse material, she discovered knotted rope. How could she use it to escape? Maybe strangle someone. Probing the rope, it unrolled into her lap, becoming a ladder. How could that help? She hadn’t seen any windows she could climb through. A frustrated cry rose in her throat, but she fought it down. There had to be some way to use the ladder. Maybe she could pretend to be a painter, but she didn’t have any supplies.


  Ike dropped under the table beside her so fast she screamed. He slapped his palm over her mouth.


  “Shh.” He slid his hand off her lips. “I saw you dart in here with something.”


  She trembled as she held it out. “Jimmy gave it to me.”


  Ike fumbled with the rope. “Who’s Jimmy? This might be a trap.”


  “Jimmy’s the tomtar. Annie’s slave.” Each clanking of pans and splashing of drink made Edna jump. If someone caught them, they would take the ladder away and she’d be no better. She glanced around the kitchen as best she could from her position. “I don’t see any spyders. We should be safe if we stay hidden.”


  “I’ll definitely trust Jimmy, especially since Annie and her pa sold us here,” Ike said in a monotone.


  “Odds bobs.” Edna stared into his eyes. “We gotta get out of here. We can’t let Harrison rot. Jimmy had seemed sincere, flustered. I refuse to believe he’d try to trap us further.” Harrison needed her to figure out how to use the ladder.


  “We can’t rot.” Ike scowled. “I’ll keep the rope and try to think up a plan. If you get any ideas, holler.” He rolled out from beneath the table.


  A wooden spoon rapped the chair nearby, making her jump.


  “Get back to work,” a cook snapped. “You dillydally, then you don’t eat.”
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  Harrison tried to blink. Wait, had he blinked? His eyes felt swollen and dry. The corners stung. Could he move his eyelids anymore?


  The hag with the cane hobbled past his seat and he turned to see what had caught her attention. Another hag strode in with a little girl at her side. Younger than Harrison, the girl wore a brown cape and fish scales clung to her boots.


  “Where am I?” Tears drenched her cheeks. Odds bobs, tears. If only he could still weep.


  “Dream yourself free, my dear,” the hag cackled. Dark kohl rimmed her silver eyes. Could she be the one who’d brought Harrison to the factory?


  He tried to scream at the little girl not to trust them, but his tongue had become a lump. Shimmers poured off the newcomer to tangle in the daydream catcher net above. She would turn as gray as he was.


  How long before he couldn’t dream?
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  The customer laughed, displaying rotten teeth, as Edna spilled gin across his table. Working as a maid had never been so difficult. After three hours, it felt as if she’d worked there for weeks. Her body longed for a break. Even combing Lady Rachel’s hair would have been preferable.


  She hadn’t discovered any other exits, and when she’d whispered her plight to customers, they’d waved her away. The only plan remained with the ladder. The customers hadn’t been able to help her gather more information about the hags, either. That question earned her widened eyes, hissed breath, and scowls.


  Edna’s stomach rumbled and her hands shook, not only from fear, but also from fatigue. A headache gnawed the corners of her temples. Each step made her forehead throb. When she tried to steal a sip of water from a bucket in the kitchen, one of the cooks slapped her knuckles with a spoon.


  “You eat at the end of the day, same as everybody.”


  Smoke stung her eyes. When she closed them to inhale a calming breath, something soft touched her hand. Edna gasped, choked on her breath, and blinked at Ike. Winking, he swept past into the crowd. Ducking near the crimson wall, she studied what he’d given her—a napkin with writing. As she unfolded the linen, Edna wondered how he’d gotten the black ink. It rubbed off on her fingers and gloves: coal from the kitchen. She wiped her hand on her robe.


  Spill on your clothes and get sent to the dorms.


  At last, a plan. Maybe. Edna stuffed the napkin into her shirt, pivoting her head to make sure no one looked her way. Other workers laughed with customers in the den of smoke. Perhaps this type of life was preferable for them, but not for her, not when Harrison needed her. Holding her breath, Edna dumped her jug of gin down her dress. The cold liquid drenched her skin and splashed across the floor. She bit her lower lip to keep from cringing.


  “Hey, gal, you all right?” a man called over.


  “I’m fine.” Holding the jug close, she scurried to the kitchen and poked Augusta’s arm. “Excuse me. I can’t continue out there looking like this.”


  Augusta turned from the stove where she’d been checking a stew to grab Edna’s shoulder. “How’d you get so soaked?”


  Edna averted her eyes, cheeks flushed beneath the scrutiny. “I tripped over a leg. I spilled and—”


  The slap came so fast she didn’t see it. Her head reeled, cheek stinging.


  “I don’t keep you to be clumsy and wasteful.” Augusta yanked the jug away. “That boy did the same thing earlier. I shouldn’t have bought the two of you. No good klutzes, the pair. Where is that lad? He’ll show you where the spare clothes are kept. Ah, there he is. Boy.” She waved Ike over. “This girl’s as clumsy as you. Take her to the dorms to change, and be quick.” Augusta shoved Edna toward him. Her soaked dress sloshed, rivulets of gin dripping down her legs.


  “Sure.” Ike smiled at the woman, showing his teeth, and narrowed his eyes at Edna. “Come on. We have to get back to work.”


  Augusta’s gaze burned Edna’s back as Ike led her through a door near the pantry, revealing a staircase. Ike shut the door behind her, extinguishing their light.


  “We need a lamp.” Edna rubbed her throbbing cheek. “I keep tasting blood.”


  “I found windows at the top. Let your eyes adjust for now.” Ike squeezed her hand. “Does it hurt too much?”


  She extracted her hand. “I’m fine.” She could survive a slap. She wouldn’t be weak while Harrison suffered.


  “We’re going to climb through the windows using the ladder.”


  “The windows will be nailed shut or painted over, like in the workhouses. Augusta won’t want people escaping.” She followed him up the creaking steps. Her skirt clung to her legs.


  “Most people who work here are foundlings. They don’t mind it. Warm place, roof overhead, food at mornin’, and they even get clothes.” At the top of the stairs, Ike turned to the right, down a hallway lined with doors. Anyone could lurk in those rooms, ready to seize the ladder and drag them back to work.


  “Do you think hags are waiting for us? They might know what we’re planning. They might know I’m after Harrison.”


  “Shhh.” He shook his head.


  The hairs on her arms lifted, and the evil crept away from her core toward her extremities. “Where does the window lead?”


  Ike opened a door, displaying a closet with shelves and built-in drawers. He grabbed a clean white dress and threw it at her. “An alley. It’s the best chance to get out of here. I was talking to people and they said Jimmy used to work in the kitchen, before Annie’s pa bought him off Augusta. That’s how he knew a ladder would work, I reckon.”


  “I told you Jimmy could be trusted.” Edna stepped into the closet, closed the door to a crack, and changed her clothes. The wet cotton stuck to her body, so she found a towel to dry off on, and tossed the soiled pile aside. The pine stench of gin lingered.


  She had to trust Ike, as she’d trusted Jimmy, as she trusted the seven Saints to light her path.


  When she emerged from the closet, Ike grabbed her hand and she smiled. It came upon her, that gladness, so fast she blinked. The evil dissipated as if it had never started growing.


  “I’m glad I’m not alone in this.” Her throat tightened. “I’ve got you and Jimmy.” Before, Harrison kept the evil away. Ike did now.


  He pulled her to the last door on the left and opened it to a long room lined with metal bunk beds.


  “This here’s the dorm for the older workers.” He pulled the ladder out from underneath the closest bunk and she followed him to the window at the end of the room. “Help me work this open.”


  Clouds hid the moon and stars, casting the damp night into blackness. The sill felt cold and rough against her palms. Edna gritted her teeth as she forced her weight against it, straining on her toes. Is that really freedom hovering an inch away? For Harrison, she could become the strongest fifteen year old alive.


  Next to her, Ike grunted. The window snapped open and he wiggled it. “All right, it won’t fall.” He threw one end of the ladder out and carried the other end to the closest bunk, tying it to a leg.


  “The alley’s awful dark. I can’t see anything out there.” She shivered as cold air washed over her. No, hags didn’t know what she planned. They weren’t waiting to snatch her. “We’re gonna freeze out there. Augusta’s got our warm clothes and money.”


  Ike tugged the ladder. “I’ll go first. Wait until I whistle and then you climb down.”


  Her eyes widened as Ike grabbed the rope and swung over the windowsill. His head disappeared down the side of the building. Edna leaned over to watch him descend. Her heartbeat increased, pushing that evil back into her conscousness. She’d never climbed anything other than stairs before. Could she do it, or would she fall? She couldn’t help Harrison if she broke her limbs.


  Ike’s whistle filtered through the darkness. Edna drew a deep breath.


  The rope felt sharp and thick beneath her palms. She grasped the rough windowsill, struggling to swing her legs over in the dress’s tight skirt. She slipped and gasped, tightening her hands on the rung. One step, two steps… Her legs wobbled like jelly. Edna squeezed her eyes shut, feeling for the next rung with her foot, and the next, the brick wall scraping her knuckles and knees.


  Ike’s arms fastened around her and he plucked her off the ladder. She gasped, writhing, and he held her tighter, as if he truly cared about her safety. “You’re off. Mind if I hold your hand while we run?”


  She shook her head. “Don’t let go.”


  He pulled her down the alley. Their breath pulsed from their lungs, echoing off the walls.
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  You might think you can change it.


  [image: I]can’t do this!” Pain stitched through Edna’s side. Gasping, she fell to her knees in the ferns and her hand slipped from Ike’s. Moonlight filtered through the branches above their heads, swimming amongst the forest’s trees with a spooky glow, as though ghosts watched their plight.


  Ike grabbed her under the armpits to hike her up, but she sagged against him. “I hate being this weak! I should’ve walked to work. Why’d I always take the trolley?”


  With her in his arms, Ike sank to the ground. “Edna, I know you’re tired, but we can’t stop. They might come after us. The gin house already paid Annie’s father.” He massaged her shoulders as if it would give her strength.


  “We’re not slaves. Odds bobs, this can’t be real!” She gasped for breath. “I only need to rest a few seconds, I promise.”


  His shoulder brushed her chin. Goose bumps prickled her skin and her stomach fluttered at his closeness. She’d never been around an older boy so much. “We left everything back there. We don’t have any money. It’s night, and by the seven Saints, we’re in the middle of a forest. How do we know a wolf isn’t gonna spring out?” They couldn’t help her brother if they were dead.


  “I know where we’re going.” He patted her back.


  She jerked away to stare at his shadowed face. “How can you know? You might be in charge of finding Harrison, but that doesn’t make you a genius. We have to question everything, for Harrison’s sake. Nothing can go wrong.”


  “I saw a map at the train station.” He pulled her up and brushed debris off her arms, her skin so cold his fingers felt like blades. “We’re almost to Roberson Glen, and I got family there.”


  “You have family, but you live on the street?” The evil ticked her nerves–it sensed a lie in him. Edna tried to wet her lips, but her tongue was too dry. Her lips stuck to her front teeth. At least the evil stayed at bay, a nasty little reprieve from burning through her entire body.


  “Not close family. I’d never go move in with them, ‘cause they don’t have much, but they’ll help. This way.” His teeth flashed in a grin and he lifted a brass compass from his sash. “I stole this off a customer at the gin house. I don’t know how much longer, but we’re bound to come across a stream if we keep heading east. We’ll get a drink and rest there.”


  Not a liar then, just a thief. Edna sighed as the evil faded. “Bloody immoral.” May the seven Saints protect me from sin.
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  A cottage with a thatched roof rose from the forest. Shutters covered the windows, dark and hollow. Since it was his family, she would let him go first. They might ignore callers at night.


  Edna hung back until she spotted a well. Finally, water. “Ike, I need a drink of water.” The river they’d stopped at hadn’t quenched her thirst, leaving her lips chapped. As Ike strolled to the door, she grasped the well’s wooden handle, but no bucket hung from the metal hook. Scowling, she stepped away. Behind her, Ike knocked. Perhaps the occupants wouldn’t answer, thinking they were criminals. Well, he was, but she wasn’t. If Ike thought they couldn’t get in, he wouldn’t have suggested it.


  A barn peeked over the two-story cottage and a woodpile was stacked near a shed, with more cut logs in a wheelbarrow. Eyes flashed near the chopping block. Edna gasped, pressing her hand over her heart.


  “Ike…” The words trailed off as the skunk blinked. Just that, then. Not too dangerous, albeit odorous. She held herself still until the stout animal waddled across the lawn into the forest. If they’d been at an estate, there would’ve been one-room tomtar shacks far back from the main house.


  The front door swung open and a man’s voice boomed from the candlelit interior: “Who knocks at midnight?”


  “It’s Ike. I come like they did.”


  The man stood outlined in yellow, the light spilling across Ike. “So you do.” The man stepped aside and bowed his head. Pockmarks marred his cheeks, and veins covered his bulbous nose.She tried to find a resemblance to Ike in him, but this man was pudgy where Ike was lean and muscled; they both had black hair, but where Ike’s was thick, the man’s hair seemed thin, stringy.


  Edna folded her arms, shivering as a cold breeze blew up her skirt. What odd things to say. Could they be speaking in code? Family didn’t nod to each other in Moser City. Maybe Ike lied about them being blood related. If they weren’t, would they still help? The man had moved so they could enter. That had to be a positive sign.


  Ike held out his hand to her. “Here’s my friend, Edna.”


  Keeping her arms folded, Edna crossed the yard into the cottage. The main room smelled of cinnamon. A table with split-log benches adorned the middle of the floor, across from a cold hearth. A woman stood beside it tossing in a log. She didn’t look up until the man shut the door.


  “I didn’t expect you, Ike.” She straightened. Like the man, her face had been scarred from the pox. Edna wondered why she didn’t use cosmetics from a hag to make herself pretty. Maybe that wasn’t important in the woods, where neighbors lived far apart.


  Did children like Harrison make pox cream for the hags to sell? The evil burned for a second before it held back.


  “Sit.” The man waved at the table. Edna waited until Ike sat before following suit. Herbs hung from the rafters, with pots and pans on the log walls.


  “It must be amazing to live in your own house instead of an apartment,” she whispered.


  The man bunched up a pamphlet and dumped it onto the hearth, along with small sticks. The woman lit the paper and the flame spread across the kindling. Sparks showered, crackling.


  “This is my cousin, Charles.” Ike pointed at the man.


  His black hair, streaked with white, hung to his shoulders. Like the woman, he wore a plaid robe wrapped over a white sleeping shift.


  “How do you do?” Edna clasped her hands in her lap, rubbing her fingers to warm them.


  “I’m his wife, Polly.” The woman removed a cloth bundle from a cupboard and set it on the table. She unwrapped a loaf of brown bread and broke off two hunks. One she handed to Edna, the other to Ike.


  “Thank you.” Edna’s hands trembled as she bit the crust. Luscious food. Her stomach rumbled as she gulped. “I haven’t eaten anything since some oatmeal with…” Harrison’s cogling.


  The breadcrumbs became pebbles in her mouth. Had Harrison gotten sustenance? She shouldn’t eat if he couldn’t. Harrison was only eight—he deserved the food more.


  “What’re you doing dressed like that?” Charles poured water from a pitcher into two tin cups.


  “We just left a gin house,” Ike said.


  Edna stiffened. So, they would go with the truth.


  Charles whistled. “I bet that has a tale.”


  “Edna, here”—Ike nodded toward her—“had her brother stolen by the hags. They left a watch and a machine. She wants her flesh brother back, not a cogling.”


  Edna choked on her bread. Hadn’t that been a secret? They were going to tell everything?


  “Do you have the watch?” Charles glared at Edna across the table.


  “I…” She stared at Ike, her eyes wide. “That watch is my only link to Harrison.” Charles and Polly might be thieves like Ike.


  “Show him.” Ike bit into his bread, crumbs raining over his lap.


  How had Ike known she’d hidden it under her new clothes after Augusta made her bathe? “I don’t—”


  Ike shook his head. “He’s trying to help us.” His tone softened. “Show him, Edna.”


  She paused, nibbling her lower lip. It could be a trap, but Ike could’ve stolen the watch at any time. He could’ve beaten her in the forest and taken off.


  I guess I didn’t come this far to hesitate and resist. She lifted the watch from her sash and set it on the tabletop before sliding it toward Charles. She kept the chain wrapped around her pointer finger while Charles turned it over to stare at the engraving. Her heartbeat sped as she expected him to yank it away, but he pushed it back and she tucked the watch safely back into her bodice—a pleasant weight against her skin.


  “You must be freezing.” Polly headed through a doorway into another room. “Let me get you other clothes.”


  Ike took another bite and shrugged.


  Edna glanced between Charles and Ike. “You’re not going to say anything?” They’d made it sound too important to disregard.


  “A cogling watch.” Charles poured himself a cup of water. “You both look exhausted. We can discuss this tomorrow.”


  “My brother’s stuck out there somewhere with hags.” She clenched her hand into a fist around the bread hunk. Crumbs stuck in her lace gloves.


  “In the bog,” Charles said.


  “I’m going to get him.” The watch pressed against her chest, a reminder of his disappearance. “I can’t abandon him.”


  Polly reentered, carrying an armful of material. “Your brother needs you strong. Go in the morning when you’re rested and warm. Here’s clothing. You can’t wear those outfits in the bog.” She set her bundle on the table. Age spots decorated her hands. Edna’s mother had a few of those freckles, but she kept them covered with white paint provided by the Music Hall.


  “I’ll still have to find a way to the bog.” Tears stung Edna’s eyes. Why did Polly have to be right? Why couldn’t fate allow Edna to appear at her brother’s side to whisk him home?


  “I drive a blimp.” Charles stared at Ike while he spoke. “Nobles pay me to fly them to places. Many prefer air travel to the trains or public airships.”


  Edna swung her gaze to Ike. “You knew he had a blimp, didn’t you?”


  “Why else would we come here?” Ike spoke around his bread.


  “Relax, dear.” Polly sorted through the clothing. Red hair hung over her face. “Let’s see what fits you, and I’ll put you to bed in my daughter’s room. She’s away at boarding school, bless her. My son is as well, so you can have his room, Ike.”


  Edna pressed her hand over the lump in her sash, feeling the engraving on the watch. Even though the police wouldn’t help, these commoners would. Ike had brought her somewhere secure. She smiled so wide her dry lips cracked.


  I’m coming, Harrison.
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  Polly slid the boarsbristle brush through Edna’s hair a final time before setting the silver handle on the dresser. “Your hair’s beautiful, dear.”


  Edna tried to smile at her reflection in the mirror nailed to the back of the bedroom door, but her lips stiffened into a frown. Her hair, less kinky but still curly, puffed around her face. “My brother tells me that too. He says I’m the prettiest girl in the world.”


  “Everyone needs to be the prettiest to someone else. Hold still while I braid your hair.” Polly ran her scarred fingers through the curls to separate them into three thick strands. “Tell me about him.”


  The evil exploded from her heart so fast she gasped; it raced through her veins as though anything touching her skin would combust. Edna squeezed her eyes shut and breathed through her nose to calm her nerves while her fingers sought the bracelet.


  Polly tugged the finished braid to straighten it. Edna lifted her eyelids. In the mirror, Polly’s reflection tied a silk ribbon around the end of the braid.


  Polly rested her hands on Edna’s shoulders and moved her head, bending her knees, to be at Edna’s height. “Don’t try to hide from yourself, dear. Sometimes your body has unsual ways of telling secrets.”


  Edna tensed. The farmwoman couldn’t know about the evil. She guessed at the suppressed emotion, that was all.


  “Listen to yourself. Not everything you tuck away should stay there.” Polly squeezed her shoulders before opening the door. “Sleep well, dear.”


  The evil had to stay buried. It could never reign.
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  Edna rolled over in the bed and wiggled her fingers. She’d slept with her hand over her head and her fingers had numbed, feeling as though pins jammed into her skin.


  Sitting up, she stretched, glancing around the dark bedroom. A single mirror adorned the walls. Other than the bed, the only furniture involved a steamer trunk, dresser, and braided rug. Harrison deserved a room like this, all for himself, rather than the closet they shared at home.


  Her lips stung when she moved them. Edna slid out of bed and wandered to the door. She could get a drink of water from the kitchen without disturbing anyone. Voices drifted up the dark hallway, freezing her in place.


  “Edna’s a sweet girl,” Polly said. “You can’t drag her into your vendetta, Ike.”


  Wasn’t it more Edna’s fight than his?


  “They have her brother,” Ike snarled. “She’s already caught up with the hags.”


  “We all know this isn’t about her brother,” Charles said. “You don’t help people just to feel good. You can’t fool family, and we know you’ll never change.”


  Edna tiptoed down the hallway in her borrowed wool socks. At the top of the stairs, she crouched, holding her breath. Her gloves slid across the polished railing. The evil twirled around in her heart but stayed put. They had to say something to make her still trust Ike. He couldn’t be against her. She needed him.


  “Leave Edna here,” Polly said. “We’ll send her back to the city. Her brother’s gone.”


  Edna stiffened. She couldn’t abandon Harrison. Downstairs, the fire crackled in the hearth.


  “If you don’t help, we’ll go alone.” Ike’s voice hardened.


  They were supposed to help. Edna shook her head. That was why Ike had decided to see Charles.


  Charles sighed. “It’s on both your heads if you get killed. You can’t stand up against hags, and you can’t take back any kids who’re stolen.”


  “I can if they’re still human.” Ike kept his voice low.


  Ice and evil ran through Edna’s veins as her heartbeat increased. She leaned her forehead against her arm, gripping the railing tighter.


  “Hilda said it’s possible—”


  “Hilda. You asked my sister?” Charles demanded.


  Hilda, the hag from the city, is related to Ike? Who better to fight against a Fae than one of their own kind?


  “Of course I asked Hilda. She’s the one who told me to wait for a sign before I go back to the bog.” Ike’s voice rose.


  Back to the bog. Edna’s mind whirled and the evil crept out a little further.


  “I got my sign,” Ike said. “Edna and her watch fell right into my lap.”


  “So you agreed to help her.” Polly’s heels clicked across the floor. “You’re despicable, Ike. Horrendous! You escaped for a reason.” Polly’s voice rose as if she were about to sob.


  “By the fates of the moon, Edna and her watch fell right into my path,” Ike said. “I’ll get her brother back. I promised her I would.”


  “I’m going to sleep.” Charles stomped across the room and threw the bolt on the front door.


  Edna hurried on tiptoe back to her room. She left her door open a crack, so it wouldn’t make a sound, and burrowed under the covers, tugging the quilts to her chin. Lying there, she twisted her prayer beads around her wrist. She couldn’t do this alone.


  With her back to the door, she wasn’t sure who opened it until Ike spoke. Candlelight flickered around her room, and she tried to breathe evenly, as though asleep.


  “Good night, Edna.” Ike shut the door, extinguishing the light.


  He’d lied to her. Her heart pounded against her chest as it it were a drum, and the evil beat upon it. How had he escaped the bog?


  Why was he going back? 
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  Blue moon high above my head.


  [image: H]ands jerked Edna awake so fast, her teeth clattered. Ike stood over her, a gas lamp sending shadows across his thin face. “Get up.”


  Edna blinked. “Is it morning?” Questions about what she’d heard the night before crowded her brain, but she couldn’t conjure a proper way to ask them. If she insulted Ike, he might abandon her. Nothing could stop her from reaching Harrison.


  “The police are here.” Ike yanked the blankets off her.


  “We can show them how evil the hags are.” She tried to pull the covers back, but he caught her wrist. The prayer beads pressed into her skin.


  “They’re here because we ran away from the gin house.” Ike scowled as he hauled her off the bed.


  She pulled the quilt around her shoulders, glaring at his hand on her arm. “We did nothing wrong. If we keep fleeing, we get further from Harrison. If we confront the police, the chase ceases.”


  “By now,” Ike snapped, “Augusta will have forged documents saying we’re indentured servants.” He tugged Edna into the hallway. “Charles and Polly are talking to them in the yard, but the police might want to search the house. Their dragon followed our scent here.”


  Talking to the police under those conditions would make everything worse. The evil pumped toward her extremities.


  “We’ll never get away,” Edna squeaked. “If we’re thrown into prison, or given back to Augusta, we’ll never reach Harrison.”


  Ike led her across the hall into a room. Past the bed, he pulled open a small door to reveal a closet. Ike shoved clothes aside and knocked on the wood.


  “What are you doing?” she panted. “Changing our clothes won’t help.”


  “I’m finding the hollow space.” He knocked again.


  “We have to get out of here.” She slapped his shoulder to get his attention, and gasped as the back of the closet swung open. Ike dragged her in, clothes pressing against her face, and he pushed her to the back wall. She grunted as she hit the hard surface.


  Ike shut the door. The click of a latch echoed in the darkness.


  “Dragons can sniff.” Edna pawed at him until she found his arm. “They’ll still find us. We should’ve gone to the woods again. The dragon couldn’t follow if we ran in the stream.”


  “Charles has bone powder rubbed all over the closet to block our odor.” Ike sat. “Polly will knock thrice on the door when it’s safe to leave.”


  “Waxman Estate can prove I’m not an indentured servant.” The cold air bit through Edna’s thin nightgown, so she held the loose collar against her throat. Ike still wore the clothes Charles had given him. Had he known the police would come? More information he hadn’t shared.


  Edna squinted in the darkness as her heart pounded. While rubbing her beads, she drew deep breaths and her eyes adjusted to the absence of light.


  A blimp driver shouldn’t have a secret room.


  “What aren’t you telling me?” Edna pinched his arm and smiled when he jumped. “I heard you talking to Charles and Polly last night, so don’t lie. I want Harrison back and I don’t want either of us dead.”


  Ike shifted to remove his jacket and draped it around her. His scent invaded her nostrils. She closed her eyes and inhaled, trying to place the odor: lavender and something unique to him.


  Hags smelled of lavender.


  Yet even that realization still nudged the evil back into her recesses. He leaned his hand on her shoulder. Their backs rested against the wall, and when Edna stretched her legs to relieve the cramping muscles, her feet bumped the opposite wall.


  “I can’t tell you everything, but I’m not a liar.” Ike’s whisper stirred the hair on her forehead. “I’m getting you to your brother, and I’ll set you on the right path back to Moser City, just like I said. That’s all you need to know, and you’re right. They’d figure out you weren’t an indentured servant and send you back to the city.” Ike drew a deep breath. “They’d recognize me.”


  “From the gin house?”


  His breathing hitched. “Not that.”


  Downstairs, the front door banged. Voices drifted upwards.


  “That’s a lovely baby dragon,” Polly said.


  How does that work exactly?” Charles asked. Dishes clattered in the kitchen, and although the sounds were faint, Edna guessed Polly offered the police officers refreshments.


  “The male recruits keep the babies, like this one, unless they need to track,” the female officer explained. “Adult dragons can track across land, but when we hunt in buildings, the babies are easier to maneuver. Dragons will only pair with maidens, so that’s why men can’t handle adults.”


  Dishes clattered in the kitchen. “Tea?” Polly asked.


  “First I’d like to take a look around your house.”


  “I’ll go with you.” A chair scraped while Charles spoke. “What do these kids look like?”


  The moaning stairs drowned out the answer. Edna held her breath and pressed her face against Ike’s shoulder, squeezing her eyes shut. He would shelter her as he’d done on the train. Despite the tension and fear, the evil stayed back. He did that for her. Somehow. Like Harrison did at times.


  “Track,” the woman said. A thud sounded, followed by a scraping scurry. A door creaked as the dragon hurried into a room. The loud snuffles echoed off the walls.


  “This is my daughter’s,” Charles said. “I’m sure that’s why your dragon’s sniffing the bed.”


  “Naturally, young dragons are attracted to virgins,” the woman agreed.


  Charles coughed. “My children always leave their rooms a mess and we don’t want to tidy. It helps us feel like they’re home.”


  Ike held Edna tighter as the authortities entered the bedroom. The dragon hurried to the closet and scratched the door.


  “My daughter keeps some of her clothing in there,” Charles drawled, as though bored.


  Edna bit her tongue to contain a whimper. The evil had better not show, no matter how much it wished to destroy for her.


  “The dragon doesn’t seem to be locating anything specific.” Fabric rustled in the closet as the woman moved the clothes. Then, the door shut, and they followed the dragon from the room.
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  Polly stopped Edna on the front stoop to fasten a leather cape around her shoulders. “The police shouldn’t come through again, and I doubt they’ll try the swamp. The fumes bother tracking dragons. The bog waters smell awful, like rotten eggs.”


  Edna wrinkled her nose. “I can’t imagine poor Harrison trapped in there.” Polly glanced toward the barn where Charles and Ike prepared the airship.


  “It must be expensive owning a blimp,” Edna said to take her mind off Harrison’s suffering. People who owned locomobiles were nobles and merchants—rich. Charles and Polly owned a cottage, not a manor.


  “It’s our business. We make do.” The woman lowered her voice to a whisper. “I’m so sorry about your brother.” Polly gripped Edna’s shoulders as she’d done in the bedroom. “I can’t imagine losing a sibling like that, and I wish you the best of luck retrieving him. Hags don’t like to part with what’s theirs. The longer the children stay in the factory, the more they’re exposed to magic. It changes them.”


  Edna trembled beneath Polly’s grasp. “Harrison will be distraught, but he won’t be injured. He has to be whole. Our parents will be traumatized if I don’t bring him back as he’d been.”


  “They turn gray, and then…”


  Edna’s eyes widened. “My brother is gray?”


  “Hags eat them.” Polly shuddered. “They work them until every dream is gone. Magic affects everyone differently. He may not be who you remember.”


  Edna jerked away, heartbeat racing and the evil pricking. “I don’t care if he’s gray! Harrison will always be my brother.”


  “Yes.” Polly sighed.


  Edna backed toward the door. “There’s too much evilness surrounding those hags. I know Ike’s been to the swamp before. I heard you all talking.”


  Polly clasped her hands in front of her. “Trust him.”


  Edna licked her lips. “Is he… magical?”


  “There’s a lot more to Ike than a street urchin.” Polly unhooked a basket from the rafters and filled it with vegetables. “He won’t hurt you.” She thrust the basket into Edna’s arms.


  Edna gulped. Taking it, she hurried into the yard.


  Ike and Charles had wheeled the airship from the barn. The giant, inflated balloon was black, the basket underneath made of woven metal strips. Charles sat in the driver’s seat and Ike stood at the open door.


  “We gotta go, Eddie. It’ll take us a while to reach the factory.” He seized her hand to haul her in, then latched the door. Still clutching the basket, Edna sat on one of the benches. Ike chose the one across from her.


  “Harrison will be fine. I’m going to save him.” The mantra pushed the evil away.


  Charles started the propeller and the motor purred. The blimp soared off the ground.


  Polly waved. “Goodbye!”


  Edna tried to keep her stomach from rebelling against the sudden motion of lift off.
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  Edna nibbled a hunk of bread as the trees flashed by below the airship. Eating gave her something to do other than worry, and the little bites calmed her stomach. Sometimes she spotted a farm or field, a few cottages along a winding dirt road. Living in Moser City, she’d never fathomed how far the wilderness could stretch. Now she could finally explore past the trolley’s map.


  “Harrison would’ve loved the adventure.”


  “Sometimes the motion makes a stomach queasy,” Charles called.


  Edna held her hand out, wondering if she could touch a cloud. “At first it felt weird, but I feel more settled.”


  “I got sick my first time up.” Ike rested against the back of the airship, studying the steam left in their wake. “Had to put my head between my legs. Helped fast.”


  She took another bite and swallowed. “Nothing can be as horrible as Harrison’s disappearance, not even motion sickness.”


  Charles tipped his head to see her. “How long have you lived in Moser City?”


  “All my life, but my mother was born on a farm.” Edna closed her eyes, savoring the cool wind against her face. “She’s a singer now.”


  Charles whistled. “Couldn’t live in a city. I need the wide-open skies. Toss me the canteen; my mouth’s awful parched.”


  “Sure.” Edna stuffed the rest of her bread into her mouth and reached under her seat to pull out the food basket; her hand brushed something sharp. “Ouch.” She drew back, a line of blood appearing on the back of her hand. “Must be a sharp nail under here.” Edna dropped to her knees to see what she’d touched.


  Huddled beneath the airship bench, a baby dragon stared at her.


  “The king have mercy!” Edna jumped up and grabbed the railing. “There’s a dragon down there.”


  Ike laughed and Charles chuckled.


  “I’m serious.” Edna scurried to the other side of the airship. “I’ve never seen a dragon not chaperoned by a police officer. It might attack us.”


  Ike rolled his eyes as he strolled to her bench and dropped to his knees. “Saints. There is a baby dragon.” Ike pulled it out and cradled the tiny body against his chest.


  The dragon keened, stretching its silver neck. Its wings folded against its oval body and a tail stretched behind, its neck as long as Edna’s forearm. The dragon stood on its hind legs, its front paws curled against its chest like clawed hands. Edna shrank against the railing, the wood digging into her back. The creature might panic and lose control, ripping through her with those talons.


  “The king have mercy is right,” Charles exclaimed. “If that isn’t the dragon that came with the police last night. The woman had it sniffing all over my house.”


  “He isn’t an ‘it’, and I reckon he didn’t want to go back.” Ike set the dragon on the bench.


  “How do you know it’s a boy?” Edna asked. The dragon spread its silver wings and keened.


  “The police always use males. The females are just breeders.” Ike scratched the dragon under his chin. “What do you think we should do with him?”


  “Not much, unless you want to kill it.” Charles shrugged.


  “Is it dangerous?” Edna’s voice wavered. “We shouldn’t execute it. It can’t help its species, and it might not attack. Right?”


  “He’s just a baby.” Ike tapped the dragon’s snout. “He doesn’t have many teeth yet, just sharp lips. He’ll realize we’re not his family and fly home.”


  “Won’t he get hurt?” Edna stepped toward the dragon, but screamed when he hopped off the bench and waddled toward her. She ran the length of the airship to huddle in the corner, clutching her prayer beads. The evil surged, but hesitated, as if it thought her stupid for being scared of a dragon.


  Ike scooped the creature into his arms. “The babies are harmless. It’s the adults you gotta watch out for.”


  “Aren’t the police gonna come after it?” Edna brushed her unbound hair off her face.


  Charles scanned the skies. “They would’ve by now. Probably figure the little guy will get home on his own. He’ll leave when we reach the bog. Dragons hate swamps.”


  Her heart beat faster. “Do you think they set this up? The gin house couldn’t be that esteemed, but, um, you think Augusta has that much sway over the cops?”


  “Those folks wouldn’t risk losing a baby dragon. He wanted a little adventure.”


  “Oh.”


  “We’ll name the dragon Silver,” Ike said.


  “How about Bark?” Charles laughed. “You can pretend he’s a dog. He’s the same size as one.”


  Ike quirked his brow. “Edna, you can feed Silver some bread and see how friendly he is.”


  She wiped her palms on her skirt. “How do you know so much about dragons?”


  He rolled Silver onto his back and tickled the dragon’s slender belly, then raised his eyebrows at Edna. “I’ve done a lot in my life, and now so have you. You’ve met a dragon.”
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  “Here comes the bog,” Charles bellowed from the driver’s seat. Edna stood and brushed off her blue skirt, thankful for the wool dress Polly had given her. The wind didn’t bite through it like the gin house attire. She leaned against the back of Charles’s seat. Silver had taken bread from her, but seemed more interested in rolling with Ike, who laughed as they play-wrestled.


  Yellow mist rose from the trees, congealing around their ship. The forest thinned as it opened to brown patches. The mist hid most of the trees.


  Shapes formed in the fog—products of her imagination, conjured by that blasted evil, no doubt. Her little brother appeared, his hair matted around his skull, cheeks and eyes sunken. Blood splattered his knitted cardigan and beige slacks. A hag stood behind him, a tall and slender one dressed in a white gown, her hair as tangled as his. She held her hands over his head as though about to rip it off. Her mouth opened in an “oh” and her eyes flashed with that same evilness within Edna; evil reaching toward evil. A mansion blurred in their background.


  “How do you know where to land? You can’t see much.” Edna pointed at a clump of mist.


  “There’s a clearing near the factory.” Charles raised his voice. “Sorry, Ike, but your dragon’s gonna take off soon.”


  Ike sighed, standing. He patted Silver’s head and carried him to the side of the airship. “Bye, buddy. Fly home to your family.” He tossed the dragon.


  “Sorry you can’t keep him,” Edna offered. Even though Ike liked the critter, it might attract the police or tamper their mission.The dragon flew alongside the blimp, watching them through oval black eyes, and veered into a cloud.


  Then Silver screeched, his wings flapping as he tried to fly away. Mist clung to his face and he cried louder, diving at the airship. Edna’s gasp lodged in her throat.


  “Silver!” Ike held out his arm, but the dragon catapulted into the hot air balloon of the ship.


  Silver’s claws sunk into the fabric and air rushed out as the cloth tore. It could have been Edna’s spirit rending, for the sound pierced through her heart. “No.”


  “Hang on!” Charles pushed buttons and turned knobs on his dashboard, but the controls beeped, lights flashing. The basket dipped. Edna grabbed the railing. The balloon tore further and the ship rocketed toward the ground. It paused midair, and plummeted. The rushing wind tore away their screams.


  Charles shouted, the noise indistinct, and Edna sank to her knees from the force of the wind, squeezing her eyes shut. Splinters bit into her fists and her shoulder bumped the wall. Across the ship, Charles mouthed words she couldn’t hear. Ike threw himself against her back as if to shelter her.


  Wood shattered, cracking, and a branch slashed her shoulder, bumping her face. Her cheek tore, blood trickling over her skin. More branches broke around them, making the trees and airship moan in unison. Charles shouted again. Ike’s arms slipped away as he released her. She caught a glimpse of his black ponytail pulled back from his skull before he disappeared from view.


  Edna flailed for something to grab, but small branches slipped through her fingers. They ripped her hair and scratched her cheeks. A tree loomed in front of her; before she could cry out, she slammed into the trunk and breath whooshed from her lungs.


  The world faded into a swirl of dull colors.
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  Have you come here just for me?


  [image: S]omething wet wiped across Edna’s cheek. She lay still, her body aching. With her eyes shut, she lifted her hand to swat the moisture away, wincing as pain shot through her shoulder. Groaning, Edna dropped her hand, which splashed into mud and sank, sopping her glove. The smooth wetness brushed her face again. Blood? Her stomach clenched. She would have to inspect the hurt and find some way to bandage it.


  Edna blinked. Muted sunbeams drifted through the canopy above to splash against gnarled trees and twirl around vines. She turned her head and gasped.


  A tree had broken the airship in half; hunks of wood were scattered throughout the underbrush, the balloon hanging in shreds from branches.


  “No.” Edna rolled over to sit up on her knees.


  Silver cocked his head to the side. Edna swiped at the dragon, but pain stabbed through her side and the blow fell short. The dragon shrilled.


  “You broke the balloon. You made the airship crash.” Edna staggered upright, holding out her arms for balance when she teetered. Through the mist surrounding them, Silver’s black eyes glowed. “How are we supposed to get Harrison without the airship?”


  Her eyes tingled. She swiped at them, scowling. Crying would get her nowhere. She had to take stock of her surroundings and form a plan while the evil hung back. If it added to her panic, she might lose her grip on it. Edna flicked her thumb at Silver before stomping toward the ruined craft. Her foot sank into mud and she stumbled, grabbing a tree for support. Behind her, the hole she’d made filled in with a plop.


  Silver waddled into the backs of her legs. Edna scowled, hurrying toward the airship faster. Her heartbeat doubled as she struggled to dash on her aching limbs. The dragon yipped.


  When Silver tried to fly, the mist caught around his wings. He fell, mud splattering across his metallic scales. Poor thing. Charles had been right—the swamp did mess with the dragon’s senses.


  “Ike?” Edna called. “Charles?” She stepped over a board, cringing when wet wires sizzled. Another board crunched beneath her black boots. Through the mist, sparks burst from the control panel.


  “Get back!” Ike plowed through the rubble, a canvas sack beneath his arm. He tripped over a root and sprawled.


  The sack rolled before it sunk into the soil and Edna hurried to retrieve it, careful not to step anywhere for too long.


  “You hurt?” Ike stood against a tree, his eyebrows furrowed and mouth pursed.


  “A little battered.” Edna joined him, wondering if he’d pull back if she tried to hug him, to satisfy herself that he was whole. He picked up Silver to cradle the dragon in his arms.


  “The dragon made us crash!” Even though Silver hadn’t broken the balloon on purpose, because of him it would take her longer to reach her brother.


  “Silver’s just a baby.” Ike glared at her, his soaked hair plastered to his forehead. The thong he’d tied his tresses back with had vanished, leaving them limp against his shoulders. Despite the rips in his clothes, he didn’t appear cut. “We got to keep moving.”


  “On foot? Odds bobs. We can’t traipse out of a swamp.” She clutched the sack tighter. A hole had formed in her glove; another rip on her heart, beside the missing hunk that belonged to Harrison.


  “You going back to find another blimp? It’s quicker if we head to the factory.”


  “What about Charles?” Edna turned toward the ruined airship, but Ike grabbed her arm.


  “He’s gone.”


  “What?” In the city, gone meant dead. Maybe in the countryside and swamp, it meant he was off walking. “Gone where?”


  Ike wiped his hand across his face. “He’s gone.”


  Ice and evil ran through her veins. Edna’s throat constricted as her mind conjured an image of Charles, eyes bugging, with a hunk of his beloved airship stabbed through his torso, blood soaking into the swamp. “He hadn’t wanted to help us, but he did. He’s dead now, all because of the hags and their wretched coglings!”


  “Let’s get walking.” Ike lowered his gaze. “We can’t do anything for Charles now.”


  “Aren’t you upset? No, he can’t be dead. He’s been trying to help us. He’s an innocent.”


  Ike grabbed the bag and lifted the flap to pull out his stolen compass. “Do you want to stand here crying or do you want to keep going?”


  “He’s your cousin. You can’t be so heartless that you don’t care.”


  “You learn to deal with your emotions when you live on the street. I’ll mourn him later. Right now, we have to go. I want us to find shelter before night.”


  The world spun. Edna squeezed her eyes shut to make the colors stop moving and the evil keep away. Right, focus on Harrison. Devise a plan. She kissed her prayer beads to soothe her thoughts. “What do you think is out here?”


  “Nothing really.” The strain in Ike’s voice made Edna shudder. “I just wanna be safe.”


  She drew a deep breath of damp air and opened her eyes. Ike was already too far away from her for comfort. Clenching her fists, Edna trailed after him. The damp odor of moss stuck in her nostrils, so she breathed through her mouth.


  He picked his way over uplifted roots and soggy spots, stepping on rocks. After falling twice into bog water, the dragon rode in Ike’s arms, hissing at clumps of mist, while Edna carried the bag. Her imagination conjured a picture of Charles bleeding beneath his airship.


  “What’s going to happen to Polly and their children? Charles is gone, and so is their blimp business.” Tears pricked her eyes.


  “We’ll help them after this is over,” Ike said.


  “I can send them some of my pay every week. They deserve that, for helping with Harrison.”


  Ike lived on the streets, so he knew how to survive. She hated being so dependent on someone else, but she needed him. Harrison needed him.


  Light grew dimmer through the canopy of trees. Edna’s thighs ached. The boots Polly had given her rubbed against her ankles and the woolen socks provided little protection. How long before her body gave out?


  The temperature dropped, her breath puffing in front of her lips. Edna wrapped her cape around her shoulders to keep it clear of the muck and provide more cover to the collar of her dress. Ike stepped toward a tree with a large trunk and set Silver down.


  “We’ll rest.” He glanced at the naked branches overhead. “We’ve got cover and there’s some water there.”


  Edna followed his gaze to a pool of murky liquid. “We’re going to drink that?” She hid a gag behind her hand.


  “I have a filter.” Ike took the bag from her and pulled out a metal box with a tin cup fastened to the middle. Kneeling beside the water, he opened the top of the box and removed a second cup. Ike used it to pour water into the box. He shut the lid and flipped a switch. The box hummed.


  “We should keep going. Harrison’s waiting.” Edna leaned against the tree, too tired and heartsick to care about the moss coating the trunk. She sank to her bottom, resting on a rock. Dampness soaked through her dress. “Any food in that bag?” Since the dragon stared at her, she stared back, neither of them blinking. Silver butted her with his head. The evil never rose to defend her.


  “Some jerky.” Ike set the water purifier on a rock near Edna and handed her the cup. “This is clean.”


  She took a sip. “Metallic, but delicious.” Edna hadn’t realized how parched her mouth felt until water brushed it. She could have gulped down a lake.


  “Silver likes you.” Ike accepted the cup from her and carried the purifier back to the pool.


  “Sure.” She rubbed the corners of her tired eyes. “What’s it matter if the dragon likes me?” Edna pictured herself back in the Waxman library. The ground might be harder than the window seat, but she could pretend she was surrounded by glass, sunshine warming her cheeks.


  Ike shook her shoulder. “Edna?”


  She jerked. Darkness seeped across the swamp, dispelled by the glowing tube Ike held. He shook it. Something inside the metal clicked and the instrument glowed brighter.


  “Your turn,” he said.


  “What?”


  Silver curled in her lap, his head on her shoulder. “When did he get here?”


  “You fell asleep. I took the first watch, but now I gotta sleep too.” Ike pressed the light tube into her hand. “If this fades, shake it. I’ll take Silver.” Ike removed the dragon from her arms and settled next to her against the trunk, closing his eyes. His body tipped sideways, his weight against her, comforting.


  She might not know anything about keeping watch, but Ike had to be as exhausted as she was. “Right, we both need our strength.” Edna moved Ike’s head off her shoulder, careful not to disturb him.


  Too tired to stand, she crawled to the pool of water. Her blue dress clung to her body, sticky with moisture and sweat, and she shivered as cold air bit through the fabric.


  Despite holding the light over the pool, the water remained brown as it reflected the tube. Edna dipped her hand into the liquid, cringing at the coldness. She’d hoped it would make her feel cleaner, but it left a sticky coating on her skin.


  An arrow pinged the ground beside her knee. Edna choked on a scream, falling backwards. The light tumbled from her hand, hit a rock, and rolled toward the pool; she snatched it before it fell in.


  “Ike, wake up!” She waved the tube.


  Something flashed across the pool. A light glowed, revealing a creature the size of a bobcat. It crouched across from her. Two curving horns protruded from the forehead, limbs long and gnarled like branches. Its snout appeared more animalistic than human. A quiver rested against the creature’s back, and it held a bow in its left hand. The other hand cupped a glowing orb.


  The creature set the orb down, illuminating its attire. The sleeveless shirt was green, as was the loincloth. The material seemed to be sewn from leaves. Matching bands crossed its thighs and biceps.


  Removing an arrow from the quiver and setting it to the bow, the creature’s lipless mouth curved into a smile as it aimed for Edna. Her heart stilled within her chest.


  “Ike.” The cry exploded from her lungs.
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  The paths that we will follow.


  [image: E]dna whirled as the evil burst along her limbs. Mud sprayed from beneath her boots and droplets soared into the air, splattering the pool. Ripples shot across the surface, obscuring the murkiness. She reached toward Ike. Mist whirled past, kissing her cheeks. A word from the evil brushed across her conscience.


  Run.


  Behind her, a second arrow pinged free from the bow. Fire exploded between her shoulder blades. The arrow sank in clean, smooth. Fast.


  Her feet stumbled. She fell, closing her eyes. I tried, Harrison. I’m sorry. Her parents would never forgive her. She tried to clasp her prayer beads, but her limbs wouldn’t move. Darkness crept closer from the corners of her vision to overwhelm her senses. No, she couldn’t surrender to the pain, the shock…


  As if from another time, she watched the dragon sidle closer. Silver brushed his head against her cheek and keened before the darkness claimed her.
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  “Edna!”


  She gasped and opened her eyes.


  Ike held her shoulders as he forced her to kneel. Dark circles hung beneath his too-bright eyes.


  “I’m shot,” she sputtered.


  “You tripped. I saw it when I woke.” Ike glanced at the pool. She followed his gaze. The creature knelt on the rocks, facing them. An arrow rested on his bow.


  “He shot me.” Edna ran her hands over her back, but couldn’t find a protruding arrow. “Impossible. I felt it pierce me.”


  “He’s a Nix,” Ike muttered.


  “A what?” There had to be an arrow somewhere on her body. “We have to run. It shot me!”


  “You wouldn’t have heard of them. They stay in the swamp to avoid humans. They were always native here, so they have no reason to leave.” He stood, keeping Edna clasped to him. She tried to push him behind her to protect him, but he held her at his side. Silver leaned against her legs, his long neck wound around her shin. “He didn’t shoot you. It must’ve been a trick of the swamp gases.”


  The creature lowered his bow. In a voice that croaked like a frog’s, he called, “What do you want here?”


  “We seek the hags,” Ike said.


  Edna grimaced. “It can’t be safe to tell everyone our plan.”


  The Nix stepped around the edge of the pool, hooves touching only rocks. They made soft slapping sounds as he moved, protruding from his horse-like legs. “Hags do not like to be disturbed.”


  Ike nudged Edna behind him. “Her brother was kidnapped.”


  The Nix gazed at Edna where she peeked around Ike’s shoulder. “What does it matter?”


  “We’re getting him back.” Ike pushed his hair off his forehead. “The hags have him at the factory.”


  The Nix snorted. “That’s a foolhardy mission, and you”—he narrowed his purple eyes at Ike—“know better than to attempt such a thing. Everyone at the factory is best left there.”


  “How do the Nix know so much about the factory?” Her body ached with hunger and weariness; the evil a constant burn. Edna shivered and picked up Silver for something to occupy her arms. He didn’t weigh much more than a large cat. She’d always wanted a pet—just not a dragon, and definitely not this one who’d killed Charles.


  The evil faded back into her heart.


  “Follow.” The Nix motioned to the left with his weapon. He stood at about five feet high, shorter than Edna. Before, he’d seemed so imposing, with his twisted humanistic features. His tiny nose stuck out over his puffy lips, and his long chin curved upward.


  Ike hefted their bag. He couldn’t mean to… Edna gasped, grabbing his shoulder. Silver hissed at the sudden movement.


  “You aren’t going to follow that thing, are you?” Edna snapped. “We need to reach the hags, not take a detour. The Nix might not have tried to shoot me, but we don’t need to go visiting.”


  “He’s taking us to his village. We can rest until morning.”


  “He might trap us.” Her voice squeaked. A Nix village couldn’t be more than dugouts. She pictured a wet hole that might cave in around her.


  “I know a lot about the Nix.” He pressed his lips against the top of her head. “Don’t worry.”


  She tightened her grip on him. “What’s going on?”


  He shrugged off her hold; a muscle leapt in his temple. “Nix. What is your name?”


  “Graymer,” it said.


  “He is Graymer.” Ike shrugged it again. Right; knowing it had a name made everything better.


  “Looks like we gotta make a decision now,” Edna whispered to Silver, while Ike trailed the Nix. “We go with them, or try to find a way to Harrison, and I still need Ike for that.”


  Silver stared into her eyes and blinked.


  She sighed. Charles had helped. Maybe the Nix could, too. Edna took a step and sunk into mud. She yanked her leg free, scowling at the sucking sound. “After this, I’m never returning to the swamp. Never.”
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  Graymer used an arrow to part a wall of hanging vines. Ike ducked beneath, tugging Edna by the hand as they followed the creature. Silver squeaked in her arms. The vines formed a curtain around the village to hide it from passersby.


  “That thing lives here?” She gaped. “So much for them living in dugouts.”


  Ike raised an eyebrow. “Dugouts?”


  Edna shook her head.


  Torches set in the ground illuminated domed-roof cottages, the fires within flickering from behind stained-glass windows. Bronze statues of the Nix adorned the pathway of stepping stones. The natural elegance left Edna speechless. Despite the modernity of Moser City, the peacefulness in the Nix village made her yearn to live in one of the cottages.


  No one hurried to their destination or rushed to escape being assaulted. One Nix man strolled by with a stick resting on his shoulder. A dead bird hung from the end by its feet.


  Lights glowed through the windows, giving the buildings a warm, comforting appearance. No weathered bricks or chimneys with sooty boys struggling to clean them. “I didn’t expect there to be anything as splendid as this in the swamp.” The dead bird might be gross, but the tranquility stole her breath.


  “This way,” Graymer grunted. They followed him to the largest cottage and stayed outside while their escort went in. A minute later, he returned with another male Nix.


  Edna spun the prayer beads around her wrist. “May the Saints protect us.”


  “Time has passed,” the newest arrival said to Ike before facing Edna. “Human, you look tired and hungry. Go with my warrior. Graymer will see that you’re fed.” He turned to Ike. “You. Follow me.”


  “You can trust him,” Ike said when Edna hesitated. “No one will hurt you.”


  She whirled on Ike. “You don’t know I’m safe.” If she added how the Nix had tried to kill her with a blasted arrow, Ike would think her insane for dwelling on the fantasy.


  The hairs rose along her arms. The Nix called her human, but they didn’t refer to Ike with that title. They didn’t call him anything.


  “Go,” Ike whispered. “I promise to tell you everything later.”


  If Edna didn’t believe Ike, she would have no one to help her. She glared at him before nodding. “You’d better live up to your word.”


  Carrying Silver, Edna followed Graymer down a dirt path to a small cottage. The building was one story, but long, with five holes for windows. Her family could live in such a place. They could grow their own food, make their own clothes and supplies, and never have to venture into public, where people could hurt Harrison… or her.


  Graymer knocked on the door and spoke to the female of his species who answered, their voices hushed. Edna shifted her stance, eyeing the other Nix who peeked from their cottages at her. She tried to recall ever hearing of the Nix, but couldn’t. People never talked about the creatures in the swamp, not even in fairy tales or gossip. Scientists might give her an award for discovering them. Edna shook her head. She couldn’t do that to creatures who preferred to live solitary lives. It would be her fault if they were enslaved or hunted.


  “Come in.” The female smiled. “Call me Strossa.” She looked like the male, with horns and hooves, but she wore a sleeveless dress sewn of leaves, with a vine tied around her waist. The escort walked past her into a room.


  “It’s late, but I have some food. Sit,” Strossa said.


  Edna shivered, although the fire in the hearth warmed the cottage. Maybe she should pack more meat onto her scrawny body. She sat at one of the four stools around the table. How odd that these swamp creatures lived like humans. She wondered what constituted kindness for the Nix.


  Strossa fidgeted with a box. “He’s my mate, one of the warriors. I don’t usually see him now, since he scouts at night.”


  “You need warriors?” Edna tugged on her curls. Maybe the village wasn’t so wonderful.


  “To protect us from the hags.” Strossa set a bowl of green mush on the table. “I hope you don’t mind moss stew.”


  Bile rose in Edna’s throat. “I can’t eat moss!” After the words blurted from her mouth, she blushed. “I’m sorry, that was rude.”


  Strossa shrugged. “Humans never come into the swamp and neither do dragons. How did you two end up here?”


  Edna stared at the cold stew. “The hags stole my brother and replaced him with a cogling. Ike brought me here to get him back.”


  “Hags are cruel,” Strossa muttered.


  Edna nodded, numb. The Nix had warriors to protect them. Ike had been right, again, in taking her somewhere safe. She might not trust the Nix, but she had to trust him. He wouldn’t bring her somewhere with warriors to kill her.


  “Be careful.” Strossa closed her eyes. “Things will happen, and they will be good for some, bad for others. I wish I could tell you everything will heal, but I cannot.”


  Edna stroked Silver’s scaly back. “I couldn’t live if I didn’t fight for my brother.”


  “You must fight for your family. We all do.” Strossa glanced toward the hallway.


  Edna tipped her bowl. The mush crept up the sides. She dipped her fingertip in to avoid getting the food on her glove and held it out to Silver. The dragon sniffed, then reeled back and hissed. Edna’s stomach rumbled.


  “I wish I could be as fussy as you.” She wrinkled her nose and licked off the mush. Despite being cold, thick, and chewy, the mush didn’t taste too foul. She dipped her finger in again and licked off more. She would need the energy for whatever lay ahead.


  A door shut in the cottage. Edna’s escort to the village approached the table. “You eat?”


  Edna nodded at the bowl. “Can I have a spoon, please?”


  “We use our hands,” Strossa said. “What does your dragon want?”


  Edna sucked on her lower lip. “I don’t know what dragons eat. He isn’t mine, not really. Ike and I found him in our airship.” Ike should’ve taken him, if he wanted the dragon for a pet so much.


  “Airship?” Strossa filled a pot with water from a wooden bucket.


  “It crashed.” Edna avoided looking at Silver, lest blame shine in her eyes. He hadn’t meant to tear the balloon.


  “Dragons eat bugs and small critters.” Strossa turned to her mate. “Can you get something for him?”


  Graymer tapped his bow. “He should be happy with a swamp-rabbit.”


  “Thank you,” Edna called to Graymer as the door shut behind him. “Where’s Ike?”


  “Speaking with others.”


  Edna ate the stew, although her stomach churned, while Strossa filled a cup with leaves.


  “Put your head down while the tea boils and steeps. Hearty swamp tea will make you a heroine to your brother.”


  “Thanks.” Edna smiled at the Nix before folding her arms on the table. Resting her head upon them, she closed her eyes; Silver curled on the bench beside her. The fire crackled, lulling her toward sleep, with tears in her eyes and the prayer beads warm against her wrist. Beneath her breath, she sang the lullaby from the train.


  “Bloody rats all in a hat,


  Upon which Victor Viper sat.


  Little feet with little shoes,


  Little people with little hues.


  Flames and smoke all leaping high,


  Upon which we all might die.”
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  Morning sunlight filled the room from the windows.


  Edna stared at Ike over a cup of moss tea and yawned. “Before we go on, I need to know everything, Ike. No lies. No deceit.”


  “Sometimes secrets must be kept,” Strossa said from the hearth where she stirred a cauldron.


  Ike sipped his tea.


  Edna rubbed her stiff neck. “How many days has it been since we left Moser City? Two, three? I feel further than ever from Harrison.” Her body quivered. “We can’t hide anything from one another in case it ruins the mission.” She stared at her gloves, the lace torn, splattered with mud. If need be, she would tell him about the evil within her.


  Ike set his wooden cup on the table. “I promised I’d tell you.”


  Strossa stiffened and Edna’s heartbeat increased, the evil pricking her veins. Whatever he said, she wouldn’t allow it to change her opinion of him. He’d helped her; that mattered.


  “You should know things.” Ike helped Edna off the bench, then called to Strossa, “We’ll be back.”


  “I know.” Strossa waved.


  Ike clicked his tongue and Silver waddled to him. Edna picked the dragon up before Ike could and followed him into the swamp. Even though the sun shone, mist hung in the air, everything shadowed. The village no longer offered a sense of comfort.


  “I want to go back to last week, when Harrison and I had joked on the way to work. Normal. Sane.”


  Ike led Edna down a winding path between cottages, to pause on a tiny hill. A bronze statue of a female human rested in the middle, surrounded by wildflowers.


  “They all loved her, and she helped them.” He cupped Edna’s cheek, forcing her to look at him. “She was my mother.”
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  Be a star and shine my way.


  [image: E]dna gasped. “Your mother was a Nix?”


  He didn’t look like the little horned creatures, and neither did the statue. The bronze face, with a small mouth and a button nose, smiled. A flowing, sleeveless dress garbed her body. Her hands held a blossoming rose above her bosom.


  “Not a Nix. She only lived here for the final years of her life,” Ike whispered.


  Edna stepped closer to the statue to brush her fingertip over the smooth arm, slender and perfect. “Your mother was like mine, graceful and gorgeous. Was she awful sick?”


  Ike rubbed his hand over his mouth. “She didn’t die like that.”


  Edna touched his mother’s shut eyes. “I thought maybe she came here because she was sick, and people didn’t wanna catch whatever it was. Last year, one of the younger girls in my building came down with a rash and the doctor said it was leprosy. They sent her away so nobody else would catch it.”


  “Was it leprosy?”


  “I dunno. She… she never came back.” Edna trailed her finger across the statue’s cherubic lips. “The workmanship is exquisite, as though the bronze can move with life.” The woman’s high cheekbones and cleft chin reminded Edna of Ike’s face. “You’re lucky to have a statue like this to remember her.”


  He sighed. “Three years ago the hags tried to usurp the kingdom.”


  She laughed. “Ah, Ike. That’s funny. Wicked hags might make coglings, but they wouldn’t dare go after the king. When Harrison and I go to King Elias with our report of the coglings, he will see that none are ever made again.”


  Ike pursed his lips. “Humans go around building steam trains and steam ships, traveling the world exploring and colonizing. All the hags have is a swamp and whatever work the humans offer.”


  “Hags use nature.” Edna knelt across from him. “They manipulate it to help us when we need charms and medicine. Only a few are evil, right? Without hags, no one would have potions when they were ill. They can’t all be trusted, though.”


  “About a thousand years ago, when the hags first mutated, they ruled, and the humans were their slaves.”


  Edna frowned. “I’ve heard that.” She pictured the storyteller in Moser City, with his bells and wagon.


  “The hags could control them with their spells. They stuck to herbs and blessings, but the humans started inventing. They made machines and weapons, and they brought the hags down. An enchanted scarf to keep your neck hot can’t stop a bullet. The machines were fireproof, and the hags weren’t.”


  “The humans burned hags because they were evil.” Edna pulled Silver onto her lap. Ice crawled over her skin, and she felt as though the statue watched her. Condemned her. “What about your mother?”


  Ike shut his eyes. “She was a hag.”


  Edna blinked at him. “That isn’t funny. If you’d said she was a Nix, I might’ve laughed. Hag blood? Never.”


  He reached for her hand, but Edna leaned back. “No more teasing.”


  Silver purred, the sound deep in his throat.


  “I’m half hag-blooded. My father’s human.” Ike picked at the hem of his long coat.


  “Sane people don’t joke about being related to hags.” Hags had magic; they only helped people who brought them things, and—


  “You want me to prove it?” He flexed his fingers. “If you touch me, I’ll send you a vision.”


  Edna stared at his outstretched hand. Scars crisscrossed his palm. White patches showed where the dry skin peeled. He took jokes to the extreme. “Nothing will happen, because you’re not really a hag.” They didn’t have time for his joshing, but the statue’s presence compelled her to slide her fingers through his. Her heart knew something would happen and the evil twittered, but her mind stuck to denial. He couldn’t have hag blood. He was too normal, too human.


  “Close your eyes,” Ike whispered. “I’m going to put a scene in your mind.”


  “That’s impossible.” Edna’s eyelids lowered as if they had a will of their own. Blackness, tinged with orange from the light surrounding them, filled her vision.


  “This,” Ike said, “is my mother.”


  A woman appeared in front of Edna, as though she’d opened her eyes to witness it happening. Long brown hair curled around the woman’s pale shoulders, bare where her pink corset didn’t cover them.


  “Where is she?” Edna tried to shatter the vision, but her lids refused to lift. The woman glanced past Edna and laughed. Light twinkled in her pale eyes, framed by dark lashes. “None of this can be real. More imagination, another fantasy.”


  No, taunted the evil. All this time, she’d been with someone who had hag-blood. Edna moaned, so he tightened his grip on her.


  Ike had meant it when he said he would return to the swamp, because his ancestors were hags and ogres. Edna shivered; he’d hidden it from her, hadn’t trusted her enough with the secret of his heritage.


  “When the humans rebelled against the hags, the leading families became nobility,” Ike said. “Same went for the hags. Those who’d fought back the hardest, even though they lost, kept themselves in high esteem. My mother was one of those decendants.”


  “She was a princess?”


  Ike’s mother twirled like a dancer. Edna had never seen a hag as beautiful and graceful. Her love for Ike’s father must’ve made her pure.


  If Ike could give Edna this image, what else could he do?


  “Hags don’t have royalty. It’s an unspoken hierarchy,” he said. “She was supposed to mate with a human lord and spread her bloodline through those high ranks. The hags want everyone to have a bit of their blood so eventually everyone will be part hag or ogre. Humans won’t exist.” He blew a breath through his lips. “My mother was supposed to return to the swamp after she had me, but my parents fell in love.”


  In Edna’s mind, a man ran to Ike’s mother and caught the woman around the waist. His brown hair brushed his shoulders, and he wore a white silk blouse with gold cufflinks. He lifted her, then spun in a circle, and she laughed, twining her arms around his neck. He looked like Ike, with the same strong nose and broad forehead.


  A part of him looked familiar, too, as though she’d seen a painting of him somewhere.


  “She married a human.” Edna’s heart melted at the loving gazes Ike’s parents swapped. She’d never been touched by magic before, but it felt warm, comfortable, as though their affection made it wonderful. Even though his mum was a hag, Edna sensed no evil. Yet it felt familiar, akin to whatever dwelt within her.


  Ike sighed. “They couldn’t marry. There’s been a lot of illegitimate children born of humans and hags. The parents can’t wed. It’s against the laws of both races.”


  Tears pricked Edna’s closed eyes. “What happened to them?”


  “My mother moved in with my father in Flynt City for a while, but humans shunned her—and me. I was nine when we returned to the swamp.”


  “Your mother moved here to the Nix? No wonder you’d acted as though you knew the creatures already.”


  “After we got to the swamp, she discovered the hags were planning a revolt. They’d found a way to mix magic with machines and could fight back against the humans. That’s when they invented the coglings.”


  Edna gasped, but the vision changed, Ike keeping her focused on the love his parents shared. Slowly, deliberately, he softened her heart toward the hag in the vision. The other hags, however, had kidnapped Harrison and replaced him with one of those things. Ike had known what he spoke about when he’d explained the watch to her in Moser City.


  Ike’s mother bent to lift something off the ground and cradle it against her chest. She tipped her head, her smile that of a new mother. The tenderness choked Edna; Ike’s mother had adored him with a genuine love. Edna had never thoughts hags capable of such affection, of such humanistic feelings.


  Ike squeezed her hand. “The hags went after the Nix because they helped her. My mother fled here, and she staged her own revolt against the hags. The Nix tore apart the coglings before the hags could finish building.”


  “That’s why she lived here,” Edna murmured. “Why the Nix built her a statue.” She’d once hated all hags, but she couldn’t bring herself to loathe the graceful lady who’d mothered Ike.


  “It’s also where she died. One of the hags slipped her an enchanted scarf. It suffocated her.”


  Edna shivered. She and Ike wanted revenge for what hags had done to their families. He was more on her side than she’d thought. “How’d you end up in Moser City?”


  “I figured hags wouldn’t look for an orphaned thief. They’d expect me to use magic to better myself. The only hags who leave the swamp are the ones who get to work for humans, giving out potions and herbs. It’s a brutal life, always being looked down upon as inferior even though you’re helping the better race.”


  The image of Ike’s parents faded from Edna’s mind. She opened her eyes to blink in the rush of sunlight. Tears glistened in Ike’s eyes and he turned his head away.


  She reached out for him, but dropped her hand. “What would the hags do to you?” That must’ve been what he meant when he said the police wouldn’t let him go. The hags probably had a warrant out for him.


  “Kill me like they did my mother.” Ike scowled.


  “I’m so sorry you have to live like that.”


  Ike winced. “Back when you said you’d been shot with the arrow? You were. The Nix warrior thought we were threats.”


  Blood drained from her head. He’d let her believe she’d imagined it. “I knew it wasn’t fantasy. It went through me?”


  “If you’d been dying, I couldn’t have saved you even with magic. I stopped the arrow as it pierced your chest.”


  Edna pulled her hand free of his and rubbed her forehead. “Without your hag blood, I’d be dead?”


  Ike licked his lips. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, but I thought if you knew I had magic, you wouldn’t trust me.”


  “I’m not even sure if I can trust you now.” She sounded ungrateful, especially after he’d admitted to saving her. She might not hate him, but he was a thief and a liar. “You kept your heritage hidden. What else didn’t you tell me?”


  “Have you told me everything?”


  Edna wound a curl around her finger and nodded. The evil didn’t count. “What about that hag you took me to in the city? What was her name, Hilda?”


  “Hilda’s my cousin,” Ike said. “She was the only hag to not shun Mother and me when we lived in the swamp, but she’d moved to the city a year before the revolt. That’s why I chose your city. I knew she was there and I knew she’d help me, without raising the call of where I was. I’m here to help you save your brother, but I’ll understand if you don’t want me around.”


  Edna stared at Silver in her lap. The dragon had curled into a ball while she experienced the vision, and now he slept, his scaly chest rising and falling, as peaceful and harmless as a cat. A cat with scales.


  “Do I have a choice?” She couldn’t bring herself to look at Ike, knowing if she did, she’d see magic in his eyes, and she didn’t trust herself not to overreact. It didn’t matter if he was half-hag, so long as he helped.


  He was right—she did keep a secret of her own. If it helped save Harrison, she would tell Ike about the evil. If not, it deserved to stay buried.


  Ike drew a deep breath. “When I saw the pocket watch of yours, I didn’t just want to help you save your brother. I knew I had to come back and see what the hags were up to.”


  “Because they’re building coglings and trapping kids?” Ice coated her voice. “Once we save Harrison, we must go tell the king. This can’t go on, and it can’t happen again. This is his kingdom. He has to fix it.”


  Ike flicked a spider off his knee. “You’re right. If they’re building coglings again, I’m worried they’re planning a new revolt.”
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  The house of seasons, here we are.


  [image: E]dna gasped. “They can’t revolt! This goes beyond kidnapping children to work in factories. If more people are replaced, it might be hard to tell cogling from human, especially if most of the coglings work better than the one meant to pose as Harrison. The king must be told!” She paced the ground, leaves crunching beneath her feet.


  Ike walked along the path until he stopped beside his mother’s statue to touch her bronze hand. “I’m sorry, Edna.”


  Her world spun. “Sorry for what, Ike? Did you help a hag replace Harrison?” She chewed on her fingernail, dreading the answer.


  “Sorry for not just wanting to help you save your brother.”


  Sighing, Edna stroked Silver. “We’ll stop the hags together.” She pictured Harrison crying for her, lying in a cold cell, tears drenching his bruised cheeks, wondering why his family didn’t come. “You’re still helping me, and if there’s anything I can do to help you, I will. I mean it, Ike…”


  “We’ll study the factory first.” Ike started away from the statue.


  “Don’t you know the layout already?” Her legs shook when she followed him.


  “Things change. We’ll have to leave Silver here and get him on the way back.”


  “No.” Edna squeezed Silver so hard the dragon squeaked.


  Ike threw a glance over his shoulder. “I thought you didn’t like him.”


  “I….” Edna didn’t want to admit Silver made her feel safe when she held him. “The Nix might hurt him.”


  “They won’t, and they’ll be able to feed him.”


  Edna gazed around the misty surroundings. “Days ago, I never thought I’d ever come to the swamp. This should be a dream.”
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  Muck sucked on the thick soles of Edna’s boots. Breath hitched in her throat. The factory loomed through trees draped with vines, a reddish splotch amongst greens and browns. Her arms missed holding Silver and her muscles twitched, so she stroked her prayer beads. Saints protect us. She needed to do something other than hide, yet fear kept her from dashing into the building. She might ruin their plan.


  The swamp mist around them congealed into shapes, as it had done for her onboard the blimp. A blackened ship with midnight sails soared through a gray sky. A man stood at the helm wearing a white blouse with a red jerkin, the edges trimmed in yellow silk. A hag in a black robe leaned against him, her hair as dark as the garment, and her skin so white Edna could see the veins beneath it. The man lowered his head to kiss her lips as the mist scattered, ruining the image.


  Ike removed two scarlet items from an inner pocket in his coat—knit headbands with a green stone in the center—and handed one to Edna. “This will disguise you from the hags.”


  “You mean it’s enchanted?” Edna dropped the headband as if it scalded her. The perfect life would be one without magic.


  Scowling, Ike picked the headband up, then wiped it on his coat. “We can’t walk in there like this, so put the headband on. It’ll disguise us. These used to be my mother’s. The Nix still have her trunks.”


  Edna’s stomach clenched. “Hag goods. Is Harrison forced to make these?”


  He lowered his gaze. “Maybe.”


  No matter how her belly churned, she had to do this for her brother. She placed the band around her forehead. The tight material pinched her skin. She waited for a spark, but only the pressure beat against her veins.


  Ike put on his headband and twisted the stone in the center. His face shimmered.


  Edna blinked, her mouth drying. The young man across from her wasn’t Ike anymore. Unlike her friend, her new companion was a man of at least twenty years, with a brown face and long white hair. He wore a leather jerkin and fringed pants tucked into the tops of worn-out knee boots.


  “It’s still me.” The voice sounded gruffer than Ike’s. “I’ll be a hunter, and you can be my younger brother.”


  Edna tore her gaze away from him. “We shouldn’t complicate the mission. Sneak in, grab Harrison, go to the King.”


  “Hags hire hunters to eliminate the creatures they hate, so they like it when hunters pluck off a few Nix.” Ike twisted the jewel in her headband and a jolt sizzled through her nerves.


  “Ouch!” She lifted her hand to pull off the headband, and noticed her skin had hair on it. Her fingers had thickened, the nails broader, although still broken. Instead of her dress, she wore a beige tunic. Edna slapped her hand to her waist to find the watch. Rather than feeling the wide leather belt around her shirt, she felt her sash. She sighed in relief when she located the watch.


  “It’s an illusion.” Ike grinned. “The hags created the jewel from nature and wishes. It sends a frequency that disrupts the viewer’s mind and makes the person think of something else when they look. We stroll inside and act as if we aren’t scared. I’ll do the talking. If you see your brother, pinch me.”


  She wrapped her arms around her stomach as it gurgled from nerves. “Then what?”


  “We look around the factory, figure out where we are, and leave after we talk to some of the hags.”


  Her skin tingled and the evil danced along her arms. “It seems unreal I can be so close to Harrison, yet hags and a factory tower between.” She trembled as she followed Ike toward the building. The damp air tickled her nose and she sneezed.


  Ike increased his pace. “I can’t touch you. That would look weird, since we’re both hunters.”


  Edna gaped at the factory, counting six floors of barred windows. The brick exterior of the building crawled with moss and vines. Chimneys rose from the roof and smoke coiled into the swamp. Slabs of stone formed a makeshift walkway to the door. It looked more like a factory from Moser City than a hag’s domain. She’d pictured caves.


  Edna’s hands had never felt so cold, not even when she wandered through the forest from the gin house. She held them beneath her armpits, shivering, the joints stiff.


  Ike rapped his knuckles across the door and stepped back, his face smooth. She envied his composure while her teeth chattered, but remained silent lest she say something to give them away.


  A robust woman stepped through the door. Flowers hung from her copper curls and feathers dangled from her mauve kirtle. Edna gaped. Could this woman really be a hag? She looked beautiful, like someone the Music Hall would hire.


  “Can I help?” Her blue eyes twinkled, but her lips were held so tight the edges whitened. Edna shrank against Ike. She had to pretend she didn’t know about the coglings, or what went on inside the walls. The hags had to think her innocent. Ike swung his hands into his pockets. “My brother and I are hunters, Mum, and I wondered if you might have some work.”


  The hag’s gaze flickered between them before she nodded. “I’ll take you to Mother Sambucus. She handles such affairs.”


  “Mother Sambucus lives in Moser City, not the swamp. I saw her at Waxman Estate,” Edna sputtered.


  The hag narrowed her eyes. Ike coughed and stepped in front of Edna.


  “Aye?” he prompted.


  “Hmph.” The hag sniffed, stepping into the factory. She shut the exit to the swamp behind them. Edna whimpered. Her ears picked up a strange whirring, and she hoped the headband hid her fear.


  Before Ike told her about the coglings, she’d never heard about the factory. Maybe the humans didn’t care so long as they got their potions and goodies. She longed to see Harrison running toward her, but instead the hallway, with its blue wainscoting and green edging, contained only dust and bits of sparkling magic.


  I’m coming, Harry-boy.
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  I will walk in through the door.


  [image: O]ne of the last places she’d ever wanted to be: sealed within a hag fortress.


  Shrill voices whispered through Edna’s ears, fleeting and urgent. She twisted her head to find their source, but only saw brick walls. Conversations thrummed in languages she didn’t recognize, with only a few terms spoken in the kingdom’s tongue. Run. Labyrinth. Massacre.


  The voices sounded just like the evil within her.


  Ike walked ahead beside the hag who’d opened the door for them. Her shoes clicked against the stone floor, while the boots Ike and Edna wore squished with muck. Gas lamps hung from the ceiling. Dim light reflected off brass sconces in the walls, casting leaping shadows.


  Edna wanted to run back to the swamp, to plan and prepare longer, but part of her yearned to charge deeper into the factory, screaming for her brother. She hoped the hags couldn’t sense the watch’s presence, but maybe Harrison could, since the cogling had been linked with his breath.


  They passed a doorway. Edna slowed her steps, glancing sideways from beneath her eyelashes.


  Towering machines hummed, levers creaked, and gears rattled. Children ran between the equipment. Rags clothed their scrawny bodies, faces red from the exertion and the hot room. Other than their flushed cheeks, the children’s skin appeared gray, their hair limp. Gray, just as Polly had warned. Fear rooted Edna to the floor. One of those children might be Harrison.


  A little girl hurried by carrying a wicker basket of golden gears. Edna grabbed the girl’s arm and she looked up without emotion in her gray eyes.


  “Do you know a boy named Harrison?” Edna whispered.


  Some of the child’s matted gray hair slipped over her shoulder. The tips of the girl’s ears were elongated and the skin over them glistened silver. Somewhere in the kingdom, a mother or father fawned over a cogling, thinking it was their daughter. They fed the cogling, dressed it, put it to bed at night with stories, and the cogling didn’t know to appreciate that life. While here, the true child suffered, mutating into something inhuman. Her family would never know.


  Edna gasped, yanking her hand back, and the girl darted into the smoky interior. Edna wiped her trembling hand over her eyes.


  Not smoke, but a fine, fluorescent powder floated in the air. She tipped her head back to study the ceiling. Wires crisscrossed, shimmers dancing along their edges, as if the structure caught the floating power.


  “Got a problem with your boot?” Ike asked.


  “I…” Edna nodded while she ran to catch up. She couldn’t become distracted.


  The hag studied her through hooded eyes. “You look frightened.”


  Edna drew a deep breath, praying her voice wouldn’t waver. “I… thought I saw something. In the air. Like… dust.” she trailed off as Ike hissed at her.


  “Dream residue.” The hag giggled. “Be careful not to breathe too much swamp gas.”


  “Why?” Edna jerked away from Ike when he pinched her. Even a hunter could be naturally curious. Edna needed all the information she could gather.


  The hag led them around a corner to a stairwell. As she ascended, she called over her shoulder, “You’ll find out if you breathe too much, eh?”


  Edna looked to Ike, but he shook his head. Maybe the hag tried to scare them, a joke about the dust. Edna followed him up the narrow steps, hoping they wouldn’t start to change too.


  Each brick on the walls and steps appeared faultless, an evenly toned rectangle of reddish-brown. The creamy mortar beneath was smooth. Edna paused to run her finger over the perfection on the wall. Even in the city, nothing looked so grand. Things in the swamp should be grotesque and run-down, smothered by the fumes and mist.


  The brick rippled beneath her fingertip and the flawlessness faded into rough, crumbling stone. Huge holes appeared in the mortar. A spider crawled near her hand. Cobwebs clung to the ceiling.


  Edna pulled back. Once her fingers left the wall, the perfection returned. Unlike the vision of Ike’s parents, this magic left her with a sour taste, as though she’d bitten into a rotten apple.


  The hag turned. “What are you doing?”


  She stumbled over her boots, forced to grab the wall again to keep from falling. The ugliness returned, spreading to the stairs, revealing them as rotting. When Edna looked at the hag, she didn’t see a young woman anymore; her face became gaunt, with sharp cheekbones and thick eyebrows over a warty nose.


  Edna released the bricks and clasped her hands. The illusion took hold, shattering the truth.


  The hag stared at her without moving before she tipped her head. “Don’t touch anything.” The hag resumed her walk.


  “Don’t you want to get your brother?” Ike whispered in Edna’s ear.


  “This isn’t what the place really looks like.” She gestured at the stairwell. “If things aren’t true, Harrison might be hidden in front of us.”


  “Hags rely on enchantments to ensure their things look nice. Be silent. You can’t jeopardize this.”


  “I—”


  Ike’s glare cut her off.


  The hag opened a door at the top of the stairs and they entered a new hallway that appeared the same as the last. They traveled around corners and up another flight of stairs. The hum of the machinery below burned her ears. Sweat beads broke out and her forehead ached beneath the headband. She hoped her brother would appear so she could grab him and they could run.


  They would escape. Somehow. She couldn’t worry about that now. First, locate Harrison.


  The hag pushed a door and stepped aside while it swung open. The voices in Edna’s head grew louder. She pressed her hands over her ears, wincing, and the evil crept out from her heart. Ike cupped her elbow and stepped into the room. The hag remained in the hallway, smiling sleekly. Edna suppressed a shudder as she entered.


  The air smelled of jasmine and lavender. Muted light filtered through a barred window. The rest drifted off the gas lamps on the walls. A fire crackled in a small hearth, over which hung a copper teapot. A woman had her back to the doorway as she sat on a red settee, her body clothed in a maroon shawl.


  The door shut behind Edna and she jumped. An elderly man stood with his hand on the brass knob, a pipe held between his thin lips.He stood seven feet tall, his body as thick as a log. Veins bulged from his long neck. His forehead peeked over his beady silver eyes in his egg-shaped head. He removed the pipe and blew smoke into the air.


  Edna’s eyes widened. An ogre. She’d seen a few before at the Moser Summer Fair. With bulging muscles and arms so long their hands reached their shins, humans used them to pull carts around the fair. Passengers squealed in excitement and laughed at the deformed creatures.


  Ogres were always male. They married hags, and their children were either hags or ogres, depending on the gender. Since Ike’s mother was a hag, if she’d married an ogre, Ike would’ve resembled an ogre, rather than looking human. Unlike the ogres at the fair who wore brown smocks, this ogre dressed in a white blouse with a black jacket overtop and matching pants, as though he were a gentleman. A red scarf tied at his neck.


  “How can I help you?” The woman on the settee spoke, a guttural sound Edna had heard before.


  Mother Sambucus.


  Edna pressed her knuckles into her mouth to keep from whimpering. Shivers crawled over her body.


  Ike bowed. “My younger brother and I are here to offer our services. We’re hunters, ma’am, and I’ve heard you’re eager for fresh Nix game.”


  Mother Sambucus leaned forward, humming before she spoke. “Come here.”


  Ike moved without hesitation. He didn’t motion, but Edna knew she’d better follow or appear suspicious. Stepping around the settee revealed what Mother Sambucus kept in her lap.


  A little girl knelt with her hand held by Mother Sambucus. The child had thinning gray hair, balding spaces visible on her skull as though she were a tomtar. Like the girl downstairs, her silvery ears pointed at the tops.


  “What else do you hunt?” Mother Sambucus lifted a sewing needle from her lap. Turquoise thread dangled from the end.


  Ike shrugged. “Whatever you need.”


  Edna wrapped her arms around herself to suppress a shudder, picturing the foxkin she’d freed from Waxman Estate. In her absence, how many others had Lord Waxman hunted? Other estates, other parties, other foxkins chased down to their doom. So much death and fear in the kingdom. Edna sucked on her lower lip.


  “Do you poach?” Mother Sambucus tugged on the silk thread as though testing its strength.


  Ike grinned. “Gotta eat.”


  Mother Sambucus smiled, sliding the needle tip through the child’s thumb. Edna gasped, but the child’s glazed eyes stared forward.


  “What are you doing?” Edna squeaked.


  “Only what needs to be done.” The hag nodded. “I will sew her hand together. Then, I will sew her hand beneath her arm. I shall repeat that on the other side. Without her hands, wings will start to grow.”


  Like the girl downstairs, this child had a family somewhere. That family looked at a cogling and thought their daughter was safe, but instead she suffered beneath a hag’s wickedness.


  Edna curled her hands into fists, aching to sew Mother Sambucus together, to watch the hag writhe and beg. Edna would ask her, “How do you like the feeling?”


  Mother Sambucus laughed as if she knew Edna’s thoughts, as if she reveled in her power. “Each time a pair of wings grows, I shall pluck them off, and a new set will begin. Fresh wings are a delicacy. All it takes is a little powder rubbed on her back.”


  Edna blanched. If she grabbed the child, the hags and ogres would attack.


  “We were saying, about hunting,” Ike prompted.


  Mother Sambucus sewed the child’s fingertips. “How much do you want to be paid?”


  “A pound a skin?”


  “Or”—Mother Sambucus looked up with her brow furrowed—“perhaps you want your brother back, Miss Mather?”
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  Mark the way, and so you did.


  [image: T]he room tilted. Edna grabbed the back of the settee to stay upright and Ike flung his arms toward her.


  She tried to think of how to deny the claim, but it felt as though a thick blanket had descended over her thoughts, scattering them.


  Mother Sambucus smiled to reveal her crooked teeth. “Did you think technology and magic could trick me? Why don’t you take off those silly headbands?”


  Edna fought to remain conscious as dizziness clawed her mind. From the doorway, the ogre chuckled deep within his throat. The evil raced along her body as though to push back the hag’s power.


  “Ike.” Mother Sambucus pulled the thread tighter and the little girl swayed forward. “How did you like Moser City?”


  Ike’s right hand twitched. “I wasn’t there.”


  The blanket over Edna’s thoughts lifted a little as the evil surged in fuller force. Her heartbeat sped as she studied the square window. They couldn’t make it through the door—the ogre held a cane, and outside the other hag waited.


  Mother Sambucus clicked her tongue. “I saw you. Why else have I been going to Moser City so often?”


  “You don’t need me.” He lifted his fist. “You already took my mother.”


  Edna gaped at him as his face scrunched.


  “You can still do a lot. You were born of two noble bloodlines, a mixture of hag and human.” Mother Sambucus slid the needle through the girl’s palm, curling the child’s fingers. The hag put her hand over the child’s and squeezed. The room filled with an audible crack of bone.


  “You broke her hand!” Anger bit at Edna’s belly. Why didn’t Ike fight for the child? She’d never seen him back down. They needed to stop arguing with Mother Sambucus and take action.


  “I broke her knuckle. Her hand needs to be much tinier than it is now so she can’t claw free.”


  The hags knew who they were; they had to escape and plan anew. Hoping Ike would follow her lead, Edna ran toward the window, but the velvet carpet lifted off the floor. She tripped and smashed into the wall. Pain flared through her shoulder, but she gritted her teeth. The carpet wrapped around her body, pinning her arms to her side.


  “She hasn’t done anything,” Ike growled.


  Mother Sambucus broke another of the girl’s knuckles. “I know why Edna is here.”


  “Stop hurting that girl.” Edna struggled against the rug. “The child can’t fight back. Leave her alone.” Another crack.


  “I’ve been waiting for you to come home, Ike,” Mother Sambucus purred. “Your father loves you, doesn’t he? Do you think he’s forgotten you yet?”


  Ike paled. “I’m half-hag. Humans don’t care about me.”


  “Your father does.” Mother Sambucus snapped the thread and pulled what remained from her needle. “Other hand, dear.”


  The girl cradled her broken hand to her chest and held out the other, eyes still glazed. Edna tried to see a spark of resistance in them, or even a glimpse of fear, something to show the child was still awake inside her body.


  “The other humans won’t let my father care.” Ike gritted his teeth.


  Mother Sambucus nodded to the ogre at the door. “Take Miss Mather to the Hemlock.”


  “You’ve got another Hemlock?” Ike roared.


  “There will always be a fresh Hemlock.” Mother Sambucus rethreaded her needle with a new strand.


  “Ike, what’s a Hemlock?” If Ike’s reaction meant anything, it had to be something dire.


  Edna screamed when the ogre grabbed her face to rip off the headband. Her skin rippled, ruining the illusion, and pain exploded in her skull.


  Ike rushed toward her, but a thread slithered from Mother Sambucus’s sewing basket to tangle around his legs, and he plummeted to the floor.


  “Ike!” The rug stayed wrapped around Edna’s torso, but allowed her legs movement, so she slammed her heels into the floor. Grunting, the ogre heaved her toward the door. The evil bit at the rug, singeing the fibers closest to her skin. It burned through her skin to leave those fibers blackened, smoking. Did she dare give the evil greater reign?


  “A Hemlock is a human.” Ike tore at the thread, but it held fast. “Forced to mate with a hag or ogre to mix human dreams with magic. Mother Sambucus, you cannot make Edna the next Hemlock.”


  “I’ve already got one of those. Edna will be happy serving her.”


  “That’s disgusting,” Edna spat. The door opened as they approached it and the hag in the hallway nodded to the ogre, with a smirk directed at Edna. The dream of freeing Harrison slipped from Edna’s horizon. Panic welled in her throat.


  She glanced back into the sewing room, but Ike didn’t look up as he struggled with his bonds.


  “Ike, I’ll find you,” she called. The door slammed, yet Mother Sambucus’s cackle followed them into the hallway.


  “Release me.” Edna bit at the ogre’s hands, but couldn’t reach. He dragged her downstairs, each step jolting her body. Her teeth bit her tongue and blood filled her mouth. She spit it out, a crimson trickle on the carpet.


  He paused beside a doorway.


  “You’re a brute,” Edna screamed. “A nasty, foul…” Her rant trailed off as she caught a glimpse inside the room. Children sat on stools knitting scarves as colorful as a rainbow. Dream powder drifted toward the ceiling, rising from their graying bodies.


  A boy dressed in a girl’s linen nightgown worked near the center. Dull brown hair hung around his face, his cheekbones protruding above his parted lips. Gray crept over his skin.


  “Harrison,” Edna whispered. Rage swept through her veins and she fought harder against her bonds. The evil swept through her like a wave. “Harrison! It’s me, Edna. Harrison.”


  The ogre guffawed. “He don’t hear.”


  A few running steps would take her to his side. “Harrison, wake up!” How could she be so close, yet unable to reach? Tears burned her eyes. She would hold him against her, kiss his forehead, promise him safety.


  Yet she was just as trapped as he was. Odds bobs to it all.


  “Harry!” Her voice cracked on his name as the ogre yanked her down the hallway. “No, stop!”


  The ogre dragged her around corners and down stairs until they exited the factory. He had to turn sideways to fit through the door. His bulk beneath his clothes jiggled, and his double chin swayed.


  “Bloody humans,” her captor muttered. “World will be fine an’ dandy once the lot o’ you are out of our cities.”


  Edna would run back into the factory and stab Mother Sambucus through the eye with her own needle. She would sweep Harrison away before they could sew him together.


  The ogre shoved her forward and the rug tightened. Frustrated tears stabbed her eyes. Her foot sank into muck, making her stumble. Her heart beat so hard it ached. A young hag stepped out from behind a willow tree. Fog floated around the trunk. She wore a white dress with a silk robe overtop. It rippled in the breeze around her long legs. Something about her face reminded Edna of someone she’d seen, but before she could place where, the hag pointed at Edna and laughed.


  “Love,” the young hag purred before darting into the mist.


  If hags swarmed the factory, then Edna would have to get back to the Nix. They’d helped Ike’s mother. She could convince them to help now. First, she had to get away.


  Through the trees, a three-story mansion drifted into view. Vines hung from the steeply sloping roof. Black-tinted glass glared in the windows. The hag in white, who’d before been beside the willow, stood on the veranda. She pointed again before running through the door.


  Her giggle wafted into the damp air. “Love, hate.”


  The rug, burning on the inside, kept Edna’s arms frozen. She couldn’t turn away from the mansion, couldn’t escape from the hags and ogres, or save anyone. She couldn’t go into the building; she might never escape. Only the Saints knew what awaited within.


  The ogre dragged Edna up the stairs, his breathing labored. A soot demon crawled up a pillar to hang upside down from the veranda’s ceiling, hissing at them. It twitched its tail before winding it around its potbelly. Edna struggled harder against the rug, but it tightened. Her lungs throbbed, too constricted to breathe deep. The evil would break through her soon.


  Once inside, they faced a wide staircase leading to the second story. The ogre tugged her up, each step creaking. Filth clung to the walls of peeling white paint, cobwebs in the corners and grime on the railing. A miserable place to wallow and perish.


  He took her to a door covered in black mold and waved his hand. It opened before he could touch it, and he shoved Edna inside. The door shut and clicked; a key ground in the lock. The rug unwound from around her and she lay still. Freed, only to face a larger cell.


  Edna sat up, rubbing the ache from her forehead. The room contained pictures of pressed flowers and gilded mirrors. A dresser stood against the left wall, a wardrobe on the right, and across the door, beneath the room’s only window, lay a bed. Faded blankets heaped around a young woman. She was curled into a ball with her back against the window. Dark hair fell in tangled curls around a sooty face. Dirt streaked her blue silk gown. She wasn’t gray, though.


  “Are…” Edna coughed when her voice squeaked. “Are you the Hemlock?”


  Tears made glossy trails on the young woman’s cheeks; her chin tipped downward. Matted hair hid her eyes.


  “So you’re a human, like me,” Edna added, in case the girl thought she was a hag. Edna stepped on the hem of her dress when she stood and tore the material. The sound filled the room.


  The young woman moved with what might have been a shake or a nod.


  “Ike said the Hemlock’s a human girl meant to marry an ogre.” Edna paused beside the bed, afraid to touch the other female in case she hurt somewhere. She twirled her prayer beads for something to occupy her fingers.


  “So I can have special babies.” The young woman’s voice croaked as if she hadn’t spoken in days. “She said I was a descendant of the first families. Father’s one of the king’s lords.”


  “Ike told me that. About the first families. He’s a descendant too. Of the hag line.”


  “Then he’s a bloody monster too.” She curled into a tighter ball.


  Edna wrinkled her nose. The young woman might’ve been injured and scared, but she didn’t need to throw her anger at Ike. “He’s trying to help me save my brother.”


  “Mother Sambucus tricked me,” the young woman snapped.


  “We can work together to escape. We can save Ike and Harrison.”


  “Give up your false hopes.” She sat up and squinted at Edna. “You. Did my father send you?”


  Edna put her hand to her throat.


  Lady Rachel.


  
    [image: ]
  


  
[image: Chapter Eighteen]


  Do not walk away from me.


  [image: W]hat are you doing here?” Edna pressed her hand over the pocket watch in her sash. She still had her clue for whenever she met the king, and her link to Harrison.


  Rachel scowled. “Having a tea party. Don’t be stupid, Ellie.”


  Edna recoiled. “You were home at your birthday.”


  “Seems Mother Sambucus was waiting for me. Apparently they want to keep me here breathing swamp gas and magic until I mate with a bloody monster.”


  She hadn’t joined the hags then, but Rachel sounded too resigned.


  Edna grabbed a lamp off the dresser and threw it at the window. The glass case shattered, raining over the bed, and the brass base bounced off the glass. Oil trickled into the mattress.


  “Oh, good, we’re free,” Rachel sneered.


  “Hush, you’re not helping.”


  A board creaked in the hallway. Edna held her breath. Then the footsteps trailed away. Edna ran to the door and pounded on it. “Let me out! You can’t keep us in here.”


  “You radiate with your brilliant ideas,” Rachel muttered.


  “The hags won’t free us; they want us trapped.” She rested her forehead against the wood, her chest heaving with pants. “If they don’t want to listen, we will have to outsmart them.” Edna stomped to the bed and climbed up beside Rachel to peer out the window.


  “Mother Sambucus told me she’d replaced my body with a cogling.” Rachel shrugged. “Whatever that means.”


  Edna clasped her shaking hands in her lap. She pictured Harrison huddled around the machinery, hope fading as the powers ate through his mind, like what had happened to the little girl with glazed eyes who was forced to grow wings. “My brother was only a little gray. I still have time to save him.”


  Rachel lay down. “I’ve tried everything to get out of here. Nothing works.”


  “There’s always something else.” Edna climbed off the bed to study the door. She ran her fingertip over the keyhole. “Maybe we can find something to poke in there, like a nail.”


  “You were never outspoken before.”


  “My brother’s in danger. I’m not going to bow to you,” Edna snapped. “I never even liked you.”


  Rachel sat up, her bloodshot eyes wide. “What do you mean, Ellie?”


  “You were my mistress, but you were always stuck-up and rude. It doesn’t matter if you fire me.” She’d be fired anyway for shirking her duties at Waxman Estate. “And my name is Edna!”


  “You’re a cruel, wretched thing. You belong on the streets,” Rachel spat.


  Of all the people Edna could be stuck with, it had to be her. Even Teddy, the butler, would be preferable. He would try to fight back instead of whining.


  Edna studied the hinges on the door. She pried her fingernail beneath one, but it didn’t loosen. The evil tickled her skin; it could destroy everything, but she might not be able to hold it back if it went that far. Did she dare risk it for Harrison? Untamed, it might hurt him. Edna picked at the lock. “Maybe I can break the knob and reach inside. Odds bobs, I don’t know how it works.”


  Edna pictured Ike slumped in a dungeon, soot demons running across his damp legs as he rocked, moaning.


  “It’s my fault Ike’s trapped. I couldn’t save Harrison and I can’t save Ike.”
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  Ike sagged against the wall; blackness swarmed the corners of his vision as dizziness overpowered his mind. He reprimanded himself for using too much energy to create a key out of wood chips. His head lolled to the side, resting against his shoulder while his heart pounded, blood rushing in his ears.


  The door to his cell opened.


  A foot crunched on the broken slivers of wood on the floor. Adrenaline fought against his fatigue enough for his eyelids to lift. Light drifted into the room from gas lamps in the hall, illuminating a woman.


  “I’m here to question you.” Her hands rested behind her back. He dragged his eyes away from her naked bosom.


  “The Confident uniform hasn’t changed.” Ike blinked in the light.


  She stopped in front of him. The gold bands on her forearms glistened. “You could have been one of us. A Confident.”


  Ike shut his eyes, too weary to keep his head lifted. “I could never be an assassin.”


  “You had training.”


  He sighed. “I don’t work well with blood.”


  “Pity.”


  He opened his eyes to see her crouch, and she lifted one hand to him. A dagger glistened against her leather glove. He recognized the runes engraved on the silver blade.


  “That’s to kill a traitor,” he said.


  “Are you one of them?”


  He tried to see her expression, but the upper half of her face hid behind a white mask. “That depends on which side you’re on.”


  “You’ve had enough training to answer well.” She smoothed her other hand across her white silk skirt. The customary outfit of the Confident ranks included only the skirt, mask, armbands, and leather gloves. Armor runes were tattooed across her bronze skin in blue ink.


  “What do you want?”


  “To question you. Perhaps you weren’t paying attention.”


  “You’re going to torture me for answers?” He nodded at the dagger. “Confidents don’t question. You assassinate.”


  She shoved the dagger into the wooden floor between his legs and picked up his makeshift key. “Did you do this?”


  “The questions begin.” Ike leaned against the wall. He couldn’t feel his hands anymore, his arms shackled above his head.


  “Your mother was always proud of your magic.”


  He stiffened. “She was a traitor. She’s dead now. Don’t talk about her.”


  “A traitor, you say. She wasn’t on your side?”


  Ike narrowed his eyes. “What do you want?”


  “I want to know what she did,” the woman hissed. “I’m supposed to ask about you, but I don’t care. You were a boy who ran away because his mother left. Of course you wouldn’t stay when you could be with her, and of course you’d come back when she was gone. We’re your people. The only magic you were ever good at involved making things. However, she could do anything.”


  “She couldn’t live,” Ike whispered. “If you really want to know about my mother, why isn’t Sambucus here spitting in my face?”


  “She’s got her worthy little human sacrifice.” The woman sat back on her heels. She rolled the key between her fingers. “I get you. I knew your mother well. I trained with her. Tell me why she left.”


  “You know why.” Ike wished the key would stab the woman through her throat.


  “She liked humans. She didn’t want us hurting them.”


  “Or the animals,” Ike added. “She hated how you hurt the foxkins and Nix.”


  The woman flashed a smile below the mask. “Make me care about your mother’s cause.”


  “You’ve already assigned her to her fate.” Ike dared the woman to give the real reason behind all of her questions—he knew who had sent her. The head of Confidents, not Mother Sambucus. “You want to know what her death was like. If she suffered.”


  The woman leaned back. “You shouldn’t have returned.”


  He hated conversations that went nowhere. “Where’s the girl I came with?”


  “The human is gone. Is she your pet?”


  “No,” Ike scoffed. “Hags shouldn’t keep humans as pets, even if they once treated us as such. My mother always stressed that.”


  “Your mother is dead.”


  “Maybe I married the girl.” Ike frowned, daring her to hit him.


  “There’s a reason you returned and brought her. Tell me. You’re chained in a storage closet where once furniture was made. You can gain your freedom through words.”


  “Tell the Captain of Confident if he wants to talk to me, he’d better come in person.”


  The woman rose and threw the key at Ike. It bounced off the wall near his head. “Perhaps once you have suffered without sustenance, you will feel more cooperative.”


  “Kill me now. I used to train with the Confidents. I know how to not give in.”


  She nodded with a smile on her lips. “Then I shall look forward to the fun.”


  When she stepped into the hallway, her hand on the door, he called, “Tell the Captain I don’t know if she suffered. The Nix were with her when she died.”


  He hoped she might turn back, but instead she nodded and shut the door, sealing him in darkness. Ike waited until his eyes adjusted before concentrating on the air. The key lifted a few inches off the floor before he lost contact. Ike sagged, panting.


  Soon he would get the makeshift key to unlock the hinges. Then he would escape.


  The weapon still rested between his legs. He shifted his knee to bump against it; solid, dangerous.


  “Thank you for the dagger,” he whispered to the departed woman. So they weren’t all against him.


  Now he only needed to rest and regain his strength.
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  Come along now, do not fear me.


  [image: Y]ou’re just going to anger Mother Sambucus if you try to escape,” Rachel said from the bed.


  “Mother Sambucus left a cogling in your place. Unless it doesn’t act right, like Harrison’s, Lord Waxman might not notice anything wrong. My parents won’t come either. Even if my mother and father tried to save us, they would be no match for a factory of hags.” Glaring out the window, Edna took in sprawling buildings of stone and brick, and other ramshackle mansions like the one Mother Sambucus had them trapped within. What had first seemed to be one dilapidated structure in the woods was in truth a hidden community. “Once we get out of here, Ike and I are going to King Elias. He won’t let the hags keep doing this. If he doesn’t want to listen, I’ll stand in front of him and refuse to budge. I’ll scream until I’m hoarse.”


  Rachel leaned against the wall, arms folded beneath her breasts. “The hags can say they did it to protect us. Maybe we were sick and needed to be quarantined. Hags bend truths.”


  “They’re using human children to make magical objects,” Edna sputtered. “The king can’t ignore their suffering.”


  Rachel held up her hand. “Objects which humans buy. I’ve purchased plenty of protection scarves and acne potions.”


  “Mum owns a protection scarf too, to keep her vocal cords supple for the Music Hall. Do you think a stolen child, like Harrison, fashioned it?” Her stomach cramped. “People wouldn’t keep buying if they knew who really made them.”


  “If the police came to investigate, the hags would cast spells on everything. Nothing would be recognizable.”


  Edna recalled how ordinary the factory looked at first. “They can’t hide all the children.”


  “They’re hags. I’m sure they’ll succeed.”


  She nibbled on her fingernail. “Ike’s going to show King Elias one of the unused coglings.”


  “Then you’d better hope he knows how to use it or the king’s going to call you crazy.”


  “Don’t you care what happens?” Edna whirled away from the window. “To any of us?” A tin tub rested in the corner of the room with a pile of clothing beside it. “What’s all that?”


  “Mother Sambucus had some of her ogres bring it before you got here.”


  Edna stepped toward the tub. “Are you going to bathe now, then?” Cleansing at the gin house, despite the awkwardness, had made her feel refreshed.


  “Absolutely not,” Rachel huffed. “I’m a lady, not a gutter brat.”


  Edna rubbed her fingers together. Grime coated her skin. “The king will probably listen to a clean girl faster than a grubby one. I’ll bathe, then. No use wasting good water.”


  “That’s vulgar. I bathed alone back home.”


  Rachel faced the wall while Edna stripped. She hesitated at her shift, but pulled that off too. She’d bathed without it at the gin house, and felt cleaner without the drenched cloth stuck to her skin.


  The water had cooled, but it felt as sweet as sugar. Although the ogres hadn’t brought soap, she rubbed the filth from her body and hair. Stepping out, water trickled down her legs. She sought through the pile of clothes until she found a towel, and located stockings, petticoats, corsets, and dresses. She held up the clothes until she decided which ones were smaller. “The hags must not have known what would fit you, so they brought an assortment.”


  The petticoat had buttons around the waist, which attached it to a sleeveless linen top, and the corset fastened up the front. The loose corset pinched beneath her arms, but made her back feel straighter, her body taller.


  The black wool stockings itched, and the garters, which fastened above her knees, pinched her skin. She pulled the cotton dress over her head, but needed Rachel to lace the back.


  “I’m not your maid,” Rachel snapped. “You’re mine.”


  Edna frowned. “I’m trying to find a way out, and you’re giving up. True ladies don’t surrender.”


  Rachel’s eyes flashed, but she leaned forward to help. Edna bit her tongue to keep from giggling and pulled on her fingerless gloves. Despite the tears in the lace and the mud staining the blue, their sense of familiarity and elegance seeped across her skin.


  The tub beeped and both girls jumped. Breath lodged in Edna’s throat. She expected to see an ogre leap out of it, brandishing a club. She crouched with her hands outstretched, feet firm against the ground.


  The tub beeped again and Rachel planted her hands on her hips. “You broke it.”


  Edna scowled, leaning over the side. A red light, the size of a penny, flashed in the bottom of the tub. With each blink, it beeped. “It’s a sensor tub. When the water turns dirty, the beep indicates it needs fresh. There’s one at your manor for washing dishes.”


  The door opened and two ogres entered, dressed in blue pants and stained shirts, with wide belts fastened at their waists. Studs protruded from the dark leather. The girls stiffened, silent. At seven feet tall, the ogres almost brushed the ceiling.


  Edna wrapped her arms around her chest. What if they’d entered while she was naked?


  The ogres hefted the dirtied tub and left.


  “Seems you missed your chance to bathe,” Edna muttered with a perverse surge of pride. Rachel might be nobility, but she reeked of stale body odor.


  While Edna combed her hair with her fingers, the ogres returned with a fresh tub. Two pairs of black boots, tied by the laces, hung from their shoulders, and they dropped the shoes beside the tub. As soon as the ogres departed, Rachel bounced off the bed.


  “Excellent. Clean, hot bathwater.” Rachel smirked at Edna. “Help me undress.”


  “Do it yourself.”


  “You’re still my maid. Mother Sambucus ordained it.” Rachel turned her back to Edna and held out her arms.


  Edna scowled, about to retort, when she noticed Rachel couldn’t undress herself. The gown laced up the back, similar to Edna’s new one.


  “I’m not scrubbing you.” Back home, she would have had to if Rachel’s mechanical maid couldn’t.


  Sighing, Rachel sank into the steaming water.


  Edna slid her left foot into the first pair of boots. The black leather swallowed her, so she kicked it off and tried on the second pair. Although her toes pinched, at least her foot wasn’t swimming, so she pulled on its mate. She hung the watch around her neck and hid it beneath the bodice.


  When Rachel finished and dried off, Edna helped her button the back of the clean dress. The tub beeped, indicating the dirty water. A minute later, the bedroom door opened. Instead of ogres to fetch the bathwater, the hag in the white dress stood with one hand on the brass knob. Edna sucked in a breath, debating between taking a fighting stance or backing away.


  “Come,” the hag sang, “we leave together.”


  “That’s the mad hag,” Rachel scoffed. “Mother Sambucus told me the wretch lost her mind. Doesn’t make a wit of sense.”


  The hag laughed. “We leave. I take. Come, come. Escape.”


  “We can’t leave.” Edna edged toward the hag. With her smooth skin and clear eyes, the hag couldn’t have been much older than thirty. Too familiar—the evil had given Edna a vision of this hag standing over Harrison when she’d ridden on the blimp. It could be a sign to trust the hag, since the evil did act to protect Edna. “Why would you want to help us?”


  “Because she’s mad!” Rachel laced her new boots. “Ugh, these are far too small.”


  The hag’s silver eyes glowed. “My son.”


  “Who’s your son?” Edna frowned. The hag had called out “love” when the ogre had brought Edna to the manor. Maybe he was her son.


  “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about,” Rachel scoffed.


  The hag swept her hands in an arch. “I know the way.”


  Rachel swallowed hard, shrinking away from the hag. “She’s insane. We can’t trust her.”


  “We go.” The hag scurried into the hallway.


  Rachel snared the hem of Edna’s dress. “We can’t leave!”


  Edna pulled Rachel up. “This might be our answer. We have to try her escape route.”
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  My power is here, and so is yours.


  [image: T]he hag in white led Edna and Rachel down the back stairs to the library, where leather-bound books and prisms of various shapes adorned the shelves. If she hadn’t been so scared her limbs quivered, Edna would’ve loved browsing the texts.


  “I wouldn’t have thought hags to be literate,” Rachel said.


  Edna pinched her arm. “Shush! They have to be intelligent if they can heal people.”


  “Are we going to find a spell?” Rachel asked. “These are spell books, aren’t they?”


  “Spells of the family. Spells for none. Spells for all.” The hag laughed.


  Edna shut the door. “Lets hurry.” She glanced around the library, seeking its other exit, and her heart thudded harder. She’d expected to see a back door, since the hag had brought them there.


  “Where to now?” Edna’s mouth dried. The hag had led them to a trap. How stupid for believing a madwoman could help. Mother Sambucus would drag them back to their room and Edna would be no closer to Harrison. The evil tickled her skin as a reminder of its prescence.


  “Hush,” the hag hissed. She pulled a plush chair aside and moved the rug beneath to reveal a trapdoor. When she tugged on the brass loop at one end, the wooden square creaked upwards.


  Maybe they were right to trust her. They didn’t have another choice. They could follow the hag or stay trapped in the room—which might be preferable after the hag finished leading them.


  Shuddering, Edna pushed her doubts aside.


  “I’m not going down there.” Rachel folded her arms. Edna wanted to shake her.


  “Fleeing from captivity isn’t the time to complain. I’m not staying up here.” Edna peered over the edge of the trapdoor. A ladder disappeared into dark depths, where an earthy odor arose. “At least it lacks Mother Sambucus.”


  “There isn’t any light.” Rachel waved her arms. “We don’t know what’s down there.”


  “Your eyes will adjust to the darkness. Whatever lies below has to be better than imprisonment in this mansion.” Edna swung her legs over the edge, and the ladder held beneath her weight. She turned to grasp the top rung and began her way down. The white ruffles on the bottom of her skirt brushed the dirt on the ladder and her gloves stuck to the rough rungs.


  Wind caressed her cheek, and she stiffened. The darkness swallowed her sight. She slid to the next rung and slipped, grabbing the ladder so tight it pressed into her belly.


  “What is it?” Rachel called down.


  “N-nothing.” Edna counted the rungs to keep her mind off her panic. “I can do this for Harrison.”


  At the bottom, her feet planted on sandy dirt. Edna closed her eyes to better adjust to the absence of light. When she looked again, the darkness didn’t seem so solid. Scaffolding supported the earthen ceiling and walls. Behind her, the ladder creaked and Rachel dropped onto the ground beside Edna. Dust rose, tickling Edna’s nose. She wiped it on her sleeve, then rubbed her beads.


  “We’re below the mansion,” Edna murmured. Maybe this path would take them under the factory to sneak Harrison and Ike out.


  The hag bounced off the bottom rung. “We hurry.” She jogged, her white dress a beacon to follow. Against the dark walls, she glowed.


  The tunnel wove around corners, as though they were trapped in a labyrinth. They turned left, right, and right, left. Edna grasped the wall for support when the ground became uneven. Her fingers pressed against the compact earth and a worm slithered across her palm.


  Edna stumbled into Rachel. “What if the hags planned this and we run forever?” she whispered. A lump formed in her throat. The air thickened with a damp stench that reminded her of animals. “Do you think a beast died down here?” Or other humans who’d tried to escape?


  She needed to focus on reality.


  “Is this ever going to end?” Rachel’s voice quavered. When Edna grasped her hand, she squeezed back.


  “Soon,” the hag sang.


  They turned a corner and a light flickered in the tunnel.


  “I can see the exit!” Rachel pulled free of Edna and dashed past the hag toward the flicker.


  Edna ran after her. Could it be true?


  They entered a large opening with lit torches set in brick walls. Dampness solidified on the cracked, dome ceiling and dripped onto metal cages. Had Mother Sambucus intended to lock Edna and Rachel inside two of them? Shapes stirred within. Edna stepped closer and gasped. “Foxkins!”


  The creatures turned dark eyes upon them, gook sticking to the hairs that crept down their snouts. They gripped the bars with their tiny red paws and mewed, tails limp.


  Rachel recoiled. “Disgusting.”


  The air reeked of feces and urine. The foxkins must have soiled their torn clothing. Edna’s heart ached for them.


  “Magic pelts. Magic brains.” The hag floated into the enclosure. “Storage cell. Other entrances.”


  Edna nibbled on her fingernail. Other entrances meant hags and ogres could appear from places she hadn’t noticed. “We can’t just abandon these animals.”


  Rachel wrinkled her nose. “Let’s go before the other hags come.” She continued down the tunnel, where the dirt walls started again.


  “Not until we set them free.” Edna studied the closest cage. The oval lock involved buttons and levers, but no keyhole. “We haven’t time to let the animals go,” Rachel snapped. “Your brother’s waiting, remember?”


  “We can’t leave them here!” Edna pushed buttons. The lock chirped, but didn’t release. If she released a little of the evil, it might be able to explode the lock.


  “You know why they’re here, don’t you?” Rachel whispered.


  “You should help help instead of rambling. Just because you’re nobility doesn’t mean you have to be insensitive toward the plight of others.”


  Rachel braided her hair without looking at Edna. “When you press their teeth against a cut, it will heal faster. The ligaments make strong strings for violins.”


  Edna shuddered. “That’s barbaric.”


  Rachel tugged her braid. “The meat is filling for long trips. The blood is great for shrinking pores. Hags sell vials of it, mixed with herbs.”


  The hag hummed. “Top button thrice, lever twice.”


  Edna glanced at her. “Is that the combination?”


  “Locks open.” The hag spun in a circle.


  Edna pushed the top button three times and wiggled the lever twice. The lock popped out. A grin spread across her lips, and she flashed her teeth at the hag. “Thank you!”


  The foxkin staggered out, blinking at Edna. It twitched its three tails.


  “Rachel, help me.” Edna ran to the next lock.


  “This is filthy.” Rachel earned a hiss from her foxkin, but she performed the combination and opened the cage.


  As Edna completed the code on the final lock, a ticking sounded above. Glancing upwards, Edna’s breath stilled in her throat. Metal spyders crawled across the rafters below the ceiling.


  Spyders, ready to report to the hags.


  Her stomach twisted and she tugged on a curl. “Rachel, look up. Spyders. They’re going to know we’re down here. Fast.”


  “May the king save us.” Rachel bolted toward the door.


  “If only King Elias considered the swamp dangerous enough to post patrolling officers.” Edna ran with Rachel, foxkins hurrying at their ankles, furry bodies bumping against their legs. The hag floated behind.


  The tunnel curved upward. Edna stumbled over her hem and collapsed to her knees. A foxkin bounded onto her back and leapt off. She scrambled up and caught her dress around her calves. Blood pumped in her veins. She imagined spyders meandering across her skin, recording her every move.


  Mother Sambucus would discover what they’d done and they would be trapped again, no better off than the foxkins. She ran, with Rachel at her side, the hag floating close behind. They burst outside through a small cave opening at the edge of the swamp, leading into the forest. Rachel collapsed, panting. The scrawny foxkins crowded around them in the weeds, chattering amongst themselves.


  “You had to waste time with the animals,” Rachel growled.


  “Where do we go?” Edna asked the hag as she bent over with heaving breaths. “I have to free Harrison and Ike.”


  The hag touched her throat. In a burst of blue sparkles, a pink cameo appeared on her high, lace collar. She unpinned it and handed it to Edna with a smile.


  “Will it protect us?” Edna’s hand shook as she accepted the brooch.


  The hag shook her head. “One needs it.”


  Edna nodded at Rachel. “Her?” Of course, Lady Rachel would get the fancy bauble.


  “My son.”


  “The ogre? We don’t have time to return a brooch.” Edna tried to press it back, but the hag shook her head. “You helped us, but I don’t know how to help you.”


  The hag spread her hands. “Fire burns.” Facing them, she floated backwards into the tunnel. Her white dress glowed before she vanished.


  Edna pinned the brooch to her collar. She would have to keep it for now. The evil surged before it stilled, as if reacting to the cameo. She had to concentrate more on keeping the energy away.


  “She could’ve been more helpful,” Rachel wailed.


  Edna folded her knees and sat, picking at the dirt streaked across her skirt. A foxkin crawled into her lap, so she stroked the fuzzy head to calm her tremors. “I have no idea where civilization lies. We have no food, no weapons, only each other. Maybe the foxkins can hunt, but we would need fire to cook the food.” The story about how the hags became servants to humanity replayed through her mind.


  “Fire!” Edna caught the foxkin in her arms and leapt up. “I know how to save Harrison and Ike! We have to burn down the factory.” They could make fire using sticks and stones – she’d done it before to save money on matches.


  The foxkins tipped their heads toward her, pointy ears drawn back.


  Rachel sniffled. “The factory’s made of bricks.”


  “The house we were in wasn’t, and there’s wood inside the factory. We can throw torches through the windows. We’ll make sure the fire starts away from the children. We’ll get them out while the hags deal with the flames.”


  A large foxkin stepped forward. In a tiny voice it said, “We will help.”


  Edna bit her knuckles to keep from grinning, tasting the dirt on her gloves. Even though she knew they could, she’d never heard a foxkin speak. Few humans earned that privilege. She crouched to be eyelevel with the critter. “Can you help me get the children out and throw the torches?”


  The foxkin blinked. “Will hags die?”


  Edna narrowed her eyes at the dirt. Can I kill a hag? Harrison appeared in her mind.


  Yes.


  She’d do whatever needed to be done in order to save her brother. 
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  A rendezvous lies before you.


  [image: I]ke stuffed his makeshift key into the pocket of his trousers. His wrists throbbed with an impression of the chains and his back stiffened. With a final glance around his cell to make sure spyders hadn’t snuck in, he eased the door open enough to peer into the hallway. A soot demon scampered by, but otherwise the corridor lay empty. He pushed the door open further and slipped through the crack. Back in Moser City, it had been easy for him to manipulate locks and steal what he needed to survive.


  He closed the door and locked it, the tiny mechanisms clicking into place. Ike touched the wall and closed his eyes, opening his mind to sense movement through the stone. An ogre wandered above and children slaved in the rooms downstairs. A memory slipped to the forefront of his mind:


  Mother Sambucus forced him to sit on the loveseat in her room that reeked of vanilla, the odor she added to her poisons to hide the noxious fumes.


  The muscles in his arms pulsed from grinding herbs in her clay bowls. When he paused to breathe, she slapped his back.


  “Get to work. You’ll never learn if you’re lazy.”


  Ike fought back tears. She would hit him harder if he cried, and call him a human boy. He hated grinding herbs because she used them to hurt others. He became an instrument in her vendetta against humanity.


  Mother Sambucus moved away to her table where she siphoned powders into glass vials. He wished he could use magic to alter the compounds in his herbs, to ruin their toxins. Someday, when he was older and knew how…


  The door blew open. Mother Sambucus squawked as her vials and bowls slid off the table. Colored powders clouded the air.


  Ike’s mother stormed into the room, her eyes flashing beneath her wild hair. “What are you doing with my son?”


  Mother Sambucus folded her hands against her round stomach. “You have no right to enter in such a manner, without an invitation.”


  “Leave him be.” His mother yanked the mortar and pestle from his hands to throw them across the room, where they thumped the wall. Herbs scattered.


  “You aren’t a ruler here.” A muscle ticked in Mother Sambucus’s jaw. “You were not a queen for the humans either, were you?”


  His mother stiffened. “If you touch Ike again—”


  Mother Sambucus sniffed. “He needs to learn.”


  His mother gripped his shoulder and her nails pinched his skin, but he didn’t cry out. She was angry, not vicious, like Mother Sambucus. He wanted to say he was glad he wasn’t full-blooded. Otherwise he’d be an ogre, huge-boned and thick-skinned. Now he looked like his father. Every time he glimpsed a mirror, he could remember the man he loved, and wish he hadn’t had to leave.


  “He will still have magic.” Mother Sambucus stepped toward them. His mother lifted her chin. Ike wanted to run, but he reminded himself he wasn’t imaginative enough for that. He should protect his mother, not have her defend him. Shame scalded his senses.


  “I’ll learn. I won’t cause trouble.” The words escaped his mouth.


  Mother Sambucus smiled. “He could be a good boy.”


  “Go behead yourself,” his mother said, “before I do it.” Still gripping his shoulder, she dragged Ike from the room. He had to jog to keep up with her pace.


  “She didn’t hurt me,” Ike insisted. They passed a young hag who glowered at them even though she was friends with his mother. He thought her name was Simone.


  “I don’t want you to ever know what she can teach you.” Tears trembled in his mother’s eyes. He squeezed her, despite being too old for such affection.


  Ike winced. Even though his mother hadn’t wanted him to learn from Mother Sambucus, the hag hadn’t lost an opportunity to teach him dark magic.


  “Thank you,” he muttered to fate. He could use what magic he did know against the hags his mother had despised, and he would never allow it to twist his heart.


  He headed toward Mother Sambucus’s workroom to get an unused cogling, his hand still on the wall. It told him most of the hags were in the cellar, where spyders congregated for review. He could wonder why later.


  
    [image: ]

    

  


  Edna crouched in the weeds surrounding the factory, holding a thick stick with a flame at the tip, the evil a hairsbreadth from her fingers. Foxkins darted to her side carrying smaller sticks in their front paws. They passed the flame from torch to torch until each furry face glowed.


  “You understand the plan?” Edna asked.


  The foxkins twitched their noses.


  “We follow your idea,” one said.


  “Fire burn.” Another squeaked a laugh, revealing sharp teeth.


  Edna gave a curt nod, then twirled on her heels and charged into the clearing. By the time the hags were defeated, she would have actual muscles on her scrawny limbs.


  The flame flickered but didn’t go out. The heat tickled her face, mingling with the scent of smoke. She licked her lips, savoring the earthy taste of blood, dirt, and perspiration.


  Edna charged toward the dilapidated mansion Mother Sambucus had imprisoned her in, and foxkins darted past. They grabbed stones with their paws to throw at the factory windows. Glass became slivers of rain as the windows shattered. The foxkins tossed their burning sticks through the holes where the windows had once been, empty eyes now, seeing demise but unable to prevent it.


  Edna threw her stick onto the front porch. “Burn!” The fire transferred to the ancient boards with a sizzle.


  
    [image: ]

    

  


  Ike tiptoed into the workroom, leaving the door open to provide light from the hallway. Wooden shelves covered with metal boxes lined two walls. The third wall contained drawers. He eased open one slowly to keep it from squeaking. The drawer contained vials of liquid. He opened others, finding rags and cogling watches. He stuffed a rag, vial, and watch into the pockets in his jackets.


  Holding his breath, he lifted one of the boxes and recognized the cherub engraving on the top: an unused cogling. He closed his jacket over it, keeping it in place with one arm, and slipped from Mother Sambucus’s workroom. With no hags, ogres, or spyders in sight, he headed toward the stairs.


  Below, a hag screamed, and another shouted, “Fire!”


  Ike froze with his foot on the top step. “Impossible.” Hearths were enchanted to make sure fire never spread. Ike headed for the stairs at the opposite end of the hallway.


  A soft click, like a nail against wood, made him glance over his shoulder. A foxkin, in a ragged black jacket, dashed by holding a burning stick. The animal’s three tails had smoke caught in the red fur.


  “What in the name of the Saints…?”


  “Are you Ike?” The foxkin drew back his ears.


  “Yes,” Ike sputtered, “you… know my name?”


  The critter waved his stick. “Eddie-Na says to run to the woods. Everyone must run to the woods.”


  “Wait,” Ike called when the foxkin continued down the hallway. The animal didn’t pause.


  Edna waited in the woods, with foxkins? Could the foxkins be trusted?


  Ike pulled the Confident’s knife from his belt. He would find Edna and make sure she was safe. Then they could plan their next step together.
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  Will you travel or stay behind?


  [image: O]n the first story of the factory, foxkins rushed by in copper blurs, trailing flames and smoke. The doors blazed with fire. An oncoming foxkin ran too close, so Ike spread his legs to allow it between his feet. One of the foxkin’s tails brushed Ike’s shin, the touch feather-soft against his pants.


  “Set fire to the ceiling,” a foxkin screamed.


  Even though the factory was constructed of stone, the ancient timber framing would burn fast and mercilessly. He had to get out before escape became impossible, and he had to take Edna and the children with him.


  Ike increased his pace, but rounding a corner, he skidded. A hag pummeled toward him, her face melting beneath the onslaught of heat licking her clothes. Flames danced across her body, igniting her hair. Her shriek made the hairs on his arms stand on end. If the hags could stop fire, they could live, but fire was a substance they couldn’t control—a fact the humans had once used against them.


  Smoke burned Ike’s eyes and he coughed into his elbow. His foot crunched something hard—a spyder. He scowled and kicked it. The metal body bounced off the wall before it scurried away, a shrill squeal emitting from its battered being. Spyders transferred information they heard to their owners. If there was one, there might be more; Mother Sambucus would know he’d escaped, but she had more worries now.


  Ike ran on to find the children. He would have to jolt them from their enchanted stupor and convince them to leave, unless the fire had already done that. By breaking the hags’ concentration, maybe the children had been freed.


  When he burst into the machinery room, children fled through the broken doors into the swamp. The machines they’d been weaving blankets on burned and the children coughed. Above, something cracked. Smoke seared his sinuses and choked his lungs.


  Ike blinked to clear his eyes. “Which one of you is Harrison?” The dirty children all looked the same: gaunt and unkempt.


  A girl, not much older than five, limped past him. Tears streaked the soot on her thin cheeks. “Where’s my kitty?”


  Ike scooped her up and fled with the rest. He had to hold her with one arm, her body resting against his side, so he could grasp the cogling box. He would have to locate Harrison outside.


  “May the moon have mercy.” He didn’t know what Edna’s brother looked like. Ike could have cursed himself.


  “All the buildings are burning,” a hag shouted from the back of the room.


  As Ike reached the door, three Confident soldiers dashed inside. Water swirled in conjured balls around their hands and they threw the balls at the fires. Water splashed and sizzled around them, smoke thickening in the air. The child whimpered in his arms.


  If he’d agreed to join the ranks of Confidents years ago, when they recruited children, he could have been one of the firefighters. Now he was only a thief. His heart aching, he ran to the front door.


  When he entered the murky daylight, he slid to a stop before the captain of the Confidents. The man stood straight, his hands hanging limp at his waist. Water spiraled around him. He shifted, and the droplets coalesced into balls in his palms. More water sucked from the swamp around him to float in the air surrounding the Confidents.


  The captain inclined his head. Ike held the little girl closer. Hags blurred by him, intermingling with the children dashibg toward the forest. He didn’t care how much the buildings burned, or if the hags burned with the grounds, but his heart skipped a beat when he realized the children would have nowhere to go in the forest. Some would suffer. Others would be brought back to slavery, to whatever remained of the factory and outbuildings.


  Ike shoved the final thought aside and nodded to the captain. The child bounced against him while he ran for the cover of the swamp. She weighed no more than a stale loaf of bread.
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  Edna waited at the entrance to the clearing, where hags struggled through mud and sparks. Children moved by with glassy eyes, dazed expressions on their scrawny faces, soiled rags clothing their bodies. She grabbed a little boy’s arm. His mouth opened in a silent scream. No, the nose was too long to be Harrison’s. Her heart thudded. It should’ve been him. She released the child and grabbed the next. No, a little girl this time, with a scar on her chin. A sob rose in Edna’s throat.


  “Harrison, where are you?”


  An upstairs window in the factory exploded. Flames licked the bricks, creeping along the wooden windowsill. Hags shrieked, but the fire’s roar muted them.


  “Burn,” Edna whispered. If she could have torn the buildings apart herself, she would have.


  A child stumbled into her hip. Edna knew he was too short to be Harrison, but she grabbed his cheeks and tipped his face just in case. No. Too round to be her brother.


  “Please, Saints, get all the children and foxkins out.” The foxkins chose to go in, but the children were innocent captives.


  “Harrison!” Edna shrieked. “Harrison Mather!” She seized another boy and pulled him around. Beneath his filth, the child’s red hair shone with gray streaks. Tears stung her eyes while she stumbled away from the child. “Saints help us, he has to appear.”


  “Edna!” Ike’s voice rang through the swamp. She turned, and Ike’s arm squeezed her so tight she gasped. A hard object beneath his coat jabbed her ribs.


  She clung to his neck, breathing in the scent of him. “You’re safe.”


  “We’re both fine, luv,” he whispered into her hair.


  Yes, both of them were well, but…


  Edna jerked away. “I have to find Harrison…” She grabbed another child. A girl with long gray hair. Again, not Harrison. The evil bit stronger at her fingertips.


  “Harrison!” Ike’s voice boomed through the night. “Harrison Mather?”


  The children didn’t look at them, fleeing for the swamp with mouths agape. More windows exploded, and something crashed as the factory caved in. Reaching for another child, Edna stumbled over a rock and crashed into a tree. She gritted her teeth against the pain flashing through her side, as if needles stabbed her nerves.


  “Edna?”


  A boy stood behind her, soot streaking his gaunt face and nightgown. Through the grit, his eyes shone. They weren’t as clear as she remembered, more gray than hazel, but the emotion behind them, the depth, made her squeal.


  Edna yanked Harrison against her. The evil fled back to her heart at the contact.


  “Harry-boy!” Tears burned paths down her cheeks. His bones stabbed her; so frail, as if he were a skeleton dressed in rags. He lifted his hands and patted her shoulders. She rubbed her knuckles across his chin to scrape his dirt onto her gloves.


  A ball of light struck a tree above their heads. Edna pushed Harrison behind her to shield him. An ogre stood at the entrance of the swamp wearing only a kilt. Glowing symbols covered the rest of his thick body. Water swirled around his hands, and a ball of it shot off to strike the tree by them again. He bared his teeth and snarled.


  “You won’t fell me now, not when I’ve got Harrison.”


  Ike grabbed her arm. “Run!”


  “Go,” the ogre growled. “Do not return.”


  Was he like the hag in white who’d helped them escape the mansion? Having no time to ponder this question, she turned and ran.


  Ike pushed Edna faster. She dragged Harrison at her side, other children and foxkins fleeing from the crackling buildings.


  Edna gasped. “Is he going to come after us?”


  “No. Keep running,” he panted. “Everyone needs to keep going.”


  “Who was that?”


  “Captain of the Confidents.” Ike pushed a vine aside. Their feet sloshed through the moist ground.


  “Why would he not come after us?” She squeezed Harrison’s hand tighter.


  “He wants us to escape.”


  “Why?” Edna glanced at the foxkins and children following them. She would have to send a foxkin deeper into the swamp to fetch Rachel and the foxkins who’d been too weak to attack.


  “He’s my grandfather.”
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  Come my pets, all dragons worthy.


  [image: E]dna sat on the edge of the Nix bed, which consisted of large leaves spread over smaller ones. Rachel rested alone in another cottage. The Nix had offered Edna her own bed, but she’d chosen to stay with her brother. Harrison leaned against her with his head in her lap. He snored, his chest rising and falling with each rattling breath.


  She smoothed the dirty brown hair away from his face, strands sticking in her lace gloves. Magic sparkled along his graying skin. She rubbed his ear, but the silver residue didn’t fade. “What’ve they done to you?”


  Harrison’s sleepy legs jerked so hard he kicked the wall. “Go away!”


  Edna’s heart pounded, making her head light and her hands chilled. Her throat ached when she swallowed. “Harrison, wake up.” Edna shook him. “You’re safe.”


  Her brother twisted away and panted, blinking. She stroked her fingers across his cheeks to calm him. “I’m not gonna let the hags at you again. I promise.”


  The curtain of braided grasses parted across the doorway and Strossa entered carrying a bowl. Her hooves scraped the dirt. “I brought food for Rachel, and here’s some for the tyke.”


  “Who are you?” Harrison backed away from the Nix until his back hit the wall. Edna enfolded him in her arms, wishing he felt thicker. He’d always been so solid before. Real.


  “She’s a friend,” Edna reminded him.


  “I don’t wanna stay here.” He turned his face against her shoulder. “Where’re Mum and Papa?”


  “They’re waiting for us at home. They want you to be well.” She pictured their mother in her dancing dress and their father in his denim overalls, both crying as they welcomed them home. They would call her magnificent.


  Strossa held up the bowl. “Swamp spinach stew. Good for the boy.”


  Swamp spinach sounded gross, but maybe it would taste as good as the moss. Edna held out her hand. “Thank you.”


  Harrison pressed against her and whimpered when the Nix drew near, but as soon as she left, he leaned away. Tears streaked his face, which she’d done her best to clean, but grime still coated his skin.


  “We’re really going home?” he asked.


  “We are.” Edna smiled for his account as she slid her finger through the thick, green mixture. “Here you go. I’m sure it tastes much better than it looks.”


  Harrison paused before he opened his mouth to be fed from her fingers.


  “When you were little, I used to feed you to help our parents. Sometimes you’d wrinkle your nose and clamp your mouth shut, or you’d spit the food back up. How does it taste?” The aroma lifting from the bowl reminded her of garlic more than spinach.


  “I don’t taste anything.” His cheeks reddened. “The hags gave us leaves to chew. They killed our taste buds and made us never hungry. Or thirsty.”


  Edna stiffened. “I’ll find a way to fix that. I’ll destroy those ogres all over again.”


  “They’re gone. You burned them.”


  Ike entered the room. “Some survived.”


  “What?” Harrison blanched.


  “I need to talk to you.” Ike touched Edna’s shoulder. “Elsewhere.”


  “My brother needs me. I can’t leave him fretting here.” She did need to listen to Ike, though. He was still the guide who’d gotten her to the swamps, to Harrison. Edna pressed the bowl into her brother’s hands. “I’ll be back. I promise.” She rose to follow Ike, her heart aching for her brother.


  Once outside the cottage, Ike kissed her cheek.


  She blinked up at him. “What was that for?” Her heart flip-flopped—a strange sensation. They were partners against the hags, not special friends. Were they even friends? Yes, if someone asked, she would say they were.


  He stepped back, his cheeks flushed. “I’m glad you’re safe. You got your brother back.”


  “I couldn’t have gotten him without you.” Her broad smile stung her lips. “My world would’ve crumbled if I hadn’t saved Harrison. You led me along that path of salvation.”


  “The Nix are looking after the other children. They can’t stay here, but we can find them homes once they’re better.”


  She sighed. “They’ll reunite with their families. I was worrying—”


  “The hags will find more children. They’ll make more coglings. Perhaps some hags died, but not enough. The hags are sick of being second. They will rebel.” Ike closed his eyes. “I’m going back with you to the city to get Hilda.”


  Edna shivered. “Dragging more hags into the situation can’t fix things. What can she do?”


  “Help me plan.” Ike ran his fingers through his hair. “I have to do something.”


  “I want to help.”


  He turned away. “You’re not a hag. There’s nothing you can do.”


  Edna winced. “I just enlisted a bunch of foxkins to burn down the factory. How can you tell me there’s nothing I can do?”


  “Go to Harrison. Right now, he needs you.”


  Edna reached for Ike, placing her hand on his arm. “I’m here. Let me help. We can go to King Elias, with or without Hilda. He’ll terminate the evil hags and imprison the rest. Their freedom is over. They won’t hurt anyone again.”
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  Ike’s nose burned and his eyes were wet. What if he couldn’t stop the hags and everything his mother once tried for became naught?


  “Are you Ike?” a male Nix asked.


  He turned to the warrior imp approaching. “I am.” He clenched his fists to keep the doubts away.


  “I have a note.” The imp held out a metal blimp the size of Ike’s hand with a paper attached to the bottom.


  “Thanks.” Ike bowed his head as he accepted it, but his heart thudded. Only hags used miniature steam blimps to carry messages.


  His fingers shook while he unfolded the letter. His heart raced even faster as he read, then reread, skimming the introduction to the central paragraph.


  His grandfather requested a meeting for the next morning.
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  Ike stood beneath a weeping willow, using its coverage to shadow his body. The changeling pool shimmered in front of him. A hag, long ago, had cast a spell over the rainbow-colored waters to give them power. Whenever the pool’s water was placed in a hag’s machine, the contraption would become more lifelike.


  Scowling, Ike kicked a stone into the pool. Rainbow ripples spread across the surface. Perhaps if the water had never been spelled, the hags wouldn’t have so many coglings. Perhaps humans would recognize they weren’t real.


  Perhaps he would still be living with his parents rather than plotting the downfall of hags.


  “Ike?”


  He twisted at the sound of his grandfather’s voice. The ogre entered the shade of the willow tree dressed in his Confident uniform of silver skirt and arrow tattoos. His thick, wrinkled body made Ike thankful for his father’s human blood. Then he winced. His grandfather couldn’t help his appearance. I’ve spent too much time amongst humans.


  Ike bowed his head. Aside from their brief interaction yesterday, he hadn’t seen his grandfather since his mother took him to the Nix. Ike wanted to reprimand the ogre for not seeking him out, for not taking care of his mother, but the words shriveled on his tongue. His grandfather would’ve done anything for Ike’s mother, yet even he hadn’t been able to stop her death.


  “I feared you wouldn’t come.” His grandfather nodded.


  “I sent you a reply,” Ike snapped. “Since when do you care what I do?” The anger came so easily he winced again. As a child he’d adored his grandfather, consumed every word the ogre spoke.


  “I’ve always cared about you. You’re my only grandchild. Family—”


  “Family?” Ike snorted. “You let my mother die. You didn’t stand with us.”


  “I’m the Captain of the Confidents.” His grandfather thrust his wide chest out, reminding Ike of a proud peacock. “My first duty lies with the hags.”


  Yet he’d let Ike and Edna and the children escape. “Then don’t tell me you care about family!” Ike stormed past his grandfather, heading for the swamp. The Confidents had taken his mother down, and even if his grandfather hadn’t attacked with them, he symbolized their worth. He’d taught them how to destroy his own daughter. Bile rose in Ike’s throat, gagging him with its sourness.


  “I wasn’t going to,” the Captain interrupted. “I was only going to remind you of something. You’re only half-hag. Don’t turn your back on your father.”


  Ike pictured his father, the human who’d taught him to ride a horse, but never came after him and his mother when they left. “My father doesn’t care.” He could’ve stood at her side as well. Instead there’d been only Ike, too young to help.


  “But do you care about him?” His grandfather’s bushy eyebrows furrowed.


  Ike removed a knife from his pocket. He pushed the button on the ivory handle to make the blade pop out. “I’m not a child. You taught me how to take care of myself and my mother taught me how to fight. My father taught me honor.” Even if he left me. Ike tossed the blade in the air and caught it. He wasn’t a helpless child anymore, raised in elegance.


  “If you’d been a full-blooded hag, you would’ve been an ogre. You could’ve followed in my footsteps and led the Confidents once I pass away. Your human blood kept you from that path. Now I ask you, my boy, and I want you to answer honestly: why did you return?”


  Ike tossed his knife again. The blade flashed in the light. “Question for question?”


  The ogre grinned, showing his broad teeth. “Yes, we can play that way.”


  “I came back because I recognized a cogling.”


  His grandfather flinched. “How?”


  Ike tossed the blade hard enough to make it spin twice before he caught it. “You put those watches on the coglings to make them run. I saw the watch on Edna’s little brother.”


  “Edna,” his grandfather mused. “The girl who burned our factories. What did you think you’d accomplish by coming here?”


  “To finish what my mother started. The hags and ogres won’t control humanity. I won’t let you hurt the humans. My turn for a question. Why did you let me escape?”


  “Because you’re right.” His grandfather held up his massive hand. “You know how to fight. You have honor. Who am I to keep you in a cage?”


  Ike frowned. “Then what do you want?” Hadn’t his grandfather come to drag him back amongst the magic folks?


  “I want you to run. Go far away and live where you’re safe. When the hags find you, they’ll blanket your mind. You’ll never be able to think straight. That’s not the future you deserve.”


  “I can’t let the hags enslave the humans.” His grandfather could never understand. He’d lived his life with hags and ogres and only dealt with humans once, when he’d visited Ike and his mother. Ike had been three, but he would never forget the way his grandfather had glared at his father, both men refusing to speak in the other’s presence.


  “It’s not your place to tell them what not to do.” His grandfather lifted his Confident skirt four inches to reveal a leather pouch strapped to his thigh. He unhooked it and held it out to his grandson. “There’s enough money here to take you wherever you desire. Go where you’re safe.”


  Ike dropped the pouch into his coat pocket. “Thank you, but I can’t leave.” The money could prove worthwhile though, just as the ogre intended.


  I have your blood as well as my father’s. We never back down.


  With his face expressionless, the ogre walked past Ike.


  “Wait,” Ike called. His heartbeat quickened. “Why did you mention my father? Did he come for me?” Ike’s mother had sent a message to his father the first time the hags plotted their attack. His father had replied the humans were stronger. Hags were no threat.


  Had he learned of her death? Had he finally arrived to reclaim his son?


  The ogre shook his head, nostrils flared. “The hags plan to strike him next.”
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  Ike stared at Edna where she curled around her little brother. She held one of his hands, her kinky brown curls brushing his neck. Tears shimmered on her cheeks as she watched him sleep.


  When Ike and his mother had first lived with the Nix, they’d slept like that. He’d never felt so safe as when his mother brought him close, promising to protect him from the world. He’d been a child then. Now at seventeen years old, he couldn’t long for safety.


  “The Nix are getting us an automated coach,” he said.


  “Those’re expensive.” She wiped drool from the corners of her brother’s lips. “We don’t have money left.”


  “The Nix are going to steal one.”


  She stood, but her legs quaked. Ike cupped her elbow.


  “Edna?” Harrison grabbed the hem of her skirt.


  “Go get Rachel.” She smiled. “We’re going home. Then we’ll go to Flynt City to convince King Elias the hags are using coglings to stage a revolt.”
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  Will you help me, I ask of thee?


  [image: E]dna clutched Harrison’s hand as they hurried through the swamp. “I love the cottages and seeing the kingdom, but once we get home, we’re never leaving Moser City again.”


  Ahead, Ike hopped from rock to overturned tree to up-heaved root.


  Edna thought of the children left with the Nix, removed from their rags and garbed instead with sewn-together leaves. Harrison also wore the “bog wear,” as Ike called it: a loincloth of huge leaves, leggings of giant petals, and a shirt woven of vines. Edna wished they could’ve scrounged shoes. His skin, once soft and pale, had turned thick and black, cracked and bloody around his toes and heels. She’d offered him her boots, but they were too big. When he’d tried to walk, he’d tripped. Luckily he’d only bumped his knee. She’d hate to have him hurt now, when she had him back.


  To distract them from the trek, she sang:


  “Bloody rats all in a hat,


  Upon which Victor Viper sat.


  Little feet with little shoes,


  Little people with little hues.


  Flames and smoke all leaping high,


  Upon which we all might die.”


  Mud splattered Edna’s back as Rachel shrieked, “I’m stuck!”


  Edna turned to find the Lady clinging to a mossy tree, struggling to free herself from a murky hole. Her skirt and petticoats tangled around her legs. Once Harrison would’ve laughed and called Rachel a “sissy” behind his hand. Now he stood beside Edna with solemn eyes and pursed lips.


  Edna reached out her hand. “I’ll pull you out.”


  Rachel hugged the tree tighter, tears trailing down her filthy cheeks. “I hate all of this!” Snot bubbled from her nostrils.


  Edna rolled her eyes. “Grown up, eighteen-year-old Lady Rachel blubbers like an infant.” At least with Harrison nearby, the evil didn’t want to terminate Rachel.


  “We all want to leave,” Harrison said. Edna sought emotion in his voice, but he stated a fact, nothing more.


  “There’s stuff in my shoes and it squishes when I move,” Rachel wailed.


  Edna groaned. “You didn’t have to come along.”


  “I wasn’t going to stay with those swamp things.”


  “They’re Nix.” Edna stepped along the edge of the hole Rachel had sunk into, careful to avoid falling in herself. “The last thing we need is to pull people free of the swamp.”


  When she reached Rachel’s tree, she pried the Lady’s hands off. Rachel fell against her, the hole making a sucking sound as it freed her boot. They tumbled into a leafy bush. Sticky prickles slashed Edna’s cheek like pins. “Leave it to you to get us hurt.”


  “We’re almost there,” Ike called.


  Edna pushed Rachel off her. She shook out her skirt before she rejoined Harrison, grabbing her brother’s hand. Rachel lay prone before she staggered after them.


  Ten minutes of walking brought the group to a dirt road overgrown with weeds. In the middle, a motorized coach rested within deep ruts. The black, box-like vehicle sat on four wheels, with a smaller box in front for the driver and a rear ledge for coal. Two Nix sat on the back beside the fuel compartment, and two others stood on the driver’s seat.


  “I finally get to ride in a locomobile.” Edna wrinkled her nose. Pity it had to be under these conditions.


  “All aboard.” Ike lifted the handle on the coach door and swung it open.


  “Those things are driving?” Rachel squeaked.


  “It’s your choice if you want to go or not,” Edna said, wondering if she wanted to go. She trusted the Nix in their civilization. That didn’t mean they knew how to drive. “Ike, is this safe?”


  “I’ll drive,” he said.


  “Can you drive?” She pursed her lips. “Hags don’t have vehicles. Even in the city, they take trolleys like the humans.”


  “Once we get into traffic, the Nix will look too suspicious, so I have to do it.”


  “That doesn’t answer my question.” She folded her arms. “I can’t allow Harrison into a dangerous situation. I didn’t rescue him just to have you murder us in a locomoble accident.”


  Ike nodded. “I’ve driven.”


  “We have to get home.” Harrison stepped away from her. Ike grasped the child under his arms and swung him into the coach. Her brother disappeared into the shadowy interior.


  “Fine. You’ve protected us this long.” Edna drew a deep breath before she interlaced her fingers through Ike’s. He squeezed, smiling, but she couldn’t smile back. Her lips froze into a frown.


  “We’ll get through this,” Ike whispered.


  She nodded and stepped into the coach. Her boots slid against the mahogany floor. The walls were painted dark gray, with bench seats at either end covered by maroon cushions. Harrison sat on the left bench with his arms folded, eyes lowered. If only he would laugh or bounce.


  Edna draped her arm over his shoulder to pull him against her. “Chin up, Harry-boy. We’re almost there.”


  He nodded against her side. “I never thought this would happen. We’re really going home.”


  She closed her eyes, but tears slipped through her lids. He’d been through so much. The gray had begun to fade from his complexion. Harrison didn’t deserve any of it. He’d always been good, innocent. “I know.”


  Rachel sat across from them. Her skirt caught on the velveteen cushion, riding up her legs to expose mud-splattered shins. Ike shut the door with a click, sealing them inside with two small windows offering a view of the outdoors.


  Rachel parted one of the lace curtains. “I won’t be sorry to see the last of the swamp. I never wanted to come here anyway.”


  Edna rolled her eyes.


  The engine purred and the vehicle lurched over rocks.


  “This is why I hate leaving Moser City. The road’s too uneven.” Rachel combed her hands through her hair, as if that would make her presentable.


  “Have you left often? I don’t remember you ever leaving Waxman Manor.”


  “No. This is why.” She rolled her eyes.


  “I wanted to travel.” Harrison sighed. “Not anymore.”


  “We’ll never leave home again once we visit the king.” Edna kissed his forehead.


  Rachel groaned. “You’re living in the clouds. The king won’t care what any of you have to say. The hags want you now.”


  “They want you too.” Edna bit her tongue to keep from continuing. King Elias would terminate the hags. His army would gather them.


  Swamp passed by, a blur of trees and fog. Edna’s eyelids drooped. Harrison snored against her, and across the coach, Rachel shut her eyes. Edna rested her head back.


  Something thumped the wall, and she jerked upright.


  Rachel moaned. “Did you hear something?”


  Edna rubbed the back of her neck, tangled curls catching in her fingers. A faint hum reached her ears.


  Not a hum—a growl. An animal snarled. Her heartbeat quickened and she tugged on a curl. The oily strand slid between her fingertips.


  “What was that?” Rachel’s eyes widened.


  Edna yanked the curtain back. Forest passed by rather than swamp; a mixture of dark trees and sun-dappled hills. The jolts, which had soothed her, became more vicious as the coach moved faster. Her shoulder bumped the wall. “Odds bobs!”


  Rachel jerked the tiny window open near the top of the coach, which led into the driver’s compartment. “What’s happening?”


  “Stay down,” Ike grunted.


  Edna’s heart leapt into her throat, so she tugged on her gloves to calm her nerves. “The hags sent wolves after us.”


  Rachel sighed, settling back onto her seat. “Then we’re fine if we stay inside.”


  “Should we bring the Nix in?” Edna asked. “There’s the two up with Ike, but the others are shoveling coal.”


  “We need to keep moving, and they have their arrows. They can help protect us.” Panic clipped Ike’s words. “They’re coglings shaped like wolves. Their jaws are strong enough to break this coach apart.”
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  What is written in the sky.


  [image: T]here’s no such thing as a mechanical wolf,” Rachel shrieked.


  “Believe what you will,” Ike said through clenched teeth, “but they’re coming.”


  Edna pressed her face against the window, breath steaming the glass. Amongst the blurring greens and browns of the passing trees, a dark shape streaked by. It kept low to the ground, its body as long as she was tall. Black fur with red streaks covered the thick form, snout and pointed ears identical to a real wolf’s features. Edna bit her lower lip to keep from crying out.


  The end of their journey, torn apart by metal fangs piercing their bodies. Her skin crawled, stomach constricting. Harrison pressed his knees against his chest, huddling on the bench. Edna’s hand trembled so, she dropped the curtain to hide the forest. Pressure built in her skull, the need to cave to hysterics, and the evil ravaged her body. A knot formed in her throat and a scream rose behind it. All sense of calm oozed away. She yearned for her mum’s embrace, the safety of her bed.


  A cogling crashed into the side of the coach, followed by a snarl that made Edna’s belly cramp. Rachel screamed. Edna grabbed the wall to see Ike through the driver opening.


  “We’ll outrun them, right? We can go faster?” she panted. “The hags can’t win.”


  “We fight,” one of the Nix said. The other opened the door in the driver compartment and the two leapt out, their arrows notched. A cogling snarled.


  Edna ached to pull the Nix back. They shouldn’t put themselves in danger.


  Another cogling thumped the coach, and the vehicle wavered on its wheels. Edna’s shoulder smacked the wall, sending pain through her arm and back. She gritted her teeth.


  A Nix squealed before its body struck the window. Blood spattered and the glass cracked. Rachel screamed louder. The Nix slid downward, his neck twisted at an unnatural angle and his right hand only a bony stub. A roaring built within Edna’s ears. Edna slapped her hand over Rachel’s mouth, extinguishing her scream. “We need another plan. We escaped the gin house and destroyed the factory. We can vanquish mechanical wolves. Ike, use your magic on them.”


  “I don’t have enough power,” he grunted.


  A cogling attacked from the other side. The coach tipped left, skidding on the road. It teetered before righting, and the occupants slid. Edna’s head thumped the wall. Images of the dead Nix flashed through her mind. She glanced at the blood-spattered window. Soon they would all become a gory smear.


  A cogling crashed through the cracked glass. Its golden eyes glowed. Blood shone on metallic, spiked fur. The wolf snapped its jaws, but couldn’t fit more than its broad head inside the coach. Its back legs flailed, digging chunks oout of the wall. She could kick it, but it might bite off her foot.


  Trees didn’t blur by the window as fast as before.


  “Why are we slowing down?” Edna rasped.


  “We need more fuel,” Ike called.


  “Can’t they pump it in faster?” Rachel scrunched into a ball as a cogling howled nearby.


  “They…”


  Edna’s heart plummeted. “Oh no.” There weren’t any Nix left to shovel coal. More were dead because of the hags.


  Charles, and now the Nix.


  Someone had to refuel for them. They couldn’t let the coach run out in a slow roll to demise.


  “I’ll go work the fuel.” It couldn’t be too hard: lean over, scoop coal, toss it inside the boiler. Her hands trembled, though. A wolf could snatch her off, like what they’d done to the Nix.


  “We can’t slow enough for you to get back there.” Ike thumped his fist against the seat.


  “I’ll climb out the window. I have to do something other than wait to be torn to slivers.”


  “The coglings will get you.” He struggled with the steering wheel as the vehicle veered along the road.


  The wolves struck the back of the coach with a snarl. The curdling sound sent the hairs up on Edna’s arms, a shiver slithering through her body. “Leave us alone!” Her cry rasped from her throat and the scent of fear clouded her nose.


  Instead of tipping, the coach lurched forward, bumping along the rocky path to break off the road into the forest. Branches slapped across the sides and through the broken window, the sound like a hundred hands scratching for a way inside. The mechanical wolves yipped at the wheels. The coach teetered over a rock, and Rachel screamed as they slid to the right.


  Edna pressed Harrison against the floor beneath her. “By the seven Saints, what can we do?” The coach jolted over roots and rocks, slashing through the underbrush as it rattled down the hill. Weeds thumped against the coach’s underside.


  They would hit a tree and smash. Maybe they would live long enough to witness the wolves attack, fangs tearing into their flesh. Bile rose into Edna’s mouth and she gagged onto the seat. Her heart refused to stop racing, numbing her mind, and the evil coursed faster through her veins.


  Ike braced against the wall. “Saints pity us. We’re heading for Aubrey River.”


  The sound of wood smashing tore through the coach.


  “What was that?” Edna grabbed the edge of the seat.


  “Curse it all. The break handle snapped off,” Ike growled from his front compartment.


  Edna lifted her gaze to the driver opening in the wall. Ike stared at her, sweat on his flushed face and tears in his eyes. Hopelessness rushed over Edna; she bit her lower lip to keep from sobbing.


  Hit the water and drown… hit a tree and perish… escape and be eaten…“What can we do?” She barely recognized her own voice.


  The cracks stopped as the coach burst free from the forest and plunged downwards over the edge of the cliff face. They thumped against the wall. Through the window, Edna caught a glimpse of the forest disappearing above a rocky wall.


  Her journey for Harrison would end in their deaths.


  As if someone else controlled her body, she released her brother to touch the mad hag’s cameo around her neck. Two words whispered through her mind, the voice reminiscent of the evil: Seven spirits.


  The coach struck the Aubrey River. Edna cringed, awaiting the water’s kiss of ice.
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  Why must you try to change it?


  [image: T]he coach sank beneath the river’s surface. Darkness engulfed the windows, yet the gas lamp inside flickered without extinguishing. Rachel’s scream echoed off the walls of the coach to vibrate through Edna’s head. She clung tighter to the cameo pinned to her collar, awaiting the rush of water that would drown them. The hag in white had helped them, but Edna hadn’t helped her. She didn’t even know the hag’s son, who she was supposed to give the brooch to. Escaping through the tunnel beneath the mansion had been for nothing.


  She eased off Harrison and moved toward the window, but the coach swayed, knocking her off balance. Edna hit the wall and slid down. Water pulsed against the sides of the vehicle, straining to enter the confines. Her body throbbed.


  “Water should seep in,” Ike said. “The bloody window’s even busted.”


  “Not seep—rush.” Edna squeezed her eyes shut. “We need a new plan, something to do, some way to survive.”


  The coach bumped against the river bottom and tipped as the current knocked the vehicle onto its side. Maybe they could stay inside and be safe. After the river opened into the sea… Edna sighed. “The coach is going to wash out into the ocean. We’ll be lost forever.”


  “There’s some kind of a barrier.” Ike rapped his knuckles against the coach.


  “That’s good?” Harrison squeaked.


  “For keeping the river out.” Ike wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “We’re going to run out of oxygen.”


  “We’re dying,” Rachel wailed.


  “Hush up.” Edna kicked Rachel’s thigh. “How can we think with you blubbering?”


  Ike continued to knock against the walls and windows of his compartment. “We have to swim out. You all can swim, right?”


  Edna touched the water through the broken window. Wetness engulfed her skin, soaking through her fingerless glove. Yelping, she pulled back. The river stayed outside, yet droplets slid down her arm, as cold as snowflakes.


  “A lady doesn’t swim.” Rachel grasped her ankles and rocked on her bottom.


  “We can’t swim either.” Harrison sniffled.


  “You’re keeping the water out with your magic, right?” Edna spun her prayer beads. Maybe magic wasn’t so horrid. “Can’t you use it to float us out?”


  “I’m not keeping the water out.” Ike paused. “It’s not my power.”


  “But…” Edna’s voice trailed off. She stared at her wet hand, noticing a fine sheen around her skin. The gas lamp in the roof flickered, but her flesh kept its light. “The evil inside…”


  Rachel whimpered into Harrison’s hair. “Maybe it’s that thing the hag gave you.”


  “A hag gave you something?” Ike’s voice whipped through the coach.


  “Just a brooch. I’m supposed to give it to her son.” She tapped the cameo.


  Icy water smashed through the cracks in the coach and slashed through the window. The other one shattered. The current yanked Edna through the broken vehicle into the river.
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  Ike fought the current. The dark river whirled by in a blur. Frigid water weighed down his clothes. He struggled with the buttons on his coat, but they stuck in the soaked wool. His lungs burned for oxygen.


  He bumped the river bottom and kicked off, pumping his arms toward the surface, but the current forced him head over heels. His elbow struck a rock.


  The others couldn’t swim. He had to get to the surface and see if he could help before they drowned. Below water, visibilty was nonexistent. Even with his eyes open, the river was too murky and dark.


  His mother could’ve controlled the water. It would’ve done her bidding and saved his companions. Cursing himself for being a half-breed, Ike swam for the surface with renewed energy. He might not have the magic, but he had the strength.


  Ike’s head broke the surface and he gasped for breath. A wave crashed over him. Light filtered through the cloudy sky to make the water shimmer. He couldn’t believe such horror lay beneath the surface… people dying, the ruined coach.


  Up the steep cliff, foliage and trees shimmied in the wind, but he didn’t see any mechanical wolves. Perhaps the current had carried him too far.


  Now to find the others; Ike refused to think of them as dead. They would be as alive as he was, struggling against the current.


  He swam toward the river’s edge.
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  Rachel’s skirt and petticoat tangled around her head. She tried to rip them away, but her hands closed over nothing except water. Matted hair caught across her eyes. Heat touched her legs and she realized she’d wet herself. Horrified, she fought the current with new strength.


  Lack of breath scalded her lungs. They begged for fresh air she couldn’t provide. Her arms and legs throbbed. Never had she used so much energy.


  She would’ve traded anything to awaken in her bed at her father’s mansion. Her personal maid would enter and help Rachel wash in the tub. Another servant would bring breakfast while she dressed. Edna might fix her hair.


  Had Edna drowned? Maybe she was still trapped in the coach. What had happened to the hag-boy and the little one named Harrison? At her father’s house, he’d always had a smirk on his face—not the I’ve-been-naughty kind, but rather the type of mirth that comes from seeing something happy in every aspect of life. Rachel had always envied the child.


  Something seized part of her dress. It slid off her face and she grabbed a fistful. When she yanked, nothing happened. She tried to open her eyes, but they stung. The thing holding her dragged her through the stream.


  Rachel punched, and her fist bounced off something soft. She screamed and bubbles escaped her mouth. Even though she clamped her lips shut, her lungs ached more fiercely. Foul water coated her tongue.


  Her head burst into the air. She gasped and gulped, then vomited.


  “Hang on, dearuh.” A male voice grated in her swollen ears. A huge hand struck her back, and she coughed. More vomit spewed from her mouth.


  “Yer safe now,” the voice said. A thick arm around her ribs kept her head in the air.


  She wiped her wet hands across her eyes and mouth, blinking.


  A tomtar grinned at her, revealing a mouth of missing and broken teeth.
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  Harrison crawled onto the shore and collapsed. One leg remained in the river, waves lapping his skin. He turned his head to avoid gasping dirt. His chest heaved, lungs and eyes stinging. He wanted to lift himself, to crawl more, but his limbs had become lead weights.


  Edna, gone. His sister, who’d risked her life to save him from the hags, had drowned in the river. Lady Rachel, just as gone. Ike, his sister’s friend who smelled like magic—the odor had been ingrained in Harrison’s head—gone as well.


  Harrison tried to push himself up, but his body was too heavy. He closed his eyes to rest for a moment.


  
    [image: ]
  


  
[image: Chapter Twenty-Seven]


  Listen to me tell of this.


  [image: W]ater shot from Edna’s mouth onto the ground. Heat soaked her front. She choked and gagged, her body wracked with heaves. Her lungs ached so fiercely she expected to taste blood.


  Edna staggered from the river onto the rocky shore and released the cameo. It pulsed while it pulled her from the water, but now it chilled. Magic residue tingled on her skin. “Curses on magic.” Without it, hags wouldn’t have kidnapped Harrison. Without hags, they would’ve never been in a locomobile tumbling over a cliff into Aubrey River.


  A snarl caught her attention and Edna lifted her eyes. A mechanical wolf stalked down the cliff face. A scream died in her throat. Five more wolves followed the first.


  Edna clutched the cameo with stiff fingers. Its rounded corners pierced her palm, but she held on tighter. The brooch would protect her from the wolves.


  It had to. It had kept the water from the coach.


  The evil whispered into her mind: Seven spirits.


  “Stay away.” Her voice trembled. “I’ve got this.” Holding the cameo between her forefinger and thumb, she flashed it at the mechanical animals. Two wolves advanced, snarling. She gulped past the knot in her throat.


  The end had come, arriving on the fangs of wolves with enchanted metal and clanking jaws. A wolf of blood and fur would’ve been a welcome adversary compared to this. Did she dare release the evil?


  The mechanical wolves stalked forward, crouching low to the ground, but a bullet tore through the neck of the leader. Fur peeled away from the metal hole. The wolf stepped back, snapping its jaw, and another bullet struck, this time hitting its cheek. The bullets, streaks of red light, sizzled when they struck the mechanical animal. Edna clutched the cameo tighter. She had to fight back somehow.


  Red bullets rained from the sky in a sparkling blur. The wolf turned, snarling, and the bullets ripped through it. As they hit other wolves, bared wires sparked in the machines.


  Within seconds, nothing except gears and wires remained. A few hunks of faux fur burned.


  She took her hand away from the cameo, gulping for air. “Did I call them from the sky? Odds bobs.”


  A crash sounded from above in the forest. No! Not more wolves! She craned her neck to see and fell onto her side in the damp ground. Pebbles bit her arms.


  Stout tomtars hurried down the cliff toward her, shrubs swaying in their wake. The two tomtars wore brown tunics and felt caps. Their short noses turned up like pig snouts, with thin gold loops through their nostrils. Leathery caramel skin mingled with round heads and elongated ears to give them a monstrous appearance. The tomtars she’d seen before had worn “normal” clothes: dresses and aprons, pants and jackets.


  One of the creatures stopped in front of her, his bird-like feet protruding from beneath his tunic. “We are glad you are not hurt.” Unlike the other, he wore an eye patch.


  She stiffened. “You knew I was in the coach?”


  “We looked for your companions,” the eye patch tomtar said.


  Breath caught in her throat and she pulled on one of her drenched curls. “Harrison and Ike? Rachel?”


  “Come with us,” the other tomtar, wearing a rope belt over his smock, said. “The others should be back there by now.”


  “I want my brother.” Her legs wobbled. She had to trust them; no other options remained. “Where are we going?”


  “To our village.”


  A strange roaring began in her ears, overpowering her weakened body.


  “I’m Nimey,” said the tomtar with the eye patch. “He’s Carthy.”


  “I’m Edna.” If they had really saved her friends, they couldn’t be too dangerous. So far the Nix and foxkins had proven valuable.


  The tomtars held her hands to keep her steady, their callused palms rubbing against her flesh like tree bark. Her skin crawled at their touch, so she clenched her teeth to keep from cringing. As they helped her stagger up the rock into the woods, the churn of the river faded behind them.


  They left the foliage for a narrow, well-worn dirt path. Light flickered through the branches above, splashing circles across the ground. Silver glinted from around their legs.


  “What’s on your legs?” Edna squinted at the thick bands above the tomtars’ bird-like ankles. A tiny blue light flashed on the corner of the silver.


  “It keeps us in our forest,” Carthy said. “If we go too far, it shocks us.”


  “The pain isn’t too bad,” Nimey said, his voice roughened. “The king doesn’t want us to go far.”


  “Why?” A breeze rustled her soaked clothes, making her shiver. “The tomtar slaves in Moser City don’t wear bands.”


  “We protect this stretch o’ land. Nobody gets in here.” Nimey raised his gun and shot a red bullet into the sky. It pierced the center of a maple leaf and Carthy hooted.


  Edna shuddered. “You appear free, but you’re still slaves. Protect from what?”


  “We mine for the king,” said Carthy. “We protect his claim.”


  “But who would try to steal from the king? Such an act would be treason, punishable by hanging.”


  “Lots of thieves in the world.” Nimey snorted.


  She pictured Ike, who wasn’t much of a thief, only a boy who’d lost his family and had to flee his home. Her soul ached for him. He didn’t deserve to be chased by wolves and tossed into a stream.


  “We mine coal,” Carthy said.


  Edna’s weakened knees gave out, and she stumbled before the tomtars helped her steady herself. She leaned against Nimey’s broad shoulders. He smelled of rich soil and peonies. The roaring in her ears intensified. “So tired, so sore.” She let them lead her and hoped her companions waited at the end of the path. Trust was all she had left.
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  Edna expected a village, not a fort. However, the tomtars led her to a fortress surrounded by spiked logs. A tomtar stood at the entrance holding a spear. A corncob pipe rested on his black lips. His head sprouted two tufts of copper hair.


  “Ho,” Carthy called.


  “Ho.” The gate tomtar stepped aside, but kept his crow gaze fastened on her. She winced, watching the chiseled stone point of the spear. Even though these tomtars were ruled by humans, no one knew she was there. They could kill her, no one the wiser.


  Inside the village fortress, homes were built in rows, reminding Edna of horizontal tenements, but the king had never forced humans to live in them using shock cuffs.


  Female tomtars drew water from a well in the center of the village, and a little girl tomtar sat on a bench outside her home playing with a rag doll. They had to live rustically, in the woods of nowhere. “Do you have water pumps or indoor plumbing? Mechanical toys?”


  “Eh?” Carthy asked. “Don’t think so.”


  The surrounding walls had to reach at least ten feet in height. Nimey led her toward a squat building and opened a door. Edna hesitated, but if they were going to kill her, they would’ve done it already. She had no choice but to move, to find Harrison and her friends.


  Edna entered, blinking against the decrease in light. A fire crackled in the hearth as the only source of illumination. The room contained two sets of bunk beds along the back wall. A table with chairs rested near the hearth. A steamer trunk served as the only other furnishing.


  Ike sat on the bench nearest the fire. He rose, gaping, his hands outstretched. “Edna!”


  “You’re all right!” She threw herself against him and tightened her arms around his neck. He held her close and spun her. She giggled into his neck. He wore one of the tomtar’s brown tunics with his own leggings and boots. The earthy odor reminded her of them.


  “Edna!” Harrison’s voice jerked her away from Ike. Her little brother grabbed her waist and shoved his face into her back. He was still alive, still real. She hadn’t lost him again.


  Edna turned, then scooped him up against her chest, as she’d done when he was younger. “Thank the Saints, you’re safe. How great it’ll be to get home, where I won’t have to worry about you disappearing on me into the wilderness.”


  Dark circles hung beneath his bloodshot eyes. He wore a tomtar tunic, but a spark of his old self shone in his face. “A whole fort of tomtars. Did ya ever think we would be here?”


  “Never.” She sniffled. “Harry-boy, it’s so good to see you.” Those words felt so weak, yet she loved them.


  “Aren’t you glad to see me too?” Rachel called from the bed she’d been sitting on with Harrison.


  “Of course,” Edna said, and realized she meant it. Despite Rachel’s prickly ways, Edna felt relief in her heart to see the young woman well, albeit garbed in her ragged dress and with a scratch on her cheek.


  “There’s vegetable stew.” Ike carried a bowl from the table to a pot simmering near the hearth. “We already ate, so have all you want.”


  “The tomtars told us they were fetching you, so we weren’t worried none.” Harrison’s tearful smile belied the words.


  She squeezed his shoulder. “You’re brave, Harrison. I can count on you to help us, to stay strong.”


  “We’ll be back,” Nimey said from the doorway. “Tomorrow morning, we’ll take you where you want to be.”


  “We’re going to Moser City,” Rachel said. “Home.”


  “We’ll do our best.” Nimey nodded before he shut the door.


  Sighing, Edna dropped onto the bench. She accepted the bowl of stew from Ike, but held it between her hands without eating. Warmth soaked into her palms. Harrison sat beside her to lean his head against her shoulder. Ike rested on her other side.


  A smile graced Edna’s lips. Her friend, and brother, and Rachel were with her.


  “We will succeed. Now we have tomtars to help us too.”
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[image: Chapter Twenty-Eight]


  You must listen, I do bid.


  [image: N]imey woke the group at dawn.


  Edna’s arms ached to pull him back when Harrison crawled off the bunk and rubbed crusts from the corners of his eyes. Rachel straightened her clothes and Ike ran his fingers through his hair. They ate a breakfast of sliced beets in vinegar, with glasses of tea, which consisted of boiled water with parsley flakes. Edna shoveled the food into her mouth, gulping without chewing. The vinegar left a sharp tang on her tongue, but the tea calmed her belly. Real beets and parsley, grown in a garden instead of a factory.


  “Eat up, Harry,” she whispered when her brother poked at his beets. “We need the energy.”


  “This is commoner food,” Rachel muttered, but she finished her bowl and gulped the weak tea. “May I have more?”


  Nimey brought basins of clean water so they could wash their hands and faces. Filth discolored the liquid within seconds. Despite her matted hair and grimy clothes, Edna actually felt clean. She gripped Harrison’s hand as the group left the village, accompanied by Nimey and Carthy as far as the tomtar boundaries allowed.


  Tall trees shaded the path. Each snap in the distance made Edna jump. She watched the shadows shifting through the underbrush, expecting a mechanical wolf, but a only black squirrel scampered up a maple tree.
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  They walked for an hour before Edna called a rest. They didn’t have time to waste, but Harrison looked pale and his legs wobbled. “My brother needs to take a break before he collapses.”


  Sunlight splashed through the canopy above, between branches woven together and trees grown close. They’d reentered the forest, and the temperature had dropped ten degrees. The sweat on Edna’s skin cooled, making her shiver.


  Rachel ceased complaining about the aches in her legs as she collapsed in the roadside’s shallow ditch. Edna sat beside her. Weeds stabbed through her threadbare clothes to prick her skin, but she hadn’t the energy to move. A sweet scent tickled her nose; a wild flower she’d never smelled before.


  “You think we’ll find water soon?” Harrison asked.


  “There’s bound to be some streams through here.” Ike plucked a green plant from the base of a maple and ate the leaf.


  “It looks like the mint in the Waxman garden,” Edna said.


  Rachel wrinkled her nose. “I don’t drink from streams.”


  “You will if you want water,” Edna snapped. “What’s it matter if the stream’s polluted when we’re this thirsty? Water’s water.”


  Ike ate another leaf. “Want one?”


  “If it’s safe.” Edna held out her hand. When he plucked a new plant and gave it to her, she bit into the leaf. The supple vegetation melted against her tongue with a stringy residue. She smiled. “No metal flavor.”


  “Listen,” Harrison said when Ike handed him one of the plants. “You hear that?”


  They froze. Edna peered along the trail. Something clattered against dirt. Mechanical wolves? Attacking villagers?


  “Let’s go.” Edna staggered up. Ike grabbed her skirt. “We’ll wait to see who comes. This is a main road from that village. We might hitch a ride.”


  Edna licked her lips. Although her instincts screamed to run, she sat again, tucking her legs against her chest. “A ride would save us time.”


  They waited in silence before a steam-powered wagon rolled into view. Edna nibbled her fingernail. Ike might’ve been right after all. He stood in the road with his hand raised.


  The driver slowed his vehicle to a stop. “Can I help?”


  “We’re headin’ t’ Moser City,” Ike drawled in a country twang.


  “On foot to Moser?” The man tipped his pink top hat to Edna and Rachel.


  Edna tugged Harrison up. “Remember, Mum says manners help life along.” When she curtsied, he bowed.


  “Aye. We ran across some trouble. Can we hitch a ride with ya?” Ike asked.


  The man looked them over. Edna stared back. He wore gray pants with leather patches in the knees and a black tweed coat. His top hat had a lantern attached to the front, with a wire leading down to his leather collar.


  “I’m heading that way,” he drawled. “Off to sell my wares. Get in the back.”


  “Thanks,” Edna began, but the driver held up two fingers.


  “For a fee.” He grinned. “I can give you a ride, but it don’t mean I will.”


  Edna gulped. “We don’t have any money.” The most wealth they had was the cogling evidence. They couldn’t surrender that.


  “I’ve got this.” Rachel stepped forward, pulling a simple gold band ring off her finger. She held it out to the farmer and curtsied. “Its all we’ve got, but if it’ll help, its yours.”


  “Then you’re all set.” He snatched the ring and dropped it into his coat pocket.


  “Where’d you get that?” Edna whispered.


  “The hags left it for me.” Rachel rubbed her finger where it had been. “I have more at home. It isn’t important.”


  Edna led Harrison to the back of the wagon. Ike and Rachel followed, and he unlatched the cargo hold for them. The inside contained crates of chickens, baskets of carvings, and barrels of furs.


  “Disgusting,” Rachel hissed. Then she gasped as Ike seized her around the waist and swung her into the wagon. He grabbed Edna next, but when he reached for Harrison, the boy climbed up himself.


  “Doncha break stuff,” the driver called.


  “We won’t,” Ike promised.


  He couldn’t shut the door since there wouldn’t be enough room for them amongst the supplies, so they sat on the edge with their legs dangling off. Edna leaned against Ike, Harrison on her other side, and Rachel on the opposite end.


  Rachel clasped the door. “Horrible.”


  “At least we don’t have to walk,” Harrison said.


  “You think we can trust the driver?” Edna whispered to Ike.


  He shrugged, his brows lowered. She rubbed the cameo. If she could figure out how to use the magic, she could keep them safe.
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[image: Chapter Twenty-Nine]


  You will be safe if you believe.


  [image: T]he wagon arrived at the city limits in the dark of night, at the meatpacking district, where three-story brick buildings rose alongside the road. Black windows glowered, most likely hiding scenes of death and pools of blood. Edna rubbed her hands against the goose bumps on her arms.


  The vehicle’s gears squealed to a halt and the occupants jerked forward, their legs swaying where they hung over the back. Rachel squawked as she jolted awake.


  Edna squeezed Harrison’s hand tighter. “After everything, we can go home. We’re finally back in our city.”


  “His driving leaves me in awe,” Rachel muttered.


  Edna stiffened, wondering if the man would take offense at Rachel’s sarcasm. He’d been kind to them; he deserved respect.


  The farmer took his brass pocket watch from his vest. “Just after eleven o’clock. I’m early.” His shoulders stiffened, as if the atmosphere bothered his nerves.


  The stench of rot lingered in the thick air. Fog clung to the deserted dirt streets and wove around the few gas lamps lining the cobblestone sidewalks. Smoke curled from the chimneys of the red buildings.


  “What do you do now?” Ike asked the farmer. Edna envied her companion’s even tone of voice. She’d never been in the meatpacking district before, although she knew her parents visited at the holidays for slabs of beef. Her mind conjured images of dead animals left bleeding within the tall buildings. Perhaps there were others still alive, left mewling for help in cages or closets. She pictured the foxkins trapped by the hags and shuddered, the evil taking note. Ike rested his hand on her shoulder.


  “There’s a boardin’ house for people like me,” the farmer said. “Plenty of ‘em, really. I’ll stay at one o’ them.”


  “Boarding houses for farmers?” Rachel scoffed. “Boarding houses are filthy to begin with—”


  Edna pinched her arm.


  Rachel squeaked and jumped, rubbing the spot.


  “Boarding houses for travelers sellin’ their wares,” the farmer said, as if Rachel hadn’t insulted his lifestyle. “Keep my stuff safe in a locked barn ‘till I can sell it off come morning. I sell it to shops an’ the like.”


  Ike bounded off the back of the wagon. “Thanks for the ride, sir.”


  “We’re indebted.” Edna leapt off and tried to help Harrison, but he pushed her hand away and jumped down by himself.


  In the glow of the street lamps, Rachel scanned the buildings and wrinkled her nose. Groaning, Ike grabbed her around the waist and swung her down. She glared at him, stomping her foot.


  “The Saints be with you.” The farmer tipped his hat and turned the ignition on his wagon. With a puff of steam, the vehicle lurched forward, wheels rattling through the road’s deep ruts.


  Something crashed in an alley to the left, and in the smog ahead, a cat yowled. Edna thought she’d known Moser City, but this darkness held new terrors she couldn’t control.


  “I’m going to Hilda’s,” Ike said. “Then I’m going to the king. He’ll stop the hags.”


  “He won’t,” Harrison whispered.


  “Are you coming with me?” Ike glanced from Edna to Rachel.


  Edna looked at Harrison. The scrawny child at her side with vivid veins across his skin and dark circles under his eyes was her brother. Would he ever return to the person he’d been before? “Of course. I’ll do anything to help you stop them.”


  “I’ll take you home first,” Ike said. “You can see your parents. Harrison can decide if he wants to stay or not.”


  “No, he has to go too. He has to show the king what they did to him. It can’t continue or happen again.” Even as she uttered it, Edna realized her brother couldn’t make the trip. What the hags had done to him was enough. Dragging him in front of the King, showing off his wounds, would be far too cruel.


  “Rachel?” Ike pressed.


  “Lady Waxman,” she muttered, “and I’d like to see my aunt.”


  “You won’t help us?” Edna’s heartbeat increased.


  Rachel jutted her chin. “Of course I’ll go. I’ll see my aunt first. I won’t look like a country bumpkin when I’m presented!”


  Ike brushed his knuckles across Edna’s cheek. “You live on Lee Avenue?”


  She started to ask how he’d known, then remembered how he’d gone with her when she first packed her travel bag, long since lost. “Yes.”


  “Rachel, where’s your aunt live?”


  “Quinn Street. I can just imagine what she’ll say when she sees me.” Rachel laughed, but the sound emerged shrill, with a rattle at the end. She finished in a cough.


  “Edna and Harrison live closest. This way.” Ike headed down the street. Edna hurried after him, still clutching her brother, and Rachel followed.


  Mud splashed over their feet. The girls’ heels clicked against the sidewalk. A cat yowled again. The lamps flickered, and one went out, casting darkness over a patch of the street. Fog crept up their legs, but Edna kept her gaze on Ike. “This is why I don’t go out at night. It isn’t safe.”


  A rat scurried out of an alley and darted in front of Rachel. She screamed and grabbed Edna, knocking her into Ike. He caught the two girls in his arms, but his broad shoulder bumped against a doorway. Harrison laughed so hard he doubled over, tears in his eyes. They glistened on his cheeks as they trickled down to his chin.


  “Isn’t funny,” Rachel snapped.


  Tears came to Edna’s eyes as her brother laughed, so like the boy she remembered from before the kidnapping. He would always double over and cry, his laughter everywhere, whenever something silly happened. She giggled.


  Ike chuckled, pushing her and Rachel away. “We don’t want to be out here longer than we have to be.”


  “Because of the dangers that come with night.” Happiness faded from Edna. Harrison gripped his sister’s hand so hard her nerves throbbed, but she held him tighter. Another rat scurried by, but this time Rachel bit her cheeks and looked away.
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  A few coaches rushed by as the group exited the meatpacking district.


  “Who could be out this late?” Harrison asked. “Maybe they will give us a ride.”


  “We don’t want a ride from young gents who want to slum or visit a club.” Ike paused. “Or off to a brothel.”


  “A what?” Harrison tipped his head.


  “Shush.” Edna’s cheeks flushed.


  Gin addicts slumped in alleys. An emaciated cat pawed through a pile of horse feces. A rat scurried out from a broken crate. Five children dressed in rags sat in doorways watching the four walk by. A little girl held out her cupped palm but didn’t say anything, glassy eyes pleading.


  They turned onto Lee Street. A man wearing a long black coat and a top hat walked toward them. He kept his head turned away, and they pressed against the nearest tenement to avoid him.


  “Almost home.” Harrison grinned.


  “Almost,” Edna echoed. Her heart thudded. “So close.” She could almost taste her mother’s special pumpkin bread, smell the must that clung to the sofa.


  “Let’s run!” Harrison released her hand and darted down the street, his bare feet slapping the stones.


  “Harry-boy, wait, I can’t lose you again.”


  “I’ll come for you tomorrow,” Ike said, low.


  Edna glanced up at him. The nearest gas lamp cast flickering light across his face. Dirt streaked his skin. His eyes shone glossy.


  Despite his ulterior motives, he’d helped her save her brother. She opened her mouth to ask him to spend the night at their tenement, but recalled he’d planned to see the hag, Hilda.


  “Thank you.” Edna grabbed his shoulders and kissed his cheek. Despite the filth on him, she caught a whiff of his masculine, familiar scent. Her cheeks burned, so she rubbed the backs of her hands across them. She couldn’t feel anything besides friendship for Ike. He was half-hag. Her parents would never allow her to be with someone with such mixed blood.


  Ike caught her against him, one hand on her back and one on the curve of her hip. He met her gaze, his lips parted, and her heart leapt into her throat.


  Ike touched his lips to the corner of her mouth, then to her cheek, and when his lips closed over hers, it seemed to steal her breath. His tongue swept her mouth, craving those corners, touching every centimeter of her until she had to lean against him, her hands knotted in his shirt, to keep from falling. Ike, so hard, so muscled, but gentle in his touch.


  He kissed her cheek once more before he stepped back and bowed his head to her.


  Edna dashed after Harrison before she kissed him again. The damp ground made her slip, but she regained her balance before falling. Her brother waited on the doorstep of their building, hopping between feet.


  “We’re here,” he whooped. She laughed, jumping up the steps to join him. As she grabbed the door, she realized she hadn’t bid farewell to Rachel. A pang of regret stabbed her heart, but she pushed it aside.


  The tenement’s interior was dark, with only a few oil lamps left burning in the stairwells. They ran up to their floor, tripping and giggling. Home, home, home. The word danced through her mind, fueled by the evil energy. Her mother would be sitting at the kitchen table dabbing her tearful eyes with a handkerchief. She’d hold them close and babble how glad she was they were returned.


  Harrison knocked on their door. “Mum, we’re home! Mum.”


  Edna hadn’t realized she’d thought they would never get back until she stood on the familiar threshold. Tears pricked her eyes. Now she and her mother could cry together. Harrison might cry too. The family could heal him.


  She turned the doorknob and the door opened. Surprise caught her for a second. They never left it unlocked. She pushed on the door and it swung, the hinges squealing. Darkness covered the kitchen.


  Harrison bounded inside. “Mum, it’s us! Where are you?”


  Edna followed him in. A strange, acidic vehemence hung in the air. “Mum?” Apprehension made her nerves tingle and the evil lift.


  A match hissed to life. The flame transferred to a lamp, illuminating their mother where she stood at the kitchen table, her eyes wide. She wore a white satin dress from the Music Hall with puffed sleeves and a lace bodice, her pale hair pulled back in a severe bun, except she wore no cosmetics.


  “Mum!” Harrison bolted into her arms, but she stepped back and held up her hands.


  “What’s wrong?” Edna stepped closer. A faint scent tickled her nose, overpowering her mother’s perfume.


  “Get away,” their mother whispered.


  “Mum?” Harrison whimpered.


  Edna recognized the scent. Magic. “Harrison, get away. This ain’t right.”


  “Exactly.” Another light appeared across the room. A flame floated in the air above Mother Sambucus’s outstretched hand. A police officer stood beside the hag.


  “Harry-boy, run!” Edna grabbed her brother’s arm and turned toward the door, but magic flung it shut.


  “Edna Mather and Harrison Mather,” the police officer intoned, “you are both under arrest.”


  “On what crimes?” Edna reached for her mother, but the woman stumbled back.


  “What have you done?” Without rouge and kohl, her face appeared pallid, her gray eyes too dark.


  The officer lifted a scroll. “You kidnapped Lady Rachel Waxman, daughter of your employer, Lord Waxman, and murdered multiple hags when you burned down their factory.”
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  The air is so still in the dead of night.


  [image: W]e didn’t kidnap Rachel, the hags did!” Edna’s heart raced and the evil threatened to burn them. She couldn’t allow it to rear.


  “Eddie, how could you?” Her mother gulped.


  “I swear on the Saints.” Edna stumbled backwards toward the door, dragging Harrison after her. He reached out for their mother, mouthing her name.


  “The children are clearly delusional.” Mother Sambucus sniffed. “The littlest criminals always are.”


  “You can’t prove anything.” Edna grabbed the doorknob and shook it, but it held fast. Mother Sambucus chortled.


  “You’ll face trial before the judge and Mayor,” the officer said.


  “This can’t be real. We should be safe.”


  “Oh, my babies.” Her mother rubbed her hands across her face, moaning.


  “We’ve gone through too much to lose now.” Edna released Harrison so she could touch the cameo as she turned the knob again, and it clicked open. Edna dragged her brother into the hallway.


  “Get them!” Mother Sambucus shrieked.


  “Edna, Harrison!” Their mother’s voice rose shrill on a sob.


  “Stop!” The officer stabbed his finger at them.


  Edna ran for the stairs. As she grabbed the railing, a second officer lunged from the nearby doorway. He seized Harrison around the waist and hefted him off his feet.


  “I got the little one,” he yelled.


  Edna stumbled back. “Release him.”


  “Help!” Harrison screamed.


  Panic nipped her mind.


  No, she had to get Ike. She and Harrison couldn’t stop two policemen and Mother Sambucus. She charged in the other direction, toward the stairs leading up. The officer darted from her apartment. He reached for her, but she kneed his crotch and kicked him behind the legs. He grunted, stalled. She took the stairs up two at a time. Her feet pounded against the old wood.


  “Halt in the name of the King!” The officer’s deep voice nipped at her heels. Her toe caught on a step and she fell, smashing her shins against the stairs. Tears stung her eyes. Grabbing the railing, she heaved herself up and kept going. Her heartbeat roared in her ears.


  He ran after her, his long legs catching up fast. Edna grabbed a toy train, left outside a door, and threw it down the stairs at the officer. It caught him in the face with a crunch, and he staggered against the wall. Edna didn’t wait to see how badly she’d hurt him; she kept running, telling herself not to feel bad for causing pain.


  She reached the door leading to the roof and kicked it open. The skirt of her dress tore on a nail jutting from the doorframe.


  Apart from discarded garbage, the rooftop lay empty. She ran toward the side, and tripped over a dark lump. The lump shouted, and she screamed, crawling backwards on her bottom. Her long skirt tore further up her leg.


  The lump shifted and a stained blanket slid away from a man with a long, bristled beard. “Whatchu doin’, wretch? Get away. Scat.”


  She rolled to her knees, jumped to her feet, and made it to the edge of the roof before she heard footsteps thumping the stairs. Edna glanced across the roof, but didn’t see anything to prop the door shut with, so she stood on the edge. She spotted the metal fire escape, but counted missing rungs on the ladder.


  “Odds bobs.” She’d fall off the ladder if she tried to climb down.


  She glanced at the next building. I can make the jump, it’s not too far away.


  “Halt!” The police officer burst onto the rooftop. The light from the lamps below and the moon above flickered on the blood covering his face and staining his uniform shirt.


  Edna drew a deep breath and leapt.
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  Rachel gazed up at the brick apartment building on Quinn Street with a tightening in her belly. She had rarely seen her spinster aunt since her mother’s death. Aunt Kate, her mother’s sister, was frowned upon by the rest of the family, including Rachel’s father. He viewed her as a disgrace, but Rachel had honored her mother’s memory by sending Aunt Kate gifts on her natal day.


  “This is the place, then?” Ike asked.


  “It is.” Rachel straightened her shoulders and strode to the door. Each apartment followed the next, with three floors and a door with a stone stoop of five steps and a wrought iron railing. The ornate brass knocker, shaped like a cherub, chilled her hand when she lifted it. The thud echoed through the door when she dropped the knocker.


  She glanced over her shoulder, but Ike was gone. A little boy chimney sweep wandered across the street. Her heart thudded harder. He’d left without saying goodbye, like what Edna and Harrison had done. “Fine. I don’t need to talk with servants and half-bloods.”


  Gritting her teeth, she knocked again.


  The sound of footsteps echoed from within. A second later, the door opened a crack. Candlelight danced across the features of a pudgy, middle-aged woman.


  “Can I help you?” The maid’s eyes raked Rachel’s disheveled ensemble.


  “Please.” Rachel grabbed the edge of the door. “Is Aunt Kate here? Miss Kate James? I’m Rachel Waxman, her niece.”


  “I highly doubt that. Be gone. I’ve no likes for you. There’s a poorhouse down the way. Try there.” The woman pushed to shut the door, but Rachel shoved her boot against the jam.


  “You must recognize me.” Rachel hoped this was the same maid her aunt had kept years before, when Rachel and her mother visited.


  “Street filth,” the maid spat.


  “It really is me. Lady Rachel Waxman.” She searched her mind for something she could say to prove her worth.


  “Wait,” a female called from down the hallway. “Who is there?”


  “Just a beggar, ma’am. I’m—”


  “Lady Rachel Waxman,” Rachel called. “Come to see her Aunt Kate.”


  “Rachel?” Heeled footsteps quickened across a hardwood floor. “Hurry, Mary, open the door for her.”


  The maid narrowed her eyes, but she stepped back to open the front door fully. Aunt Kate stood behind her wearing a brocade robe over a white nightgown with a high lace collar. Her black hair was pulled back in a tight bun.


  In the candlelight, Rachel recognized her aunt’s thin face, the wrinkles around her mouth and eyes, the silver streaks around her forehead in her dark brown hair. She ran through the doorway into her aunt’s arms. “Oh, Aunt Kate! I’m so glad.”


  “Come, my child. You look awful.” Aunt Kate’s voice wavered. “I’ll get you something to eat and somewhere to bathe. Then you must tell me your troubles.”


  “Has my father told you anything?” Rachel leaned back.


  Aunt Kate averted her eyes to the floor. “No, I don’t hear from him.”


  Rachel’s breath whooshed from her lungs in relief.


  The maid coughed. “What would you have me do, Miss Kate?”


  “Do what you should.” Aunt Kate pressed her hand to Rachel’s shoulder and led her to the kitchen. A minute later, the front door shut.
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  Edna’s shoes slid across the slick roof. The tenements were close enough together that she could jump from one to the next, but now she’d reached the offices, which had slanted roofs.


  “Odds bobs.”


  She fell to her side, bumping her hip, and grabbed the top of the roof. Shingles bit through her clothes. Below the building, fog ate the street. Gas lamps glowed in yellow circles. A motorcar rumbled by and a dog barked from the alley below.


  “Stop!” The officer still pursued, jumping the rooftops after her.


  Edna grabbed a metal pipe to regain her balance. She got to her feet and shuffled across the slant while her breath emerged in frantic huffs. At the end, she jumped to the next roof.


  Her leather soles slid on the sleek shingles. Her feet spun out from beneath her and she crashed onto her back. Breath whooshed from her lungs. Shingles slashed against her as she slid downwards. Edna tried to roll to her front, but she slid faster. She grabbed at the roof, but the roughness cut her palms and bent her fingernails back. She knew she should feel pain, but her dulled nerves barely registered the sensation.


  The roof disappeared as she plummeted toward the street, her legs kicking. “No!”


  Arms caught her around the waist and she thumped against something hard, yet soft. Twisting around, she looked up into the face of a female officer. They rode on the back of a sleek green dragon.


  “You don’t understand,” Edna pleaded. “It’s the hags. They’re—”


  “Hags are protected under the king, and when nobility is kidnapped, it’s a kingdom issue.”


  The animal lifted into the sky, and the officer clamped a pair of iron cuffs around Edna’s wrists. “Got her,” the officer called.


  Edna shoved her elbow backwards toward the officer’s neck, but the woman caught her arm and laughed. 
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  How can it be so dark and yet so light?


  [image: I]ke picked the lock on Hilda’s door.


  The hinges would squeal—a citizen’s precaution against intruders. He encased the metal in magic so it wouldn’t make a sound and stepped inside, willing the floorboards not to moan.


  The enchanted air, scented with lavender and rose, coiled around his legs to tell Hilda who was there. A feeling of apprehension settled over his nerves. How would she react to his news?


  In the dim light coming through the kitchen window, nothing was out of place. The table was cleared, with only a vase on it filled with violets, and the high-backed chairs were pushed in. Nothing cooked in the cauldron on the stove.


  He ventured into the sitting room and settled on the sofa against a tasseled pillow. While he waited for the air to waken Hilda, lest he tap her and she attack, he called fire to light the gas lamp on the desk. The yellow glow revealed newspaper clippings spread across the mahogany wood.


  Frowning, he crossed the room and picked up the first. A vein leapt in his forehead. His hand balled into a fist as he read about the kidnapping of Lady Rachel Waxman—by a certain maid named Edna Mather and her younger brother, Harrison.


  “I’ve been worried enough to take chamomile for my head pains.” Hilda clutched the doorframe.


  He jumped at her sudden presence and dropped the crumpled newspaper clipping. “We found her brother. The hags started up factories again in the bog and pretended to make medicines. They were stealing children and replacing them with coglings.”


  “You use the past tense.” She sank onto the sofa and her patched robe spread across her long legs.


  “While Edna was there, she found the noblewoman she worked for. Lady Rachel Waxman.”


  “How lucky for Edna.” Her monotone chilled him.


  Ike explained what happened at the factories and how they had returned to the city. “I need your help. I’m going to confront the King.”


  Hilda tipped her head forward until her chin almost touched her chest. “My sister-in-law, Polly, sent news of you. My older brother took you to the hags.”


  “He’s your stepbrother.” Ike ground his teeth.


  “After Father died, Mother just had to marry a human.” Hilda sighed. “Where is Charles?”


  Ike rubbed his hand across his mouth. “I’m sorry, Hilda. He’s gone.”


  Hilda narrowed her eyes at the floor, her head lowered to her chest.


  “I’ll make us tea. I need some chamomile, but there’s mint and pekoe if you desire.”


  Ike winced. She lived on her own. She should understand the sufferings he’d endured, not scorn him for them. He stomped after her into the kitchen. “I’m not just a cracksman, you know.”


  She ladled water into a teakettle.


  “A burglar. A thief.” Ice coated his tone.


  “Of course I know that. I don’t understand why you slip into slang, but what has your newest occupation got to do with anything?” She bent to light the fire in the stove’s hearth.


  “My mother was a hag. I know about the herb erdri.”


  Hilda stiffened before she hung the kettle. “You can work as a healer then.”


  Ike folded his arms and smirked. “Erdri smells and looks exactly like chamomile once it’s in hot water, but it doesn’t help with headaches. It dulls the nerves and helps you lie without being detected. You haven’t had head pains, have you?”


  Hilda placed her hands on her hips, facing the stove. “The hags came looking for you. Didn’t you think they’d ask me? We’re bloody related. Our mothers were cousins.”


  “What did you tell them?” He willed his heartbeat to slow.


  “I told them I didn’t know where you were. At least that was the truth.” She folded her arms across her chest. “I also told them I hadn’t seen you since you were a babe. That wasn’t so much true.”


  Ike nodded. “Thank you.”


  “So you want me to come with you to confront the King and tell him what, exactly? That your girl Edna burned down a factory?”


  “She isn’t my girl.” His cheeks burned, so he shook his head to clear his thoughts. “I want you to tell them what you know about the first time they stole kids.”


  Hilda spun on her heels to storm past him, grabbing the newspaper clippings and throwing them into the air. “You think your girl’s safe? The police think she kidnapped the Lady Rachel and they’re after her. You’re just gonna leave her here?”


  The clippings fluttered as they descended and he almost snatched at them before they hit the ground. “Of course not. She’s with her mum now, so we’ll grab her and the boy on the way to the castle. Give her tonight to be with her family.”


  “I didn’t know you were so stupid.” She flicked her fingers in the air. “You don’t read enough. The police asked her mum about her and her brother. They know where she lives. They’ll be watching the place. A noblewoman is missing. Hens teeth, they’ll do anything to get her back.”


  “Rachel said Mother Sambucus replaced her with a cogling—”


  “And I bet on the moon and stars that Mother Sambucus made that cogling go poof so she could use Lady Rachel as leverage. This brat of yours ruined her factory. She isn’t going to like that.”


  Ike ran toward the door. Life on the streets had jaded him into thinking the police didn’t care a whit about the tenement dwellers. He’d forgotten how much they worshipped nobility.
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  Ike ran along cobblestones slick with night dampness. He slipped, but caught himself. The muscles in his legs tightened. Hilda followed a few feet behind, a brown trench coat buttoned over her nightgown and robe, boots tied around her ankles. Their feet echoed into the alleys, accompanied by the calls of mating cats and the hungry moans of homeless urchins. A coach rattled by and Ike leapt onto the back. He clung near the steam furnace, heat scalding his skin through his clothes. When the vehicle paused to turn the corner, Hilda jumped up beside him.


  Two blocks away, Ike jumped off and Hilda followed him down another street. Rounding the corner, he stopped and grabbed her arm. Two police officers stood in front of Edna’s tenement talking to each other. Hilda yanked Ike into the nearest alley. “It’s over.”


  Ike pulled away. If nothing else, living on the streets had honed his acting skills. He strolled toward the officers.


  “Come back here,” Hilda called.


  He tucked his hands into his pockets as he drew near the officers. “Night, sirs.”


  “Hey, boy, wot you doin’ out here?” one of the officers demanded. “No one should be out on the street this time o’ night. Git in.”


  “Just wonderin’ if there was trouble.” Ike shrugged, but his heart pounded.


  “Trouble?” The other officer laughed. “Ya could say so indeed.”


  “Trouble for who?” Ike willed his voice to stay calm.


  “Caught that noble kidnapper, we did. Poor chit.”


  Ike’s heart sank. Since the officer showed sympathy toward Edna, maybe he could—


  “To have your own maid steal you away,” the officer continued, ruining Ike’s hopes. The man meant Rachel was the poor chit, not Edna.


  “Git off wi’ you.” The first officer waved his stick at Ike. “We’re workin’. Get back to the gin or git home.”


  Ike darted back to Hilda.


  “We’ll get her.” Hilda brushed her hand over his shoulder.


  He stepped away. Edna’s world involved an absent, working father and a singer for a mother. She and her brother had worked from childhood in a noble’s mansion where they were taken for granted. They just got by, but they lived honestly. Then the hags had ruined that bubble, and now he’d gotten her arrested.
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  Only a few stars.


  [image: R]achel nibbled the blueberry scone and wished she could stuff it all in her mouth, but her aunt watched. Her stomach rumbled, so she pressed a hand over her borrowed corset. Aunt Kate had located a trunk in the attic containing old clothes. Rachel, now garbed in silk undergarments and a stiff green dress, had to endure the reek of mothballs.


  “That is a dreadful story you told.” Aunt Kate blinked. “To think hags would’ve replaced you with a cogling. No one can replace my darling niece.”


  “That’s why I must go with Ike to tell the King.”


  Aunt Kate looked into her teacup as she swirled the liquid. “Tell me the truth. I won’t be angry.”


  The scone turned to grits in Rachel’s mouth. “That is the truth. I never lie.” She jerked back. “Do you mean about being touched? I wasn’t raped, and I never gave myself over. You must believe me when I say I’m still a… virgin.” Her cheeks flamed at the inappropriate talk.


  Aunt Kate inhaled and exhaled, closing her eyes in the flickering light from the gas lamp. “Do you know about the Staff Ring?”


  “I don’t, no.” Rachel’s hands trembled, so she clutched the table’s edge.


  “It’s a new gang. We never knew about it until recently.” Aunt Kate shook her head. “They steal young noblewomen and they….” She shuddered.


  Rachel leaned forward. “What do they do?” Aunt Kate never gossiped. She asked about life and family, and then discussed mundane things like knitting doilies.


  “Those who help them trap these young nobles are paid handsomely,” Aunt Kate said.


  Blood drained from Rachel’s head. Was her aunt was part of an illegal operation? As a spinster, the woman might not have the wealth she’d grown up with, but Rachel never would’ve guessed her aunt would turn to crime.


  “The Staff Ring sells these young women to the highest bidders in foreign nations. When they tire of them, they let them go.”


  “That’s dreadful.” Rachel wondered if her aunt knew one of the victims. Poor girls.


  “They cannot go home. They’ve been soiled.” Aunt Kate wiped a tear from her eye.


  “Surely they have family willing to—”


  “It’s not a question of willingness,” Aunt Kate interrupted. “It’s a question of honor, and what is acceptable. There are places for them to go.”


  “Poor houses.” Saliva dried in Rachel’s mouth.


  Her aunt nodded. “My dear, we know.”


  “Know?”


  “Yes, Mother Sambucus told us. Warned us.”


  At the hag’s name, Rachel stiffened. “Aunt Kate, that hag is wretched. I just told you how—”


  “Please, stop pretending.” Aunt Kate’s lower lip trembled. “Tell me the truth. I already know. We all do. We’ve been disgraced. It was in the papers.”


  “I did tell you the truth!” Rachel stood, knocking over her chair.


  “You were kidnapped by the Staff Ring.” Aunt Kate covered her eyes with her hands. “You escaped and you found Mother Sambucus. She told us how she tried to help you, but you claimed she was the enemy. You attacked her.”


  Rachel gaped. “I wasn’t kidnapped by a gang. She did it. It was Mother Sambucus!”


  “You fled from her. She’s had the police force looking for you. Rachel, dear, you can tell us how to find the gang before this happens again.”


  “How can this happen again? I’m the only girl missing.”


  “There’s been many more in the last week.” Aunt Kate moaned.


  Many more? “The hags are doing it. They want to discredit my story, but I’m telling you the truth. You have to believe me.” Her voice rose to a shrill pitch.


  “Rachel, stop. Please.” Aunt Kate pressed her hand to her mouth. “Please don’t pretend.”


  “I’m not pretending.” Rachel grabbed her teacup and threw it at the wall. The porcelain shattered. Her nerves jumped. “Mother Sambucus kidnapped me. She locked me in a room.”


  “No, the maid kidnapped you. Her and her brother.”


  “What maid?” Rachel stomped her foot.


  “Your maid, Edna Mather.”


  “No. I told you. Edna saved her brother, and me too. It wasn’t any other way.”


  “My dear niece, you must face the truth.”


  “That is the truth!” Rachel whirled toward the doorway. A streak of silver startled her, making her stumble in her borrowed boots.


  A metal spyder crept across the wall.


  Her aunt wouldn’t need that to watch over her servants, for she only had the one, Mary. Someone else had put the spyder there.


  “They know I’m here.” She staggered against the wall. A hollow echo whirled in her ears. “The hags know. They’ll come for me.”


  “No, they want to help you.” Aunt Kate rose. “Let them help you, Rachel. Please.”


  “They won’t help me!”


  “Admit what happened. They’ll stop the Staff Ring.”


  “That gang doesn’t exist, and I’ll still be the soiled lady forced to work. I thought you could help me.” A sob caught in Rachel’s throat.


  Aunt Kate held out her hand. “I am trying to help you.”


  “I must leave. Thank you for…” Rachel’s voice trailed away as she hurried to the door. She would find Edna, if she could remember where the tenement was, and warn her about the plan to create a kidnapper out of her.


  Aunt Kate grabbed her sleeve. “At least let me give you food to take with you.”


  Rachel hesitated. “Thank you.” She followed her aunt back to the sitting room and slipped past her inside. Her stomach gurgled for food.


  “Forgive me. You’ll understand soon, if the Saints believe in your soul,” Aunt Kate said from the hallway. She shut the door, sealing Rachel in the parlor.


  “No!” Rachel flung herself against the wood as a key grated in the lock. She wiggled the doorknob, but the door refused to budge. “Aunt Kate, no. Let me out.” Tears stung her eyes. “How can you do this to me? How can you believe them over me?”


  “Mary will return soon with the authorities. I cannot let you go ‘till then.”


  Rachel ran to the window, but it would only open a few inches. Even if she broke the glass, the drop appeared too large to jump down without hurting herself. She tried the door again, but her aunt hadn’t relented.
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  Voices drifted down the apartment hallway. Rachel glanced at the clock on the parlor shelf and nibbled her lower lip. She’d only been locked inside for ten minutes.


  “Aunt Kate!” She knocked against the door. “Please, you have to help me.”


  “She’s in there?” a male voice asked.


  “Yes,” Aunt Kate replied.


  Rachel stumbled backward as the door opened, revealing two police officers in blue uniforms. She gaped. Her beloved aunt was really turning her over to the authorities.


  One of them seized her arm. “Lady Rachel?”


  “Y-yes,” she stammered. The room spun. Edna would’ve fought, but Rachel’s mind turned into a blank sheet when she tried to think of how to attack them.


  The other officer looked at sniffling Aunt Kate, who patted her cheeks with a lacey handkerchief. “We’ll take her to Demeter. Mother Sambucus believes her mind will clear the best there.”


  Demeter, the city’s asylum for the mentally insane. “No!” Rachel tried to yank free, but her captor pulled a green vial from his pocket. He pulled the cork stopper out with his teeth and pressed the nozzle over her mouth. The scent of chloroform filled her senses, just like the time as a child when the dentist had given it to her before pulling a bad tooth.


  Rachel turned her head away, but the other officer grabbed her chin, holding her in place. The cold liquid burned her mouth. She spit, but some scalded down her throat. A roar began in her ears.


  “Your niece will be safe there,” Rachel dimly heard the officer say. “Thank you for helping us locate her.”


  “She can no longer be my niece,” Aunt Kate replied.


  Rachel’s world blackened.
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  Rachel awoke to a strange jostling and the grind of wheels against stone. Her head throbbed and her tongue felt swollen as if someone had stuffed cotton in her mouth.


  She turned her head and blinked. A lamp wobbled on the ceiling, casting strange shapes against the walls of a coach. A police officer sat in front of her and another sat beside her on the hard bench.


  “We’re here.” The one beside her pointed out the window. She grabbed the edge of the door, waiting until a wave of stomach churning passed, and pulled herself up to see. The coach followed a cast iron fence with spikes at the top. Beyond it, a lawn stretched to a six-story brick building with bars on the windows. In the dark, Rachel couldn’t make out much else.


  “Demeter?” she mumbled.


  The officer beside her lifted her back onto the seat. “Home.”
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  The enemy is close, I fear.


  [image: E]dna huddled on the stone floor of her cell. Moisture dripped off the walls and ceiling, adding to the puddles on the ground. Heaps of moldy straw rotted beneath the sliver of window, covered by thick iron bars identical to those in the cell’s door. Her stomach rumbled with hunger, matching the parched inside of her mouth. It had been a night since they’d been thrown into the cell without sustenance.


  Harrison sat beside her with his chin on his knees. “D’you think they’ll let us out soon?”


  She swallowed the “no” from her tongue. “Of course.” She pulled him closer. His skinny body shivered against her. He was frail and malnourished already. It wouldn’t be long before… Edna shook the worry aside. As long as he stayed beside her, the evil kept away.


  “Why didn’t Mum listen?” Harrison sniffled.


  She used a corner of her skirt to wipe his nose. “Because the hags convinced her we’re evil.”


  “She’s Mum, though.”


  Edna couldn’t look at him, scared he’d see the tears in her eyes. “They hypnotized her. She’ll come out of it and help us.” If they hadn’t, and their mother thought for herself instead of listening to the police and Mother Sambucus… Edna gulped down a sob.


  “And Father?” Harrison rested his head against her shoulder. “Father’s gonna come, ain’t he?”


  “Of course.” If their father left the train yard and stopped laying tracks, they would fire him. He needed the job. Mum probably wouldn’t have told him what had happened.


  “And Ike?”


  “He’s our hope. We’ll get out of here. Mum and Father will get us a lawyer.”


  Harrison shifted away from her. “Can’t afford that. Our kind don’t get lawyers.”


  Our kind. He’d never spoken like that before the hags kidnapped him. He never acted as though people belonged to different classes. She bit back her helplessness.


  “We’ll get out.” She smiled for his benefit. “I doubt we’ll be here longer than today. If no one comes for us, we’ll get out of here ourselves. I still have the cameo.” And the evil. “I’m with you. I’ll protect you.”


  Someone moaned from further down in the prison’s dungeon. Since throwing them in, the officers hadn’t returned. Edna considered calling, but she didn’t want to hear who answered.


  “Who d’you know who left prison?” Harrison asked.


  “Lots of people.” Edna couldn’t think of a single soul. People who were sent there visited the gallows after, or rotted in their cell.


  “When d’you reckon we’ll eat?”


  “Soon. They got to feed us.” Her voice rose too loudly. Someone in another cell hooted.


  “Food,” a man screamed. “Food in the pockets, food in the gullets. Blood on the floor, blood on the floor.”


  Edna pressed her hands over Harrison’s ears. She wanted him to pull away, like old times, but instead, he groaned. She sang, hoping it would comfort him.


  “Bloody rats all in a hat,


  Upon which Victor Viper sat.


  Little feet with little shoes,


  Little people with little hues.


  Flames and smoke all leaping high,


  Upon which we all might die.”


  A dark shape scurried through the bars into their cell.


  “That a rat?” Harrison asked. “Can we eat it, you reckon?”


  Edna wondered why the thought of chewing into raw rat didn’t turn her stomach. “We can grab it by the tail and fling it against the wall until it dies. It might bite us, though, and rats carry diseases. If only we had something to throw at it. A quick bop on the head would do it.” She cringed, a sourness coating her tongue. “Never before have I entertained the idea of eating a rat.”


  The creature splashed through a puddle, edging closer. It stepped into a patch of moonlight.


  Its hindquarters were covered by bristly, brown hair, but its torso was similar to a man’s. The head contained thick hair and pointed ears. It snapped its fangs at them, flicking its skinny tail.


  “Soot demon.” Edna gulped. Nastier than rats, for they could use their front paws as hands. She shrank against the slimy wall, tugging Harrison with her. The soot demon squinted at them, drew back its lips, and hissed.


  “Is it gonna bite us?” Harrison’s chest heaved against her side.


  Soot demons kept to the poorer neighborhoods. There had only been five invasions at their tenement in the past. Edna recalled a child being bitten. A few days later, the little boy had died.


  “We have to kill it.” Her voice wavered. “What can we use?”


  “A rock?” Harrison looked around the cell.


  “There ain’t any rocks. The moldy straw won’t help. Neither will the puddles.”


  The soot demon leapt toward them. Edna screamed as it landed on her boot. Fear constricted her throat, making her cough, and the evil pumped through her veins.


  “Get it away,” Harrison shouted.


  Edna kicked the soot demon off her foot. The creature sailed through the air, shrieking and hissing. It struck the bars and fell into the hallway.


  “Did it bite you?” Harrison grabbed her arm.


  “Not yet.” Edna hurried to her feet and ran to the bars. She kicked the soot demon again as it tried to reenter. “Git! Scat, you filthy wretch.”


  “Tell ‘em, trollop,” someone called.


  The soot demon reared on its hind legs and flicked its forked tongue at her. Then a dark hand swept down and grabbed the creature. The soot demon sank its fangs into the fist, but shrieked when it couldn’t pierce the leathery gray skin.


  Edna lifted her gaze. A creature as tall as she, but thrice as wide, stood just beyond the bars. The hairs on her arms stood up in fright. He was naked except for a loincloth and skull necklace. She recognized them as soot demon skulls. Sometimes hags sold them in the street, meant to ward away evil.


  “Odds bobs,” Harrison gasped. “What’s that?”


  The creature shook its wide head and stirred its long greasy hair. Tufts stood up straight and others hung over its large ears. It lifted the soot demon and bit off the little head. Blood sprayed over the stones underfoot. The creature spit the head into its other hand and gobbled the rest of the soot demon.


  “Troll,” a hoarse male voice said from across the hall. A shape shifted in the cell. “They was dug out o’ the ground when the city was built. Now they’re warders. Watch the dungeon. Only the dungeon.” The villain cracked a laugh. “Git in the sunshine an’ their skin burns. Make sure we don’t get out.”


  “How would we get out?” Edna asked.


  The troll turned blue eyes on her. They glowed in the dark.


  “Eddie, get back.” Harrison grabbed a fistful of her dress.


  “Ya don’t never get out.” The other inmate laughed until he coughed and spit up phlegm.


  The troll watched Edna and Harrison with a huge smile on his bloated lips. They parted, revealing glimpses of bloodstained fangs. Another soot demon scampered by. The troll turned and lumbered after it.


  The soot demon’s squeal filled the hallway, followed by the troll’s chomping.


  Edna rested her arm around Harrison’s shoulder; their trembling mixed to become one entity. “It can’t bother us, Harry-boy. We’re in here and it’s out there.”


  “What’d you all do t’ git dumped here?” the inmate called.


  Edna hugged her brother before she answered. “We angered some hags. You?”


  “Stole stuff I shouldn’t have known about.” The inmate cackled again.


  “We’ll get out of here, I promise.” Edna drew Harrison back to the wall. The troll lumbered by, and someone called for help.


  “Shouldn’t upset hags,” the inmate said. “They is the worst of enemies.”
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[image: Chapter Thirty-Four]


  Only one full moon.


  [image: W]hen Rachel awoke, she lay on a cot. The lumpy mattress pressed against the back of her aching head, so she rolled over onto her side, moaning. Bile rose in her throat and she gulped.


  Misty sunlight filtered through a barred window high in the whitewashed wall. The room was lined with brass beds like hers. She counted seven before her mind spun too fast. Each bed had a small wooden trunk at the end.


  Rachel sat up and closed her eyes until dizziness faded, then studied the other beds more intently. Women ranging from her age to older lay on them in shapeless white dresses. Some of the attire was stained, and some of the women were chained to the bed frames.


  “Hello?” Her raspy voice scratched her throat. “Can someone help me?”


  None of the other females moved.


  Something squeaked in the hallway. A second later, the door opened and a shiny woman entered, pushing a metal cart. No, she wasn’t a woman. She was an automation maid.


  The mechanical woman pushed the cart to the end of Rachel’s bed. Over her metal body, she wore a tight black dress. “You have awoken.”


  Rachel tried to wet her lips, but her tongue was too dry.


  “Come with me.” Leaving the cart, the mechanical woman walked back to the door. Rachel staggered off the bed to follow. Her legs wobbled, but when she held out her arms, her balance steadied. A headache nagged and the coldness of the hardwood floor bit the bottoms of Rachel’s bare feet.


  The woman locked the door after them, using a large key ring attached to her blue sash. The hallway had a high ceiling lit by circular windows at either end and lined with doors similar to the one they had exited. Rachel scratched her side. The white dress she wore itched.


  She froze. Someone had dressed her. Someone, other than a maid, had seen her naked. She felt across her body, but no. She wore nothing except the dress that buttoned up the front. Shame burned her cheeks.


  “Come.” The mechanical woman beckoned.


  Rachel’s heart pounded as she hurried to catch up. “Where are we going? I shouldn’t be here.”


  Someone screamed from behind a closed door. Rachel’s blood chilled in her veins.


  They walked down a wide flight of stairs to another hallway, exactly like the first. The woman stopped at a door and knocked twice. “Enter,” a male voice boomed.


  The hinges squealed before falling silent as the maid opened the door.


  Rachel hesitated before she stepped inside. The automation waited in the doorway. Bookcases covered the walls. A man sat behind a large desk. He stood, but didn’t bow.


  “I don’t belong here. The hags did this.” Tears burned her eyes.


  “Lady Rachel.” He strolled around his desk. The lapels of his black coat whispered against each other. “We rarely receive nobility. Your kind likes to keep to themselves.” He sounded as though he thought she was no better than a rat.


  “I must tell you what happened.”


  “I know exactly what happened.” He smiled as his eyes roamed her body. “You escaped the Staff Ring, and you even kept your virginity intact.”


  She leapt back, and realized the mechanical woman blocked the doorway.


  “One of our nurses checked you before you were dressed.” He stood a few inches taller than she, was around forty years of age, with a clean-shaven face and graying black hair. He shouldn’t look so normal in the threatening asylum. She wanted to tear his blue suit into rags.


  “There is no Staff Ring. The hags kidnapped me. They replaced me with a cogling.”


  “The story Mother Sambucus said you would say.” He sighed. “I am Doctor Louis. I run this hospital.”


  “This is an asylum!”


  “At times, a man gives us his unwanted wife so he may marry again. Those who don’t really belong here are given tasks. This is a working farm. Men and women do everything here, and you can join that task force. I will let you stay.” He touched her cheek and laughed when she jerked away.


  She’d never considered the possibility of living in one of those hovels. She tried to think of something to say to prove her honesty. There had to be some spark she could light.


  Doctor Louis grabbed her face and kissed her, forcing her lips to part and welcome his tongue. She beat her fists against his chest, ripping away. As she stepped back, she slapped him. He caught her wrist.


  “Get off me,” she shrieked.


  “This is my jurisdiction. I do as I please.” He thrust her toward the mechanical woman. “I always let my guests know what punishment looks like here. Nurse, take her to the ice.”


  The mechanical woman caught Rachel around the waist. Rachel flailed, but the woman was too strong. She dragged Rachel down the hallway, splinters digging into her bare feet. Doctor Louis followed. Rachel screamed, and others behind closed doors echoed her cries. Mechanical nurses walked by, but they didn’t look.


  Doctor Louis unlocked a door and the nurse forced Rachel inside. The room had stone walls, moisture dripping off, with a large circular hole in the middle of the floor. It was filled with water, hunks of ice bobbing in it. A chair sat on the edge. The nurse pushed Rachel into the seat and strapped her wrists to the wooden arms. Then she fastened her ankles to the wooden legs. Lastly she tied one of the thick, leather straps across Rachel’s shoulders, securing her to the chair.


  “What are you doing?” Rachel panted. Once she would’ve threatened them with her father’s noble name. Now she had nothing.


  “If you don’t obey, this happens.” Doctor Louis kissed her again. Pinned to the chair, she could only turn her head a little. He bit her bottom lip before stepping back.


  A metal lever stuck up from the floor beside the chair and the nurse pulled it forward. The chair flipped backwards. Water closed over Rachel. She choked, writhing against her bonds. Ice froze her skin to the point of pain.


  The chair lifted. She gasped, sputtering. Water ran over her body. Her dress clung to her curves, revealing her pink skin.


  “Again,” Doctor Louis said. The nurse pulled the lever. Rachel thrashed until the leather straps cut her skin. Her lungs burned for oxygen.


  When she lifted free, Doctor Louis cupped her frigid chin. Her teeth chattered. Panic gnawed upon her senses. A myriad of emotions poured over her, but she couldn’t grab one to cling to; they slipped away too fast.


  “No one cares what I do to you,” he murmured. “Nurse, get her something dry. We can’t have her dead on us. Yet. Then take her back to her bed. She won’t eat today. Perhaps tomorrow she’ll be more agreeable.”


  “May the Saints pity you, for I never shall,” Rachel hissed.


  The doctor sneered, pulling the lever to dunk her once more.
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  I can feel its presence as it draws near.


  [image: E]xtra, extra!” The newsboy waved a paper above his head. “City one step closer to catching the Staff Ring. Maid in custody.”


  Ike ran to the news carrier, his heart thudding. “I’ll take one.” Ike fumbled in his pockets for coins he’d stolen from a businessman on his way to the street corner.


  The newsboy accepted the five pennies and handed over the paper.


  Ike tucked it under his arm and tried to slow his steps as he headed back to Hilda’s apartment. People didn’t look at him as they bustled past. “Edna,” Ike whispered, ducking into the doorway of a tenement. A gin addict slumped near the stone steps, a bottle clasped in his hands.


  Ike skimmed the article as he took the stairs two at a time, silently enchanting the air to keep him from tripping.


  Police Chief Johnson announced early this morning that Edna Mather and Harrison Mather were arrested late last night for the kidnapping of their mistress, Lady Rachel.


  Ike rolled the newspaper into a tube and smacked it against the railing.


  A boy walking by with a large soapy bowl paused to grin. “Ya git it? Them is nasty spiders, ain’t they?”


  Ike pictured the officers in their blue uniforms, limbs stretching in all directions to only help the nobles. “Nasty, aye.”


  He pushed Hilda’s door, which he had left open a crack, and didn’t care about the squealing hinges.


  She stirred her cauldron. “What did you find?”


  Ike slapped the newspaper onto the table beside her glass vials. “They arrested her. Same as we already knew. Nobody cares. The poor folks are put away and the rich are still safe.”


  Hilda lifted a glass vial and ladled some of her purple potion into it. “Listen to yourself, boy. You used to be one of those rich folks. Did you ever think about the people below you? Did you think about the bad fellows?” She pushed a cork in the vial. “No, you went on with your merriness. You lived in a bloody castle and you had servants.”


  “And I was the hag’s brat. You think they treated Mum and me well? No, there was always a comment about us.” He stabbed the paper with his index finger. “This ain’t about all that. This is for Edna and Harrison.”


  Hilda wiped her hands on her embroidered apron. “I’m just making you think, is all. You’re painting the hags as the bad fellows too, but they all have other sides.”


  Ike shoved his hands into his pockets. “I know all that. I lived with them for a good many years. Odd bodkins, I was there when they first decided to enslave the humans. What they’re doing is wrong. They can’t force children to work in factories.”


  “Is that what this is all about? Your vendetta is for the sake of the children?”


  He looked toward the wall where she kept a picture of pressed flowers. “Yes. No. All of it is what I’m fighting against. I know the hags and I know the humans. Humans do awful things too. They keep the tomtars as slaves, but that’s just because the hag advisors want them to. If the hags weren’t there, the kingdom wouldn’t have half so much power.”


  “So what do you want in the end?” She walked around the table to cup his face.


  Ike met her gaze. “I don’t want sides or teams. Hags don’t work for humans. Humans don’t work for hags. Tomtars don’t work for anyone.”


  “That’ll never happen.” She sighed.


  “Then I want the humans to stay free, at least, and I’ll work on the rest later.”


  “The rest.” She laughed. “When you’re king, right?”


  He pushed her away by the shoulders. “You said you’d come with me to prove my point.”


  “I will. Now then, let’s save your lover.” She lifted the newspaper off her table and flicked it to straighten the edges.


  “She’s not my lover.” He gritted his teeth, yet his chest tightened. An image of Edna’s lips, swollen after her dunk in the river, toyed with his mind.


  Hilda wiggled her brows as her eyes scanned the passage. “Blimey, this takes up half the front page.”


  “It says they were arrested. We already know that,” he growled. “It says they were taken to prison. Saints above us, we already know that too. It says her list of crimes, all of it a fat lie.”


  “They won’t send her to the tuck-up fair immediately.”


  “Gallows be gone. I know all that, and they’ll call in a parish-pig too, but what’s that got to do with Edna and her brother rotting away?” Ike kicked the chair over. Hilda winced as it struck the floor.


  “The chaplain will come today or tomorrow, I reckon.” Hilda returned to the newspaper. “What about the Lady in this game?”


  “Don’t suppose she said a word of good against Edna.”


  “She’s at Demeter.” Hilda pointed to a line. “The hags will want her out of the way, and no better place than the city asylum.”


  He frowned. “Nobles like to cover up such mistakes.”


  “I suppose Mother Sambucus is using a bit of leverage there, offering the public more story to whet their gossiping minds. Didn’t you say you wanted Rachel to talk to the King too?”


  “He won’t listen to her word much now. If she’s in Demeter, the kingdom will think her mad. I doubt she would’ve come with us anyway. All she wanted was to get to her aunt.”


  “Who then, according to this, turned her in to the authorities. Lovely family the chit has.” Hilda set the paper down. “I know a little about the city prison. They put the worst of the bunch in the dungeon. I reckon that’s where Edna and Harrison will be.”


  “How do you know about the prison?”


  “Do you know what’s down there?” Hilda grinned.


  He ran his fingers through his hair. “Odd bodkins, just tell me.”


  “Trolls,” she purred. “You know what troll hair is good for, don’t you?”


  Ike met her glittering gaze. “Poison.”


  “Mix in a troll hair, and the poison’s clear. Odorless. Sometimes I sneak into the dungeon for a few hairs. A bit tricky to do. Gotta get the troll to sleep first. I don’t do it often.”


  “So we’ll get them out that way.” Sweat beaded on Ike’s forehead. “Hilda, you’re wonderful.”


  “I’m more than that. First, Edna’s dear cousin” —she pointed at him— “is going to go in and try to get her to talk about the Staff Ring. She won’t be speaking, since it don’t exist. They probably haven’t told her or her brother much about their imagined crimes.”


  “Her cousin. Me?” Ike laughed. “You’re right, Hilda. You’re a genius too.”


  “If you go in, it’ll be a mite suspicious. Strapping young man like yourself. If Edna’s cousin’s a girl though… a girl with a protective chaperone.” Hilda returned to her cauldron.


  “You, then.” Ike took her flowered hat from its peg and dropped it on her head. “Let’s go then.”


  “I’m a pauper’s healer. My face is too well known amongst the poor class.” She took off the hat and tossed it onto the fallen chair. “We get Lady Rachel first, then we rescue your Edna, and it’s off to your cherished King.”


  His shoulders dropped against his will. He forced himself to straighten, maintain his in-charge attitude. “How do we get Rachel?”


  “We start by filling these vials. Never know when you need poison. Go out to the streets and find a homeless wench. Get her to come back here. Try to have her look like Rachel, if you can.”


  “Then what?”


   “Trust me.” She patted his cheek.
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  Ike willed himself not to pity the girl huddled near an alley fire. A tattered shawl hung around her shoulders and a broken straw hat perched atop her head. She resembled Rachel very little. This girl’s face was longer and thinner, with a broader chin, and she looked older, but life on the streets aged a person faster than living in a mansion. At least their hair color was similar.


  “Excuse me.” Ike leaned against the mossy brick wall.


  Dark circles hung beneath the girl’s bloodshot eyes when she looked up. “Wotcha want?”


  “You lookin’ for a job?” Ike crossed his ankles.


  “Depends on wot kind o’ a job.” She wiped her hand across her pug nose. A thick scar ran across her collarbone to disappear into her worsted dress.


  “House cleaning?” He let the question hang. Since she studied his face, he licked his lips to appear seductive.


  “I tried that an’ got cheated for an honest day’s work. I don’t do honest no more.” She stretched out her hands toward the small fire. He took a penny from his pocket, left over from the morning’s theft, and flipped it toward her. It landed in the dirt near her bare feet.


  “What about not so honest?” he asked.


  She stood and picked up the penny with her toes, then used her hand to drop it into a hidden pocket at her waist. “I’m willin’.” She sauntered near to him and ran her fingers over his vest. Her skin reeked of unwashed body, but life on the streets had taught him not to cringe.


  Ike caught her wrist. “My place.”


  “You got a place, eh?” She looked him up and down, slowly, the corners of her lips curling upwards. “Interestin’.”


  Before finding the girl, he’d stolen more money and purchased some clothes from a cheap shop. The black pants and white shirt with the blue vest overtop weren’t the best quality, and the gray jacket was thin, but he knew he looked like he had money when she flicked his collar.


  “How much?” She trailed after him from her alley.


  “That depends on how much you’re willing to do.” He winked, and she giggled in her raspy voice. When they reached Hilda’s apartment, he opened the door and bowed his head. The girl swept in first and he followed, kicking the door shut with his heel.


  “This place looks a bit feminine. You got a lass? I’ll do ya both for extra.” The girl turned to him, her mouth open as if to say more, but Hilda stepped into the kitchen from the sitting room. She pressed a cloth over the girl’s mouth and pinned her against her torso. The girl struggled for only a minute before her eyelashes fluttered. Hilda helped her to the floor, shaking out the rag at Ike.


  “She’ll be out for a couple minutes, and then she’ll be loopy for a good five hours. Help me get her into one of my old dresses.” Hilda slid her hands under the girl’s arms to drag her into a flat position. “Then we’ll head to Demeter.”


  “They won’t hurt her there, will they?” Ike tossed the poisoned rag into the trash.


  “The life she’ll get there’s better than one on the street.”
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  You call me wicked.


  [image: R]achel sat in a chair against the wall, singing Edna’s lullaby as quietly as she could. The window beside her shed light across the apron in her lap. The nurse had told her to sew the hem, but she’d never worked with needle and thread. Being forced to do menial labor reminded her how grateful she was for servants.


  The others in the sewing room with her worked with their mouths shut. Haggard backs bent over tiny work. One woman coughed into her arm. A mechanical nurse swept through the door to grab the cougher’s wrist.


  “You work.”


  “I was workin’,” the woman stammered. “I didn’t talk none.”


  “Work.” The nurse released her and glided away.


  Rachel lowered her eyes, but the nurse must’ve seen her gaping. The mechanical woman yanked Rachel’s apron away.


  “I was doing…” Rachel swallowed the rest of her protest.


  “Make it neater.” The nurse twisted her hand and a pair of scissors protruded from the space between her metal thumb and index finger. She cut out Rachel’s stitches as she’d done the last five times she’d looked them over. Rachel cringed each time the shears split the tiny threads. The nurse tossed the apron at Rachel. “Here at Demeter, we strive to be self-sufficient. Those who can work to benefit everyone. Punishment follows those who decide not to participate.”


  Memories of the ice water made Rachel shiver. “Yes, ma’am.” Under her breath, she added, “Saints take you.”


  Another nurse knocked on the door. “I have come for Lady Rachel.”


  Rachel’s heart skipped a beat. Did Doctor Louis want to submerge her again? Have his way with her? She wrapped her arms around her stomach. What if she never left the asylum?


  “I’m ill,” she moaned.


  “Lady Rachel,” the new nurse said in her mechanic, monotone voice, “you must come now.”


  Rachel kept her arms locked around her middle as she followed the nurse. They wouldn’t protect her from Doctor Louis. If anything, they would hold her down for him. He’d make her, officially, a fallen woman. She’d never considered surrendering her virginity to anyone besides her husband on her wedding night. No, she wouldn’t surrender to Doctor Louis. He’d take it from her by force. She couldn’t picture the act in her mind, but she knew she didn’t want Doctor Louis to be a part of it.


  The nurse led her down the narrow hallway toward the front of the asylum. Peeling paint on the walls transformed into fresh, white coats; thick, carved doors replaced plain, wooden slabs. They passed a young man scrubbing the hardwood floor on his hands and knees, sweat soaking his gaunt face. How many patients didn’t belong, merely victims of fate as Rachel was? A tension headache pounded in Rachel’s forehead.


  The nurse led her into the grand entrance. The ceiling arched, with a candlelit chandelier hanging from the middle and a wide staircase leading upstairs. A young man stood beside two women, accompanied by another nurse. She glided forward to take Rachel’s hands.


  “Your cousins have come to talk to you about your ordeal. Our gracious Doctor has permitted you to visit with them in a private room, granted you do not act violently. He believes that will not be a problem.”


  Rachel frowned at the visitors. The man kept his gaze on the floor, and the two women were shadowed by large bonnets. Rachel didn’t have cousins. Her father’s siblings had died young, and her mother only had Aunt Kate.


  The nurse inclined her mechanical head to the guests and grabbed Rachel’s wrist to drag her toward a small door near the staircase. The nurse opened the door and pushed Rachel inside. The room lacked furniture, and kept only one small, barred window amongst the white walls.


  As the visitors entered, the nurse said, “I will be outside if there are issues. You may open or shut the door.”


  “We’ll keep it shut, thank you,” the taller of the two women said.


  “As you wish.” The door closed on the nurse. A metal spyder crawled across the wall. The young man kicked it off and crushed the tiny body beneath his boot heel.


  Rachel backed against the wall. “I don’t know who you are, but—”


  “You must know me by now.” The young man looked up and removed his black top hat.


  “Ike!” Rachel gasped, leaping into his arms. He caught her in a quick hug before he stepped back. He’d been Edna’s friend. She’d never expected him to come, yet he had. He did care.


  “This is Hilda, my cousin.” He waved toward the taller woman.


  Rachel grabbed Ike by the shoulders, crumpling his red jacket. “They locked me up in here. I didn’t do anything. The hags say I—”


  “We know.” He pushed her away to point at the other visitor. “That’s going to be you.”


  “I think there’s evil planned for Edna and Harrison.” Rachel glanced at the second woman. “Wait, what do you mean?”


  Hilda pulled the bonnet off the woman’s head. Her mouth gaped, and the left corner of her lips sagged, a glaze covering her narrow eyes. She didn’t move, and Rachel realized Hilda had been leading her through the asylum.


  “That’s not me,” Rachel sputtered.


  Hilda tossed the bonnet to Rachel. “She’s been drugged, but it won’t last forever. I didn’t realize the nurses would be robots, but it can’t be helped now.”


  “What are you talking about?” Rachel plucked at the bonnet’s green ribbons.


  Hilda hissed breath through her teeth in a sigh. “Listen, love. We’re gonna dress you like this ragamuffin and leave her in your place. Then, we’re gonna waltz out of here with no one but us the wiser.”


  To leave the asylum, with horrid Doctor Louis, his ice water, and his emotionless nurses. “For truth?”


  “Yes, now hurry up.” Ike tugged at the drugged woman’s clothes. While Hilda helped him, Rachel removed her asylum smock.


  Ike turned his back and Hilda redressed the girl while Rachel struggled into lace undergarments and a velvet dress. Hilda had to help her fasten the back.


  “This was all we could get in short notice,” Hilda explained.


  Ike yanked the bonnet onto Rachel’s head and knotted the ribbons. “Keep your eyes on the floor. Let us do all the talking, you hear?”


  Words strangled in her throat, so she nodded. She couldn’t free herself, had to rely on them, but she could cooperate and prove her gratitude.


  “Nurse?” Ike knocked on the door. “We’re ready. My cousin won’t talk.”


  As the nurse opened the door, Hilda said, “What a waste of time this was. Come, we’re leaving.”


  “Sometimes patients act this way.” The nurse took hold of the drugged woman’s hands. Her head lolled to the side.


  “We won’t be back.” Hilda flicked a hair off her dress. “A complete waste of time.”


  “Let’s get home then.” Ike held out his hand to Rachel. Her heart pounded as she accepted his arm. She could do this. They would escape.


  “I will make certain Doctor Louis hears about this. Come, back to sewing with you.” The nurse’s voice beat against Rachel’s back.


  Another nurse opened the main door for them and they departed down the front steps. Rachel stumbled on the stone, but Ike tightened his grip. She held her breath until they were past the gate and onto the street. Then, she paused to calm her heart, rubbing her dry throat.


  “You’re free.” Hilda straightened her flowered bonnet.


  “What’ll happen to the girl?” Rachel wet her lips.


  “You actually care about someone else?” Ike muttered.


  “They’ll learn she isn’t you,” Hilda said. “They’ll let her go. It’s you they want, not some whore from an alley.”


  Rachel shuddered at wearing clothes a trollop touched. “They’ll hunt me down.”


  “Yes, but by then we should be with the King.” Ike pushed her forward.


  “But Edna—” Rachel lifted her skirt to keep from tripping on the hem.


  “We’re rescuing her next.” Hilda grinned.
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  Why should I believe you?


  [image: S]omething scratched on the wall; the sound jerked Edna awake, her heart pounding. She sat up so fast her head slammed against Harrison’s where he leaned over her. He fell over into a puddle of water with a grunt. She massaged the side of her skull as she helped him stand up.


  “Wot was that for?” He rubbed his head. “I was sleepin’ there.”


  “You were supposed to be the lookout. Now hush. I heard a noise.” Light filtered through the barred window to leave a yellowish square on the floor. She’d hoped that with morning, it would be safe for them to take turns dozing.


  “We won’t be trapped for the rest of our lives,” she’d sworn to him. The scratching sounded again. She glanced into the dark hall. The cell across the way had the same square of daylight.


  “Now I’m even wetter,” Harrison grumbled.


  “Shh,” Edna hissed. “The sound came from the window.”


  Harrison wrung out his sleeve. “Look at what you done.”


  Edna slapped her hand over his mouth as a stout shape slithered between the bars. “You think that’s another soot demon?”


  Harrison shrugged. She released him and stepped closer to the window.


  “If it comes in here, we attack.” She clenched her clammy hands into fists. “Whatever it takes, I won’t allow anything else to harm you. If I have to, I’ll use fingernails and teeth.”


  “Don’t they only come out at night?” Her brother spoke in a hoarse voice.


  “It’s dark, so I don’t think that would matter none. The trolls are still wardin’.”


  “But they ain’t been by in a while.” He wiped water off his cheek onto his torn sleeve.


  The shape glided by again before it squeezed through the bars. It squawked and wiggled, then popped through and fell on the floor with a keening plop. Silver scales reflected the muted sunlight.


  “Silver!” Edna scooped the dragon off the floor. He wound his neck around her. “I hadn’t expected to see you again.” Her heart filled with relief and tears pricked her eyes. “How did you find us?”


  Harrison whistled. “We got a dragon in our cell. This the one you told me about?”


  “Yeah. Silver, how did you get away from the Nix? You were gonna stay there. You were safe.”


  The dragon keened.


  “He can’t answer you,” Harrison said.


  Edna hugged the dragon tighter. At least he was there, another force on her side. “Maybe you can help us get out of here.”


  “He’s just a dragon.”


  “I can call for help, and when the troll comes to save us from the dragon, we can overpower him. Do you think trolls are more powerful than baby dragons?” She carried Silver to the bars and peered into the hallway while petting him. He cuddled against her, still keening softly. No one in the other cells stirred, making her wonder if they were too weary or asleep.


  “This is keeping us in here.” Edna tapped the lock on the bars. “Can you bite it?”


  “Dragons are that strong?”


  “Maybe.” Edna stared into the dragon’s eyes. “Will you do it for me, Silver? Will you try to bite the lock apart?”


  Silver tipped his head and blinked his black eyes.


  “Please.” Her voice wavered. “I can’t think of another way. Don’t hurt yourself, but will you try, please?”


  “He doesn’t understand,” Harrison began, but Silver hopped out of Edna’s arms to wrap his talons around the bars. He snaked his head out and tapped his mouth against the lock.


  “Please.” Edna rested her hand on Harrison’s shoulder, stepping back. “We won’t be stuck in this dungeon forever.”


  The dragon bit at the lock. The metal scraped against his teeth and the corner bent.


  “Yes!” The evil jumped to attention.


  Silver bit again, then went at the lock with sharp, fast movements. The metal bent and pinged. Gears snapped. Pieces struck the floor.


  “What’s that?” an inmate called.


  “Hurry,” Edna whispered. Silver bit harder, and snapped the final part of the lock. The force swung the door outwards a few inches.


  She grabbed Silver off the bars and rained kisses over his smooth scales. “Odds bobs, you did it. We’re free!”


  “What’s happening?” the inmate asked again.


  “We gonna get the others out too?” Harrison asked.


  Silver could probably do it. He didn’t seem injured or sore, but she didn’t want to hurt him. She didn’t know how long they had to escape either. Plus, the other inmates might be real criminals too. “We’ll come back for them,” she lied. “Help me find a way out.”


  Harrison pointed to the left. “We came in this way.”


  “I could’ve sworn we came from the right.”


  “Yeah.” He paused. “Does the dragon know?”


  “Silver didn’t come from there. He was outside.” She gnawed her lower lip. “We can’t wait forever.”


  “We’ll ask someone.” Harrison headed toward another cell.


  “We can’t trust other people. We’ll go this way.” With Silver clasped to her bosom, she darted down the left hallway. Harrison followed a few steps behind. They splashed through shallow puddles and crunched over moldy straw. Prisoners rattled their bars and called for help, but Edna didn’t look. “We have to escape before the ruckus brings attention.” The hallway split into four different directions. She chose the right. The air grew colder as they ran. Their shoes pounded against the stone floor, footfalls echoing off the damp walls.


  “Are we going down?” Harrison panted.


  “This is fine.” A stitch formed in her side, but she kept going. Her lungs burned. She hadn’t eaten in so long. Her limbs were too weak. Her mind whirled, vision dancing, the evil surging.


  Rounding the corner, she crashed into a troll. Her body jolted, but the thick beast remained still. Fear became an acidic taste in her mouth. Edna screamed as a thick hand clamped around her shoulder. The troll shoved her against the wall and roared. Saliva struck her cheek.


  “Let her go!” Harrison punched the troll’s back.


  A surge of pride rushed to Edna’s head. “Harry-boy, run!” Edna tried to squirm free, but the troll only roared again. He lowered his mouth of needle teeth toward her throat. Terror darkened the corners of her vision.


  Silver ripped free from her grasp. The dragon flew at the troll’s face, ripping the large nose with his talons. Blood splattered across Edna, burning her skin. Droplets slithered down her face and neck, soaking into her dress. Harrison seized her arm and yanked. Her sleeve tore beneath the armpit as she fell free of the troll onto the floor, then she rolled away from the stomping beast.


  The troll swatted at Silver while the dragon beat his wings and bit off one of the troll’s grayish-green fingers. The troll roared, the sound making Edna’s ears ring, and stepped back against the wall, flailing his arms. With a piercing hiss, the dragon closed his mouth over the troll’s throat and ripped. Blood streamed onto Silver as the troll crumpled to the floor.


  Another roar reverberated from the side. Harrison yanked Edna to her feet and they both whirled to look at another troll. Two women and a man stood with the beast.


  The second troll charged the dragon, waving his meaty fists and roaring. Silver attacked in a fury of scales and wings. Talons tore through leathery flesh until the dragon managed to rip out the second troll’s throat as well.


  “I guess you don’t need saving after all,” one of the women said. If she wasn’t in a cell, she might be a warden or police officer.


  Edna pushed Harrison behind her and backed away from the fallen beasts. “What do you want?”


  The young man jumped over the body to catch Edna in his arms. “You got any idea how I thought I’d find you, all chained up in a cell?”


  “Ike?” Relief exploded within her bosom, shoving back the evil. It had stopped being timid around Harrison, but Ike could still keep it at bay. “Odds bobs, it’s you! What’re you doin’ down here? You snuck into jail for us. Oh no, were you arrested too?”


  “Saving you,” the other woman said.


  Edna frowned. “Rachel? You really came to save us?”


  Ike caught Edna’s chin and kissed her. She gasped, and his tongue touched hers. She knew she should push him away—they had to get out—but she slid her arms around his neck to pull him closer. Safety settled over her shoulders. “Ike,” she moaned against his lips.


  Another woman coughed. “We must go.”


  Edna glanced at her, cheeks flaming. “Hilda?”


  “This way.” Hilda marched deeper into the tunnel. “There’s an entrance we’ll use to get out of here. Maybe later I’ll ask about the dragon, but right now we mustn’t dawdle. There will be other trolls afoot.”


  Harrison hung back against the wall, his head turning as he watched the hallway. Edna scooped up Silver to follow Hilda, but Ike clasped her hand. Harrison glaced at the joined hands and a flush crept over Edna’s cheeks.


  “How did Silver get here?” Ike asked.


  “He came through the window.” Harrison blinked, as though Silver’s deed was a casual occurrence.


  Her brother stepped back, as if wary of Ike. Edna gulped and rubbed her hand over her mouth. Having Ike around so much had to seem weird, especially with Edna relying on him. After everything was settled, she could help them develop a friendship.


  They hurried down more corridors, each longer than the last, until Hilda stopped in front of a metal circle on the floor. She fitted her fingers into it and lifted.


  “This leads to the sewer,” she said. “We’ll go through here ‘till we get to the river, then circle back into the city. It isn’t far.”


  “It smells.” Rachel wrinkled her nose. “Can’t we go back the way we came?”


  “Not with Edna and her brother.” Hilda chuckled. “Not to forget the dragon.”


  “I’ll go first.” Ike kissed Edna’s knuckles. “Is the drop far?”


  “Not really.” Hilda shrugged. After Ike dropped through the opening, she held out her hand to Edna. “Give him the dragon and then you go. He’ll want out. This stench down here is probably bothering his nose.”


  The scent of decaying fish and feces made Edna cringe, but if the sewer was the only way, then so be it. “Here I go.”
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[image: Chapter Thirty-Eight]


  You called me a liar when what I said was truth.


  [image: S]ewage soaked through Edna’s shoes and stockings, and her skirts clung to her legs. She stumbled as the slick stones underfoot offered no purchase. Ike turned as she gasped, and caught her against him. Silver mewed from between them where he nestled in her arms.


  “If we get stuck somewhere, the dragon can rip through some bars. He was strong enough to break a lock. It took him a few minutes, so bars might take a little longer. He’s still a baby,” Edna added.


  “This is disgusting,” Rachel muttered for the twelfth time since they’d left the prison’s dungeon.


  “Shh,” Hilda hissed. “Excessive noise won’t help us.”


  The walls were coated in slime. Rats and soot demons scampered across pipes in the ceiling.


  “They ain’t gonna bite us, are they?” Harrison asked.


  A soot demon leapt off the ceiling to land on Rachel’s head. She screamed as it knocked off her hat and tangled in her chignon. Hilda snorted a laugh, but Ike rushed forward to yank it out.


  “Get it,” Rachel shrieked.


  Silver flew from Edna’s arms and grabbed the soot demon in his mouth. He tossed the squealing creature into the air and caught it before ripping off its head. Silver ate it, then flew back to Edna. She hesitated before holding out her wrist for him to perch on it. The dragon crawled up her arm to sit on her shoulder, talons digging through the material to prick her skin. She suppressed a shudder.


  “That was quick,” Harrison said, “and disgustin’.”


  Hilda chuckled. “At least we know we’re safe. Let’s keep goin’.”


  Harrison coughed, and Edna squeezed his arm. Concern for him pumped through her heart. “We’re almost out, Harry-boy.”


  “Then what?” He sloshed through the sewer water with a scowl, the muck reaching his shins. “We can’t go home.”


  Pain seared her heart and the evil crept out toward her arms. “Not yet, but we will. Once the hags are gone.”


  “Stopped,” Hilda ‘s voice echoed off the stone walls. “Once the hags are stopped.”


  They continued in silence. After an hour, Hilda pointed to one of the pipes in the ceiling, where a dirty crimson ribbon hung.


  “This is the spot.” Hilda steered them to the edge, where a rusty ladder led to a metal circle in the ceiling. She climbed up and used her power over air to move the circle aside before she disappeared into the world above. A beam of sunlight shot into the sewer.


  “You go on next.” Ike held out his arms for Silver. “I’ll send your brother up after, then Rachel, and I’ll go last.”


  Edna paused, wondering if Harrison should go first, but it would be better if she could keep a lookout above while he ascended. “Be careful.”


  Ike nodded. “The moon smile upon your strength.”


  She’d never heard that phrase before, but it made her muscles feel stronger. When she gripped the ladder, rust bit through her palms, and she gritted her teeth. Her soggy boots squished against the rungs as she ascended through the murky darkness. At the top, Hilda grabbed her under the arms and heaved her onto the cobblestones. Edna lay on her back for a minute, staring at the cloudy sky above, before the stones dug into her sore body. She sat up as Hilda lifted Harrison free. Her brother coughed, so she patted his back.


  Rachel followed him, glaring. “That was the filthiest thing I’ve ever done.” She glanced at Edna and the glare slipped away. “I’m glad you’re both safe, though.”


  “Thank you,” Edna whispered. Silver flew out and Hilda tossed her green shawl over him. “Gotta keep this fellow hidden before the police come after you.” She narrowed her eyes again.


  Once Ike emerged, she added, “We’ll retire to my apartment now. I’ll fix you up,” she said to Edna and Harrison, “while Ike steals some new clothes. Then we’ll head to the King.”


  The king of all the country. Edna nodded, breathless.
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  After eating a meal of bread with honey, Edna and Harrison took turns bathing in Hilda’s porcelain tub, the water scented with lavender oil. Hilda gave them aloe ointment to rub on their cuts. When Edna gazed into the hag’s small, bathroom mirror, she smiled at the familiar face. She almost looked as she had before Harrison’s kidnapping, with bright hazel eyes and brown curls. Safety and cleanliness enfolded her as if the sensations were warm quilts.


  Someone knocked at the door and Rachel called, “May I enter?”


  “I’m decent.” Edna smoothed her hands across her new brown skirt. Wide, satin pantaloons stuck out from the slits up the side, and covered the tops of her ankle boots. The leather pinched her toes, but at least they weren’t wet or reeking.


  Rachel entered and shut the door, a wicker basket slung over her arm. Her eyes widened. “You look wonderful.”


  Edna blushed. “I’ve never worn clothes like this before. It makes me feel… noble, almost.” The lacey corset restricted her movements, but she felt grown-up. Over her arms, she wore a brown jacket that ended just below her bosom.


  “Turn around.” Rachel held up Hilda’s hairbrush. “I would have let the hags do whatever they wanted with me, but you brought me back, so thank you.”


  Edna glanced at the hairbrush. “You’re welcome, but—”


  “Silly goose, I’m going to do your hair. You must look nice if you’re going to speak with the King.”


  Edna pressed her hand to her lips. “I’ll also do your cosmetics.” Rachel shrugged. “I trudged through a sewer. Making you pretty is far easier.”


  Edna pinned her cameo to her collar. “Ah, now that sounds like you.”


  Rachel brushed Edna’s hair until it shone. She wove silk ribbons and strands of pearls through Edna’s kinky tresses, then coiled them atop her head into three buns. Edna returned the favor by helping Rachel fix a chignon, with loose curls framing her face. After they lined their eyes with kohl, applied rouge to their lips and cheeks, and powdered their necks, they left the bathroom.


  Hilda clapped. “Don’t you look noble.”


  Edna smiled at Ike. “Are we ready? Do I look beautiful without filth and terror?”


  He rose from the sofa to take her hands in his and twirl her around him. “We will win this.” His gaze never strayed from her lips.


  She leaned against him and closed her eyes, resting her head upon his shoulder. He held her for a second before stepping back with a cough. His absence left her skin cold, and the evil crept an inch from her heart. She yearned to pull him back, remind herself that she was free and safe.


  “I stole some extra money so we can rent a private train car,” he said. “We’ll also get a coach once we get to the King’s estate.”


  “Is the train safe?” Edna frowned. “Last time didn’t go too well with that.”


  “A private car is perfectly fine. No one will pay attention to us if we’re alone.” Hilda filled a leather satchel with vials in the kitchen.


  Harrison emerged from the bedroom. “Eddie, look at me! I look like I’m somebody.”


  “You’ve always been somebody.” She hugged him. The haunted look clung to his features, but he was clean and wearing a crisp black suit, a miniature version of Ike’s.


  She smiled at Ike again, over her brother’s head, and Ike opened his coat to reveal a pistol strapped to his waist.


  Edna wished she had a weapon too.
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  You look in my eyes and say you see the true me.


  [image: W]ithin three hours, Ike paid for a private train car to take them to the capital. According to him, Rachel and Harrison were the children of a wealthy businessman. Edna was Rachel’s personal assistant and Ike was their advisor.


  She wished Silver could’ve come along too, but Ike and Hilda agreed he was safer locked in her apartment than scaring the King with an unlicensed dragon. Dragons belonged with the police force, not hags and average humans.


  The back of their train car contained bunk beds with brocade curtains. The front consisted of two nailed-down tables and two upholstered sofas. Harrison hopped from one to the other, and then threw a tasseled pillow at Edna. She batted it away, but couldn’t smile. The finery could be taken away in a heartbeat, replaced by the cold stone of a jail cell or the dirt of a grave.


  “You sure this is safe?” she asked Ike.


  He nodded, but didn’t meet her gaze. “Safest way. If we go by hired coach, we’ll be easier targets, since we’d be moving slower. Plus, most people don’t pay attention to businessmen. They don’t have noble blood, just money they made. Nobody will check our names.”


  “You ever ride in one of these before?” Harrison threw a pillow at Rachel, and she tossed it back.


  “It isn’t proper for ladies to ride in steam trains,” Rachel said.


  “Another reason why they won’t look for us here.” Ike carried Hilda’s two satchels to the bunks.


  “I never expected to ride in a train, but here I am, doin’ it twice.” Edna whistled. “I feel like somebody new now. Somebody I don’t know.”


  “You’re still Eddie,” Harrison said before Rachel hit him with another pillow.


  Ike returned from the bunk area to clasp Edna’s hand. “You are different. You saved your brother. All those children left the factories because of you. The Nix are helping them get to the nearest village so they can get home.”


  “You helped.” She brushed her fingertips over his chin. Stubble tickled her skin. If she told him about the evil, would he condemn her? Harrison couldn’t find out, but Ike had as much a troubled past as she had within herself.


  “I wouldn’t have known about what the hags were doing again if I hadn’t seen your watch.” He patted his torso, where the watch hung around his neck.


  “You’ll have your job back after this.” Rachel poked Edna with a corner of a pillow.


  “I missed too much time.” Edna pushed the offending cloth aside. “Besides, I ‘kidnapped’ you, remember?”


  “But the King will make all that fine.” Rachel sat on the sofa with her pillow clutched to her chest.


  “Would you be happy with that?” Ike rested his hand on her shoulder. “Can you go back to being a maid?”


  “People will stare and whisper. We’ll stop the hags, but even the King can’t make everyone forget. I won’t be trusted. I’ll find something somewhere else. It might be enough so Harrison won’t have to work anymore.”


  “What have you always wanted to be?” Hilda sat on the sofa beside Rachel and crossed her ankles.


  “Being a maid was the best thing I could do. We don’t get a lot of options from our status. It’s either factory work or servitude.”


  “Or singing,” Harrison added, “like Mum.”


  “Right. Or other things.” She pictured the gin addicts begging on the streets. “Begging or whoring.”


  “You think I have a choice?” Rachel poked herself in the chest with her finger. “I marry and become a housewife. I’m a good mother and a good widow, or I die young and my husband remarries. That’s my only choice, unless I want to become a spinster and live off my family’s wealth.” She narrowed her eyes. “Like you, I could always become a trollop. If I don’t obey my family, that may be my only course of action.”


  “At least as a trollop, you know you’ll always have food.” Edna clenched her hands into fists. “Sometimes when we needed new clothes, we went to bed hungry.”


  “And you’d always get medicine,” Harrison added.


  “Only if I’m well behaved,” Rachel snapped. “Dishonor means the streets.”


  “You were never well behaved.” Edna waved her hand. “What about your snide remarks or the times you spilled something just to make a maid clean the mess?”


  Rachel folded her arms, her brow furrowed. “You’re the ones with the chance to be something you want. I was trapped in that house.”


  “Cease.” Hilda glided between them. “We are doomed to be born where we are, but we choose where to die. I could have been one of those hags who enslave children. I could have been a famous godmother like Mother Sambucus. The Saints know I have the knowledge. Instead I chose to help the poor.”


  Ike snorted. “And remain anonymous.”


  Hilda straightened her shoulders. “I attended one of the kingdom’s best boarding schools. I could have done many things.”


  “So could I,” Ike said. “Instead I’m here helping others.” He glanced at Edna. “Be anything you want. You saved your brother. Always remember that.”


  Her heart leapt. “I did the impossible and rescued my human brother from the hags. Ike, you’re right. I can do anything.”


  She really wanted to kiss him again. Even if he was half-hag and lived on the streets, she didn’t care; after they finished with the King, she didn’t want to split ways.


  The train’s steam whistle blew twice. They stood still and silent until the train chugged forward, taking them from home again, away from prison, toward a place where they might be killed. Edna squeezed her eyes shut. Her heart ached as it raced.


  “I’m going to lie down.” Rachel headed to the bunks. “Wake me when we get there.”


  “It’ll be sometime tomorrow night,” Ike said.


  “We’re safe in here.” Hilda retrieved one of her satchels and sat at a desk built into the wall, where she removed a leather-bound book, quill pen, and glass vial of ink. As she began to write, Edna glanced at Ike.


  “She keeps journals,” he said. “All hags do.”


  “Do you?” Harrison asked.


  Ike sat beside the boy on the sofa. “Not anymore, but I used to. When my mother died, I burned all of them. I didn’t want to remember anything about that life.” Although his face remained impassive, his voice hitched. Edna’s heart ached for him.


  “Harrison?” Hilda called. “Do you know how to write?”


  “O’ course I do.” He puffed his chest. “Mum taught Eddie and me when we was kids.”


  Hilda opened the top drawer in the desk to pull out sheets of blank stationary and a lead pencil. “Come keep a diary then.”


  “Why is all this in there?” He took the supplies, staring at them with widened eyes.


  “We’re rich, remember?” She winked. “These sorts of things always come with wealthy accommodations.”


  Ike rested his hand on Edna’s elbow to guide her toward the bunks. “I want to talk to you somewhere private.”


  “We never got blank paper at home,” Edna said as she sat beside Ike on the lower bunk. “We had to use slates or the wrappings from meat.” When he glanced at her, she added, “The clean sides.”


  “Did Mother Sambucus give you that?” He grabbed her hand.


  “What?” She blinked.


  “The cameo. She gave it to you, didn’t she?” He scowled. “She knew I’d see it on you.”


  “She didn’t give it to me.” Edna pulled her hand free.


  His forehead creased. “Where did you get it?”


  “A hag gave it me, but it wasn’t Mother Sambucus. This hag helped Rachel and I escape.”


  “So she’s a friend.” He shut his eyes. “That would explain why she kept it.”


  “Sometimes when I’m in trouble, I can rub it, and… things happen.” She wracked her brain for a better way to word the magic.


  “Powerful hags sometimes make cameos into talismans. They put a little magic in them to use in case something happens, such as if they are too weak to call on their own powers,” Ike explained. “Anyone else who touches the talisman can also use the magic.”


  “Always cameos?” Edna unpinned the brooch to study it. “Hag magic at my fingertips.”


  “Yes, shaped in the hag’s silhouette.” Ike sighed. “That one was my mother’s.”


  “What?” Edna dropped the cameo into her lap. “But your mother is….” She couldn’t bring herself to say the word.


  “Gone.” He dug his heel against the floor. “The hag who helped you must have been one of my mother’s friends. She probably guarded the cameo for her.”


  “Didn’t your mother have it on when she…?”


  “I don’t remember. No, she couldn’t have. I buried her body.”


  Edna squeezed his hand. “I’m sorry. No one should have to do that.”


  “It happens.” He brushed her off. She wanted to hug him, but didn’t want him to pull away again.


  “Do you want the cameo?” She set it on his leg. “I’m sure the hag wanted me to get it to you.”


  “Keep it. You need the magic for now.” He fastened it to her high collar. When his fingers brushed her chin, her heart skipped a beat.


  “Later, it’s yours,” she pressed.


  Ike kissed her forehead. “Thank you. For now, go sleep. Even a talisman can’t save you from death.”


  Edna stiffened.


  “I’ll protect you.” He nudged her toward the bunks. “Sometimes good intentions are enough.”


  “I have to tell you something.” She held her breath, squeezing her eyes shut.


  “What is it?” He cupped her cheek.


  Edna released her breath in a hiss. “I can trust you, right?” She peered into his dark eyes. “I never told anyone this. It hurts me, having the secret. Hurts me real bad.”


  He rested his forehead against hers. “You can trust me, Edna.”


  She pressed her face into his shoulder so he wouldn’t have to look at her. “Sometimes I feel this thing inside of me. Its like an energy, a power. It comes when I’m angry, or scared, or sometimes it just comes, and if I let it go, it can be destructive. It’s evil.” Tears burned her eyes and she pressed against him harder. “It won’t go away, and I can only push it back. I have tricks to keep it there, in my heart. When I’m near Harrison, or when I’m reading, or when I’m near you—”


  He stroked the back of her head. “Edna, does it crawl across you? Does it creep out and cover your whole body?”


  She leaned back to peer up at his face, frowning. “You’ve heard of it before? Do you think Hilda can heal me? I’ve never told anyone, not even the priests. I was afraid they would… shun me.” Kill me. A shudder coursed through her, but the evil stayed back.


  “It’s magic.”


  “What?” She wrinkled her nose. “This is something different.”


  “That’s what magic feels like. We have innate magic in our hearts. It’s natural energy and it responds to our emotions. It will creep out over your body until you have a grip on it. I don’t even feel mine now. It’s always there.”


  She shook her head. “No, it’s evil.”


  “That’s because you don’t understand it.”


  She swayed, and he held her around the waist tighter. After a lifetime of fear, could it be as simple as magic? Could magic be good? “I can’t have magic. I’m human.”


  “That must be why the cameo reacts to you so well. We’ll figure it out together. After all this is over, I’ll practice with you. You’ll master it so you won’t have to be afraid.”


  “Ike…” She choked on a sob. “Don’t tell anyone yet, please, not until we know for sure.”


  The evil didn’t creep out from her heart so, for once, she didn’t have to push it back.
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[image: Chapter Forty]


  Why should I believe you now?


  [image: E]dna kept Harrison’s hand tight in hers as they dashed from the train. Her veins thudded in her ears, muting the chaos surrounding them: people screamed, luggage smashed, and the whistle blew. They’d finally reached the King, yet only the Saints knew how he’d receive them. She could almost feel the hot breath of the police scalding the back of her neck. However, the evil—or magic, if Ike was correct—stayed in her heart as if finally at peace.


  Over the heads of the bustling crowd, a towering carousel rose up from the platform. Ribbons connected the spire to a wrought-iron fence and steam pumped out of pipes around the glass-domed roof, with violin music playing from a steam-powered phonograph player. Children in bright clothes rode the carved animals while parents and nannies watched from behind the fence.


  “What’s that?” Harrison tugged her toward the carousel.


  If only she could allow him to play on it and pretend they were mere visitors.


  Ike grabbed his other hand. “That’s one of the grandest attractions in Flynt City. Nobles and business folk come from all over the kingdom for an audience with the King, and most bring their families.”


  “I never got to come,” Rachel muttered.


  “Do many people live here?” Edna pointed at the gilded sign over the train station, which read: Flynt. “I always pictured the city where the King lived as housing his court and that was all.”


  “Most of the city consists of the castle,” Ike explained. “The buildings are hotels.”


  “For the King’s advisors to stay in?” Harrison asked.


  Ike laughed. “Those folks go to resorts on the beaches and in the mountains. The hotels are for the visitors. This way. We’ll hire a steam cab.”


  Ike carried one satchel while Edna lugged the other, keeping Harrison between them. Hilda and Rachel brought up the rear, Rachel twirling a lace parasol. Edna thanked the Saints for the crowd, affording them cover to hide within, to disappear into the masses. “Remember, look like average tourists.” The air hung still and hot until they reached the street, where a sharp wind whipped between the towering buildings. The brick structures reminded Edna of Moser City, with gargoyles adorning the corners and cherubs engraved on the doors. She bit her lower lip. Home lay across the country. Even if she went back, nothing would be the same. Harrison had lost his innocence, and they were both jobless. Other than speaking with the King and reuniting with their parents, she couldn’t picture the future.


  When they reached the street, Ike released Harrison and raised two fingers. “Cabbie!” A steam cab rumbled by, but another screeched to a halt beside them. Edna’s nerves tingled. She’d gotten to ride in a locomobile and now she would get into a cab. With her fancy clothes, she could pass as a real young woman of worth.


  The driver tipped his hat. “Where to, m’dears?”


  “Langston Palace,” Ike opened the door to help the girls inside, and Harrison followed. Edna wished they were back on the street as soon as Ike sealed them inside. Stuffiness closed around her head to make her ears ring. The scent of spices tickled her nose, and she sneezed.


  “Bless you.” Hilda handed her a lace handkerchief.


  “Thank you.” Edna blew her nose and tucked the linen scrap into her sash. “I can’t believe I forgot mine. Sorry for dirtying yours.” Harrison pressed his face against the glass window in the door. “Look at the people. They all look nice.”


  Edna glimpsed a man in a suit selling apples from a canopied cart and her mouth salivated for the juicy fruit. The shining red skin didn’t have the dullness engineered fruit possessed. “That fruit must be real.”


  “Is this the nice section?” Harrison asked. “I don’t see any beggars.”


  Ike leaned back on his bench, crossing his legs. “The police drive them out. Flynt is a city just for those who can afford it.”


  “Then the beggars come to Moser.” Rachel shook her head. “Our city of poorhouses and factories.”


  Ike scowled. “Why should the King see how his people suffer?”


  Edna glowered at his sarcasm.


  “That’s what advisors are for,” Rachel said.


  Edna frowned, biting her fingernail. “You have to experience things to really understand them.”


  Rachel shrugged. “He’s the King. He can’t be everywhere and do everything.”


  “But the poor need him,” Edna said. “Think of the babes left abandoned on doorsteps awaiting someone to take them in, to drop them off at an orphanage, or to freeze at night. They can’t make enough on their own.”


  “There is only so much wealth in the kingdom,” Rachel said.


  “Once, my mother had laryngitis and couldn’t sing for a week, so the Music Hall didn’t want her.” The memory sent a shiver along Edna’s spine. “She couldn’t work, so she didn’t get paid. Harrison was too young to work then, and my father was still away. All we had that week were my coins. There wasn’t enough money for heat. We barely got by on a loaf of bread and a bit of cheese.”


  “A hag could’ve cured that,” Rachel said.


  “With an enchanted scarf made by children?” Harrison snorted.


  Edna squeezed his hand. “How could we afford a hag’s healing?”


  “Then what would you have the King do?” Rachel glared out the window. “He can’t give out free money.”


  “He could open more shelters. The only orphanages are owned by private folk who want the child labor.”


  “He could open public schools,” Ike mused. “Education wouldn’t depend on families and tutors.”


  The steam cab turned a corner and Harrison whistled. “Is that Langston Palace?”


  “Sure is.” Ike frowned at the ceiling. Edna glanced up, but didn’t see anything worthy of attention. Why did he go out of his way to avoid looking out the window?


  The steam cab halted and the passengers disembarked. Ike paid the driver while Edna and Harrison gaped at the massive fence of brick and metal. Beyond it, past a manicured lawn, sat a six-story building with domed towers and balconies. The palace stretched long enough to occupy three city blocks. The beige stones of the outside were draped with flowering vines and hanging crimson flags.


  Edna whistled. “Odds bobs, this place is unbelievable. Rachel, I thought your father’s mansion was exotic, but this sprawling palace is breathtaking.”


  “Where the King has everything he could ever desire,” Rachel whispered.


  “We have to see the guardsmen first,” Ike said. “They will take us to the king.”


  Edna plucked at her gloves. “We will see His Majesty, or we’ll be turned away to face whatever plan comes next.”


  “Why should they admit us?” Rachel asked as they followed Ike along the cobblestone path that wound around the fence.


  “Just because we know information about how evil the hags are doesn’t mean we’re considered trustworthy,” Edna said, “and Rachel’s the only one of us with a title and she’s only eighteen.” They passed groups of people ogling the palace from the sidewalk.


  A man in a top hat told a little boy, “The King has the entire top floor all to himself.”


  “How does the King have so much space just for himself?”


  Two guards in velvet livery stood at the locked entrance.


  “Why are there only two men? Couldn’t someone assassinate the King?” Edna wondered aloud, and winced, realizing her question could be viewed as treason.


  “The King has a head security hag,” Ike whispered. “Unless invited inside, no one can pass the invisible magical barrier.”


  Neither of the guards looked at the group until Ike coughed.


  “We’re here to see King Elias,” Ike announced. “We have important business.”


  The taller of the guardsmen laughed so hard his black mustache twitched. “Move along, lad.”


  “I’m serious.” Ike stared the guard in the eye. They were of the same height, although the man was thicker in build.


  His mirth faded. “Only those with appointments see the King.”


  “Appointments and prestige,” the other guard sneered.


  Edna squeezed Harrison’s hand. They had to make the King listen to their plight. The hags couldn’t continue making coglings.


  “He’ll want to see me if you tell him who I am,” Ike said.


  The second guard snorted. “And who are you, lad? The King’s been busy these past few days and not seeing anyone. Not likely he’ll make an exception for you.”


  “I’m sure he will.” Ike narrowed his eyes. “Tell him his son is here to visit.” 
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  I never have before.


  [image: I]ke was the King’s son. He’d kept that from her, never trusting her with such a powerful truth.


  “Feigning a relationship to the King is treachery,” Rachel hissed. “We’ll be thrown in the dungeon.”


  Edna glanced at the others; Harrison kicked at the ground and Rachel’s left eye twitched. Rachel thought Ike was joshing? He might have been a honed liar, but his demeanor belied the words.


  The tall guardsmen laughed, but Ike didn’t shrink away. Rachel groaned.


  “Ask one of your superiors.” Ike’s voice adopted a stiff, formal air. “They will confirm my claim.”


  The first guardsman kept laughing, but the other headed to the gatehouse, snickering. Over his shoulder, he called, “‘Tis treason to make a claim like that.”


  Edna hugged herself, shivering as her skin crawled. The country didn’t boast of Ike—he had to be a secret son.


  The second guard returned with an older man, wearing the same uniform. When they reached them, the older man bowed to Ike. “Isaac Eliasson,” he said, “I welcome you home. I will escort you to your father.”


  The first guard squawked, “He was telling the truth?”


  “What?” Rachel exclaimed.


  Ike pressed his lips into a thin white line, his gaze cold.


  The elder glared at the guard. “Open the gates for Isaac Eliasson.”


  Edna clutched her prayer beads.


  “Did you spell him?” Rachel hissed in Ike’s ear. “That would be worse than pretending to be the King’s son.”


  “My companions as well,” Ike said without looking at her or Edna.


  “Of course.” The elderly guard bowed once more and flipped a lever on the fence. The gates swung open. People huddled in the street to watch, whispering and pointing, their voices a low murmur.


  The elderly guard led them down a wide road of cobblestones lined with potted plants. Behind them the gate shut with a clunk. Ice crept over Edna’s body as fate sealed them inside.


  She wondered if Harrison would say anything, but he kept quiet, walking at her side, his wide eyes scanning the lawns. Robotic gardeners trimmed flowering bushes around a cherub fountain. Chickadees sang from magnolia trees. The peacefulness weighed against her heart like lead. Despite the beauty, she and her companions stepped into a prison, following Ike to a chopping block.


  “How do you fare, Isaac Eliasson?” the guard asked.


  Ike inclined his head. “Well enough.”


  “Your mother?”


  “She passed away,” Ike said. “She’s been missed.”


  Edna clutched the cameo. The guard couldn’t really be asking about Ike’s hag mother. It would mean… Ike told the truth about his father. Her skin crawled. It felt like a ruse.


  The guard bowed his head. “My apologies. It saddens me to hear that. Did you inform the King?”


  Ike stiffened. “I didn’t feel it necessary.”


  A vein leapt in the guard’s throat. Edna had the feeling the older man wanted to reprimand Ike before thinking better of it. The guards couldn’t possibly believe Ike’s claim.


  They ascended the stone steps to the gilded double doors. Two robotic servants waiting outside opened the doors for them to enter.


  Edna gawked as she entered Langston Palace. Goose bumps popped out across her skin and breath lodged in her throat at the majestic wonder. The floor of polished marble tiles reflected the lights from a chandelier in the ceiling. Gold paint framed the windows and doors. Tables and vases lined the walls.


  Her country’s past kings and queens had once treaded the same hallway she walked; Edna bowed her head.


  “Our whole tenement would fit in this foyer,” Harrison exhaled.


  “And all that gilt would feed the city for years,” Edna added.


  The guard led them through the massive foyer into a hallway of the same elegance, and opened a door. He stepped aside so they could enter first. Velvet loveseats and tables of miniature statues covered the room.


  “I will see where your father is and announce your arrival.” The elderly guard bowed at the waist, his white ponytail bobbing against his back, before he shut the door.


  Rachel parted the lace curtains to peer through one of the floor-to-ceiling windows. “I never thought a place could look like this.”


  Harrison picked up one of the statues. “Who is this?”


  “My father.” Ike sat on one of the loveseats, his back stiff. “He has a new statue made every year, to chronicle his age.”


  “So you’re the King’s son, but you never told us?” Rachel toyed with her pearl earring.


  Ike chuckled. “My mother belonged to one of the original hag families. My father is descended from King Ebel. Mother Sambucus shoved them together and they happened to fall in love.” Bitterness crept into his voice. “My mother couldn’t stand the way others looked down on us. We were hags—no better than servants. The nobles thought we’d risen above our status. Only the guards were kind. My tutors were nice.”


  “Servants.” Hilda sat across from them. “All we’re good for. Healing your wonderful kind.”


  Harrison stuck his tongue out at her. “You heal your own kind too, and I’m a servant.”


  Edna wanted to correct him. He wasn’t a servant anymore, but Edna couldn’t wrap her brain around Ike’s revelation. “So you became a thief instead of coming back here.” Edna nibbled her knuckles, lace catching in her teeth. “All this time, the King’s only son has been my companion.”


  Ike shrugged. “Yes.”


  “If the humans treated you so terribly, why don’t you want the hags to use their coglings?” Breath snagged in her throat.


  He picked a piece of dirt from beneath his thumbnail. “The hags killed my mother. Even though the humans have faults, they aren’t trying to steal dreams. Hags want to replace people. Humans just need to realize there are better ways to rule than keeping tomtar slaves. Coglings won’t help with that.”


  “You’re a prince?” Rachel sank to her knees beside him.


  Edna stiffened. “You never so much as gave him a second glance when you thought he was a thief.”


  “Mother was a hag. I could never be a prince. I’m sure you’ve never heard of me.”


  Back home, no one had even whispered that the king had a son.


  “Of course you’re the prince. You’re the king’s only child,” Rachel said.


  “The throne will go to one of my cousins.” Ike stood. “I don’t want to discuss this.”


  The door opened before anyone could respond. A robot maid curtsied in her black gown. “King Elias will see you in his study. Please follow me.”


  As they left the room, Ike slipped his hand through Edna’s. She glanced at him, but he didn’t look at her. His eyebrows knit together, forming a crease between them. After a quick squeeze, he released her and kept walking.


  She’d touched the King’s son, even kissed him, a young man who’d helped rescue her brother. Her lungs constricted, making her pant. Warmth coiled in her belly, and the evil never stirred.


  Ike wasn’t a half-hag or a king’s child. He was her friend. Now that he was back with the King, Ike and Edna could try to convince King Elias to release the tomtars, to outlaw foxkin hunts, to help the poor….


  She grinned. Everything would work out. Fate had led her here to better the kingdom.


  They wandered down hallway after hallway, where the scent of lilacs lingered in the air. At the bottom of a flight of stairs, the servant opened a door. Edna’s fingers twitched from nerves.


  “King Elias, I present your visitors,” the servant said.


  Edna followed the others inside the dark room. “Where’s the light?”


  “Father?” Ike called.


  Gas lamps ignited, showing blue walls with gold edging. Cages the size of closets hung from the ceiling. Men lay against the bars, five to a cage. Hands dangled out, the fingernails white from poor circulation. Their clothes and hair had grayed, their eyes shut with circles underneath.


  In the center of the room stood Mother Sambucus, garbed in a black robe with foxkin fur along the edges.


  Edna slapped her hand over her mouth as bile rose in her throat. The evil—energy, magic—flared from her heart. “On the seven Saints,” Ike hissed.


  Smirking, Mother Sambucus spread her hands. “I would like you to meet King Elias and his nobles.”
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  When you look in my eyes, what do you see?


  [image: I]ke held out his arms, blocking his companions from the hag’s view. Edna grabbed Harrison, but she yearned to hold Ike close and enter battle. The men in the cages didn’t move or cry out; their heads limp with parted lips.


  “Nobles wouldn’t stand for this.” Rachel pointed at the cages. “Those are just coglings.”


  Mother Sambucus clapped, beaded bangles jingling on her wrists. “You’re half correct, Lady Rachel. These are the real nobles—enchanted so they cannot make a fuss, of course. The nobles the rest of the kingdom sees are my coglings.” She nodded at Ike. “The King included.”


  Edna gasped. The hags had reached higher than Ike had feared.


  “Someone will realize it’s not him.” Ike’s voice squeaked. “The people will revolt. The police will stop—”


  “You want everyone to rebel against me, don’t you? Us poor hags.” Mother Sambucus clicked her tongue. “You’re one of us even if you don’t want to admit it.”


  Ike stepped forward. “Where is my father?”


  Mother Sambucus lifted her hand. “Do not interrupt your elders, boy. I see growing up with the wisest tutors didn’t teach you manners.” She sniffed. “I’m so glad my scouts caught your messenger.”


  “Where is he?” Ike growled.


  Edna assumed he meant his father until Mother Sambucus laughed. A door in the back of the room swung open; the foul stench of bog water made Edna gag. Rachel pressed her hand over her mouth and Harrison wrinkled his nose.


  An ogre in an indigo suit dragged a man across the room to throw him down beside Mother Sambucus. Matted hair hung over the man’s face, his torso clad in a torn black jacket. A ragged shirt peeked out from the jacket’s collar. His pants were stained, boots scuffed, and his hands were bound behind his back with purple rope. The splintery strands sparkled with enchantment.


  Mother Sambucus caught the man’s hair in her fist and jerked his head back. Through dirt and grime, Edna recognized Charles. She stumbled backwards. “Charles is dead. Ike saw him mangled after the airship crashed.” Had Ike lied, as he’d done about his heritage? Edna pressed her hands over her trembling lips. Her inner debate over trusting Ike rose to the surface with a roar.


  Hilda hissed breath through her teeth. “Release my brother.”


  “You knew he was alive?” Edna squeaked.


  Hilda narrowed her eyes. “Ike told me.”


  “This whelp was sent to warn the King. I couldn’t stand for that.” Mother Sambucus shoved Charles toward the floor; his head rolled to the side, eyelids fluttering.


  Edna whirled on Ike. “When the blimp crashed—”


  Mother Sambucus twirled her hand overhead. “That dear dragon tore it down. Where is your little pet now?”


  “Safe.” Harrison straightened despite his trembling. “We left him with the Nix.”


  Edna grabbed Ike’s arm. “We were supposed to be partners, but you lied.” Trust wavered as her anger rose. “You let me believe he was dead.”


  Ike caught her wrist. “After Charles dropped us off, he was going to take the blimp to the King anyway and give a warning. I wrote up a statement for my father so Charles would be admitted. After we crashed, Charles thought he should go on and I figured it was easier to say he was dead, in case anything happened with the hags. If they questioned you, you wouldn’t have to lie. You could tell them we were alone.”


  “How is that easier?” she sputtered. “I suffered thinking Charles had died because of me.”


  “Lies are how I survived on the streets,” Ike snapped.


  “Did you lie about what the evil in me is, too?” The evil pushed the words out before she could snacth them.


  Mother Sambucus slapped her cane into the floor. “Is that what you think it is? Oh, little girl, magic isn’t wholly evil. It’s engery. You make it what it is. You want it evil, then your heart must be as dark as mine.”


  Edna pressed her fist against her mouth to keep from vomiting. “I’m not evil.”


  “If you think hags are, then you must be too.” Mother Sambucus sliced her cane through the air. “Wretch. Your grandmother was a hag who ran off to wed a human male. You’re like dear Ike here, a mixture of blood.”


  Edna gripped Ike’s arm to keep upright as an image coiled through her mind, the hag and the man aboard the blackened ship. Could that be her grandparents? “You’re lying.”


  “She has to be saying something right,” Ike rasped. “Having hag blood is the only way you’d have that magic in you.”


  “All this time I hated hags… when I was one?”


  The back door opened again to four ogres. They staggered across the room waving thick, wooden clubs and wearing tangerine smocks. Ike pushed Edna behind him.


  “If you resist, they have orders to kill you.” Mother Sambucus snapped her fingers.


  The ogre with Charles heaved the man over his shoulder, chuckling. The hoarse, deep sounds crawled across Edna’s skin, forcing the hairs on her arms to rise. Another ogre tucked his club into his belt, grabbed Rachel with one hand and Harrison with his other, pulling them toward the door.


  Harrison shrieked, writhing against the ogre’s grip. “I won’t go back!”


  “Wait!” Edna reached for her brother before another ogre seized her around the waist and tossed her over his shoulder. Edna grunted as a broad shoulder shoved into her abdomen. Breath lurched from her lungs. The ogre’s leathery skin stank of swamp, making her gag. She punched his back and kicked at his stomach, but he tightened his grip against her thighs until she squeaked. Bile rose in her throat. The other two ogres seized Ike and Hilda by the arms. They stood straight, glaring at Mother Sambucus.


  “Fight for us,” Edna called to Ike.


  “My hags.” Mother Sambucus pinched Hilda’s tense cheek. “I look forward to instilling my cause in your delicious mind.” She shrugged toward the door. “Dispose of the humans.”


  “No coglings?” Harrison asked.


  Edna twisted to see him. Mother Sambucus snorted. “You aren’t needed, and the authorities won’t care if you disappear forever.”


  “Our parents will,” Edna called before the ogre carried her through the doorway into a hallway of stone walls. Ike turned to look at her and she thought his eyes glistened with tears. The unused cogling he’d stolen wouldn’t help them now.


  The ogre turned a corner and she lost sight of her friend.


  Sweat coated Edna’s skin, and the magic within her surged to the surface, but she had no idea how to release it without hurting Harrison. The ogre carried her down steps and rounded corners into new hallways. Torches burned in iron sconces on the walls. The ogre with Harrison and Rachel followed them. Rachel wept, but Harrison looked on with hollow eyes, the same look he’d had when Edna rescued him from the factory. Her heart broke to see her brother lose himself again. Her parents would want her to keep him strong.


  “Harry-boy, it’ll be fine,” Edna called. The ogre pinched her thigh with his thick fingers. She jerked at the sharp pain.


  “No talking,” the ogre grunted.


  There had to be a way to escape amongst the endless stones and torches. A sob choked her. Mother Sambucus could be hurting Ike. They needed to stay together, to fight the hags.


  The hallway ended in a row of doors. One of them had to lead to freedom. Her heartbeat sped up. She grinned at Harrison and Rachel, but Rachel wept and Harrison stared without emotion. When the ogre opened the first door and lumbered inside, the only light came from the torches in the hallway. The room was the size of Edna’s bedroom, but contained a large hole in the middle. An acidic stench rose in the air.


  “Have fun,” The ogre snickered as he tossed her inside.


  Air rushed by as she plummeted, brown curls tossed over her face. She screamed before she hit a soft floor, and the impact jolted her shoulder. Harrison and Rachel fell in beside her.


  “Ouch,” Harrison grunted.


  The ogres laughed as they left, slamming the door.


  “It’s so dark,” Rachel whimpered. “Where are we?”


  “Harrison?” Edna’s voice squeaked.


  Rachel sniffled. “The ground’s moving.”


  Edna crawled in the darkness, pawing for her brother. The floor did shift, as though it were made of thousands of constantly moving sticks. Scaly sticks.


  One of the sticks crawled over her ankle and hissed.


  “The floor is made of snakes,” Edna shrieked.


  Rachel burst into wailing tears. “They’ll bite us!”


  Edna’s hand brushed against her brother’s jacket and she yanked him against her. “No matter what ensues, I’ll keep you at my side. Are you hurt?”


  “I’m fine,” he rasped.


  Her mind conjured the dark scene around them: two girls and a boy trapped in a snake pit. “The reptiles have to be poisonous. What a perfect way to dispose of victims. Unless this is more of a torture chamber. Maybe the snakes aren’t poisonous.” She rubbed the cameo. “If I could see the snakes, perhaps I’d be able to avoid them.”


  The profile on the cameo glowed, illuminating the pit as if it were daylight. The snakes, a mixture of sizes and colors, shrank away from the sun brooch to reveal a dirt floor. Stone walls circled the round pit.


  “The magic works for this too?” Edna breathed. “We won’t die without struggling first.”


  Rachel crawled toward Edna until she could hug her, her tears smearing into Edna’s hair. Edna clutched Harrison tighter.


  The snakes crawled further away, hissing with skinny, forked tongues.


  Edna shuddered at the sight of their sleek, colorful bodies. Orange triangles lay over crimson stripes. Some were as long as her arm, others twice as long as her body. “Is anyone bitten?”


  “I’m fine,” Rachel snuffled.


  “Ike will get us?” Harrison suggested in a soft voice.


  Edna continued to rub the cameo and the light brightened. “We have to get out ourselves. We can do it. We just have to think.”


  “The walls are smooth.” Rachel pointed at the stones of the pit. “We can’t climb out.”


  “But they aren’t that tall!” Edna hurried toward the side, leading them with her. The snakes scurried away to open a small space. “Rachel, climb on my shoulders. I’ll boost you up.” Edna crouched, cupping her hands. Harrison clung to her skirt.


  Rachel dried her eyes on her sleeve before stepping onto Edna’s hands. She leaned against the wall and crawled upwards as Edna stood. The muscles in Edna’s shoulders and back burned, but she straightened, gritting her teeth against the pain in her arms.


  “Can you reach?” Edna’s vision spun. She willed herself not to surrender to the pain or fear.


  “Almost,” Rachel called down. “A few more inches.”


  “Climb on my shoulders.” Edna gritted her teeth as Rachel obeyed. The heels of Rachel’s boots dug into Edna’s skin.


  “Got it!” Rachel jumped, causing more pain to lash through Edna’s body. The weight lifted off and Rachel grunted. “I’m up.”


  “Harrison, you’re next.” Edna cupped her hands. Her brother hesitated before stepping onto them, then onto Edna’s shoulders. She clutched his ankles to brace him. “Can you reach Rachel?”


  “Got him,” Rachel called. Harrison’s weight lifted off Edna.


  “How do we get you now, Eddie?”


  She took a deep breath. As the older sister, she had to protect him, make him think the world was wonderful. Yet she couldn’t hide the truth from him. After fighting for his safety, she couldn’t tarnish their bond with a lie.


  Edna stroked her prayer beads. “You don’t, Harry-boy.”


  “What?” Harrison’s shout echoed in the room. The snakes hissed and thrashed.


  “Go save Ike and Hilda,” Edna urged. “They’ll come get me. Have them bring rope.”


  “We can’t leave you.” Harrison sobbed.


  Edna nibbled her lower lip. “You can’t reach me.”


  “I’ll come back down.” Harrison started to climb over the edge, but Rachel grabbed his arm.


  “Don’t!” There had to be a way to convince them to go on without her. “This will protect me. Ike needs you.”


  “He needs you too,” Harrison wailed.


  “If only I could fly up to you.” Edna closed her eyes and rubbed the cameo harder. If it had worked before, maybe she could get it to lend her its magic again. “Please, take me up there.” She pictured Ike and Rachel, the dazed nobles locked in the cages. Harrison.


  She held her breath as her skin tingled and the floor vanished from beneath her feet. She wanted to kick to find purchase, but forced herself to hold still.


  Harrison gasped. “You’re flying!”


  “Impossible,” Rachel whispered.


  Edna kept her eyes closed. Her skin crawled as though fingernails dragged over her. The magic transformed into a burn, but she forced herself not to panic. She had to be at the top by now. The magic in her heart repeated: Fly, fly, fly.


  Rachel grabbed her waist to yank her over. Edna’s knees bumped the wall, and Harrison pulled her onto the floor where she rolled to her back and released the cameo, panting.


  “We’ve got you.” Harrison rubbed her hand.


  “You’re safe,” Rachel added.


  Edna pulled Harrison closer and squeezed Rachel’s arm before she stood. Her legs trembled, so she clutched Harrison to steady herself. She’d really done it. Magic had helped again.


  “Do we really have hag blood?” Harrison whispered.


  Edna kissed the top of his head. “We’ll have to figure that out later. Now we go get Ike.” She staggered toward the door.


  “Together.” Harrison clutched her hand.


  Edna reached the door first and pushed on it, then pulled. “Odds bobs. It won’t budge.” Rachel slammed her fist against it. “Must be locked.”


  Edna grinned. “No issue.” She rubbed the pad of her thumb over the cameo. “Unlock. Open.”


  Something within the door clicked, and the door swung open.


  Rachel lifted her eyebrows, eyes wide. Edna winked and sashayed into the hallway. To think she’d possessed such magic in the cameo all along. She’d rescued her brother from the hags and she possessed a cameo. If it could make light, suspend her weight, scare away snakes, and open locked doors; perhaps its powers were limitless.


  If the magic had dwelt within her all along, she shouldn’t be scared of exploring its limits.
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  Do you see my courage?


  [image: I]ke punched the ogre’s ribs as the mutant tried to shove him into a cage. The ogre’s massive hands swallowed Ike’s shoulders, but he braced himself against the metal. The unused cogling slipped out of his pocket and hit the floor. The ogre kicked it aside.


  “It seems that’s useless now.” Mother Sambucus laughed from the doorway to the little room, the sound like waves crashing against a cliff. The space had been used for Ike’s father’s private meetings. The desk, chairs, and bookshelves had been replaced with four metal cages, but the landscape paintings remained on the walls. The homey atmosphere clashed with the iron bars as thick as Ike’s wrist. Black velvet hung over the three windows, so the only light came from gas lamps on the walls.


  Two cages: one contained the King, the other empty for Ike. Anger surged through his veins, powering the strength behind his fists.


  Once, when Ike had visited his father in this room, King Elias had sat at the desk writing on papers, his green-tinted glasses resting low on his long nose. Ike had knocked on the door, afraid his father would be angry. Instead the king had smiled and held out his hand. “Come here, son. My meeting ended and I want to check these papers before I take them to my study.”


  He’d sat on his father’s lap and watched a glass stylus dance over papers covered in figures that meant nothing to his five-year-old mind.


  Ike glanced at his father now, but the hunched man in the cage stared forward with glassy gray eyes. New lines had formed in his skin and a thick, graying beard sprouted from his face. How dare the hag hurt him when he’d only tried to do the best for his people? Ike racked his brain for a way to save his father, but his thoughts clouded—he had to save himself first.


  “In with you,” Mother Sambucus said. “The guards won’t come after you. Most of them are my coglings.” She closed the door behind her and the click echoed through his ears.


  “In ya go.” The other ogre pushed Hilda into a free cage. She hit the back bars with a grunt as the guard locked the door. Ike’s heart sank as Hilda sat, her chignon mussed and clothes askew. His cousin never looked so disheveled.


  When the ogre pushed Ike again, Ike head-butted him. The other ogres roared.


  “Get the whelp,” one grunted to his felled friend.


  The ogre staggered back as his teeth closed over his thick tongue, allowing Ike enough time to twist backwards. He kicked the ogre in the groin. While he recoiled, roaring, Ike jumped onto the top of the cage. He grabbed the nearest painting off the wall, snapping the string on the nail, and slammed it down over the ogre’s head. Glass shattered, canvas tore, and the frame cracked. The creature’s face reddened, his eyes bugging. A siren buzzed, indicating a royal painting had been tampered with; the squeal became a taunt to Ike’s ears: if you retaliate, the ogre might die.


  Ike ducked beneath the ogre’s swinging arms and pulled the club from his wide belt before he could recover, then struck the ogre in the side of the head. The heavy club strained his muscles, but Ike swung again. The club connected with the ogre’s head with a splitting crack. Blood sprayed out, splashing the floor along with hunks of skin and brain. The ogre crumpled.


  Ike lowered the tip of the bloodied club, chest heaving. Death stained his hands like a visible cloud, thick as ink. His mother’s voice whispered through his mind. Never kill another living being.


  The other ogre drew his club from his belt. Ike lifted his eyes to the villain who plotted against humans and had helped Mother Sambucus lock up his father. Perhaps this ogre had also aided in his mother’s death. Ike’s nostrils flared. His kind mother manhandled by these brutes. He gathered courage to face another. He survived or they lived; he voted for himself.


  With a roar, Ike charged the ogre. The beast swung his club over Ike’s head—too high. Ike leapt and crashed the club into the ogre’s head. Fueled by his jump, the club shattered through the ogre’s skull.


  Ike staggered and crouched, panting. He’d just killed two ogres. Bile rose from his belly to burn his throat. He vomited, dropping the club.


  Even when the hags had come after his mother, she’d never cringed. Her eyes had adopted a cold blankness. He could be strong like her, even if his legs trembled.


  “Let me out,” Hilda called.


  He stumbled over the gore and bodies to reach her cage. As he pulled his lock-picking kit from his jacket pocket, he studied her face, but found no revulsion there.


  “You’ve killed before?” He worked on her lock. The pick slid in the sweat of his palm.


  “I have.” Hilda blinked. “Are you surprised?”


  He swung her cage door open. Hilda was the cousin his mother wrote to occasionally, the cousin he’d met a few times because she attended a boarding school near Langston Palace. He might not know her well, but he’d always compared her with his mother, yet even his soft-spoken mother who loved everything had eventually rebelled.


  “No.” His heart thudded in his chest.


  “Good. Now free the king. I’ll work on his advisor.”


  “Grand Vizier,” Ike corrected on impulse. He started picking his father’s lock. The man didn’t budge. Ice stabbed through Ike’s heart. What if the spell Mother Sambucus had cast caused his father to forget him forever? His last living parent—a stranger.


  “They have been enchanted, so they may not move,” Hilda warned from the other cage.


  Ike swung the cage door open.


  Ike grabbed his father. The King didn’t resist his pull. His elaborate clothes hung off his frail body. Long before, his father had been thick with muscle thanks to his daily workouts. Now he felt like a street urchin.


  Ike hugged him anyway. “Father, it’s me. Ike. I’m back.” Worry gnawed his mind—his father needed his help to regain health. When he did, what would King Elias say about the life Ike had chosen to live?


  “He can’t react.” Hilda heaved the Grand Vizier from the cage. “He can hear you, though, if that makes you feel better.”


  Ike hugged his father harder. “I’ve missed you.”


  “We must go.” Hilda pulled the freed Grand Vizier toward the door. “We’ll show them to the public. As long as we guide them, they should be able to walk on their own. If not, we drag them.”


  “And we find Edna.” Ike clasped his father’s hand, following them. The men walked, although they swayed on their feet.


  Hilda smiled at Ike. “And the others, right? Rachel and Harrison.”


  He coughed. “Of course.” He couldn’t allow his emotions to become too obvious; Mother Sambucus might use Edna against him.


  “Anyone can see you’re smitten with her.” Hilda pushed the door open a crack. “Don’t lose your heart over her. She won’t survive this.”


  Ike wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “Don’t say that.”


  “Hate me all you want,” she whispered, “but we can’t all make it through this. Come on anyway, the hallway’s clear. You lead. You know the way better than I do.”


  Ike pulled his father through the doorway. The man followed like a child, his steps unsteady. The hallway’s wooden floor was as polished as he remembered, the walls just as white, and the gilding around the doors shone, yet the air felt too cold. Goose bumps rose on his skin.


  He led them around the corner, expecting to see a hag or ogre, but the hallway was clear. The villains were probably deeper in the castle where few guests traveled. If he followed this hallway, it would take him to the library. That room stretched upwards for three stories, covered in bookshelves and windows. He’d spent hours in there with his parents every night. Remembering how they’d taken turns reading to him brought stinging tears to his eyes.


  He turned the next corner. The new hallway would take them to the main foyer, and they could leave the castle, then return later for—


  “Edna,” Ike exclaimed. She, Rachel, and Harrison stepped through a doorway, blinking at the hallway. They turned at his call and smiles spread across their faces. At the sight of Edna, he couldn’t stop the grin that stretched his lips.


  Ike released his father to run the three steps it took him to seize Edna around the waist and yank her against him until she squeaked. Her arms looped around his neck and his breath hitched.


  “We must keep moving.” Hilda’s voice tore him away from Edna. He stepped back, cheeks flushed. Edna’s eyes glowed with a brilliance he could’ve sworn was magical. “We’re taking the King and his advisor outside where they’ll be safe,” Hilda told the others.


  “That’s the King?” Rachel stiffened, coughed, and bowed. “Your Majesty, it’s an honor—”


  “He can’t respond,” Hilda snapped. “We’re wasting time. Formalities don’t stand here.”


  “After we know they won’t be harmed,” Ike said, “we’ll come back to deal with the hags and ogres. We’ll plan something then.”


  “I know how to do that.” Edna smiled as she rubbed her cameo.


  “Now is not the time to play the hero,” Hilda growled.


  “I’m not.” Edna met the hag’s gaze without flinching.


  Ike’s heart swelled. The lost girl who relied on him to save her brother had vanished beneath the armor of this brave young woman.


  “What do we do?” Ike fiddled with his collar.


  “This is ridiculous.” Hilda snorted. “Ike and I will decide what to do, and we’ll go for help, and—”


  “Are you willing to risk your life for this cause?” Edna interrupted.


  Hilda’s eyes bugged. “Of course I am. What a horrible question to ask.”


  “Then Rachel will take the King and Harrison will take his Vizier.”


  “Soldiers will see two unknown children abducting them,” Hilda countered.


  “Not when they realize the King and Vizier have been drugged with magic.” Edna nibbled her lower lip before she lifted her chin. “I know what to do.”
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  Do you see my hopes and dreams?


  [image: E]dna and Hilda followed Ike up the steps to his bedroom. Edna’s boot slipped on the polished marble and she bit her tongue to keep from crying out when her shin struck the next stair.


  “We’d better not run into anyone.” Hilda lifted her skirt as she ascended.


  “I have a feeling the hags will avoid the front lest anyone sees them from outside. They don’t want to be viewed. Not all of them are as prestigious as Mother Sambucus, and they won’t want to be connected with drugging the King or his Vizier.” Ike’s voice wavered. “The hags will stick to the back of Langston.”


  “You better be right,” Edna said. So far they hadn’t passed anyone. She shoved her doubts aside. For now she had to trust him.


  They reached the top of the stairs and walked down the hallway. It resembled the others, with gilded molding on the white walls and hanging portraits. Ike paused at the fifth door on the right.


  “This should be it.” He crouch to pick the lock and stood to hold the brass doorknob. “Unless someone made it into something else. I’m sure they got rid of my mother’s chamber by now.”


  Edna rubbed his arm.


  “We haven’t got time for this,” Hilda hissed.


  Ike nodded to Edna and turned the knob. The door opened to a foyer with a table and mirror. Ike hurried inside, with Hilda close behind; Edna followed and shut the door. The foyer led into a sitting area with windows opening to a balcony, and three doors in the walls. Ike had grown up here, while Edna shared a bedroom with Harrison, listening to soot demons scamper through the walls.


  He could have returned after his mother’s death, but he’d chosen to brave life alone, an outcast of humans and hags. Yet he wanted to help the humans when the hags threatened. Edna slipped her arms around his waist and leaned her forehead against his back.


  “After so many years, my father never changed it,” Ike breathed.


  “Hilda, first you need to ensure that all of the humans leave the palace so they don’t get hurt.” Edna tugged on her curl.


  Hilda met her gaze without flinching. “You give me an impossible task.”


  “You can do it.”


  Hilda straightened her hat as her lips curled into a smile.


  “You’ll need this.” Ike jogged to his desk and pulled out drawers, searching through the cluttered contents.


  Edna studied the room. Model blimps hung from the ceiling to match the mural on the wall depicting an airship race. Ike’s domain. He’d probably chosen the indigo curtains and brocade loveseats. A delicious thrill coursed through her body. It was so naughty to be in a male’s room before marriage, yet here she stood, and she ached to push him onto the plush carpet in the center of the room. They could kiss for hours—if they had time.


  “Here it is.” Ike lifted a black cord with a knot on the end. “I just need….” He opened one of the doors to reveal a closet and pulled out a black hat, complete with goggles and chin strap. He attached the cord to the side. “Take off yours and put this one on.” Ike held it out to Hilda.


  “Why?”


  “I have two.” He helped her fasten the hat beneath her chin. “Sometimes my mother and I would play with them. If you talk into the cord, the person wearing the other hat can hear you. Let us know when everyone is out. In the meantime, no one should look here. Sambucus won’t know where my room is, so Edna and I will be safe.” He ran back to his desk.


  Hilda adjusted the hat’s strap. “How do I get everyone out?”


  “Tell them a poison got loose in the air,” Edna said. “Even hags have to fear that. They might be able to conjure potions from nature and dreams, but that doesn’t make them immortal. Everyone has to evacuate.”


  “Not everyone will believe me.”


  “But they’ll evacuate to make sure no one is hurt.” Edna shut her eyes. “Sometimes in Moser City entire blocks turned into infernos from lack of water. Many people died, since there were so many crowded into the tenements. Say Mother Sambucus told you to tell them about the fire. Then the hags will stay. They’ll think it’s one of her plans. How many hags know you’re a rebel?”


  Hilda frowned. “Only the ogres who took us, and they’re dead.”


  “After you get the humans out, do you think you can enchant the meeting room?” Edna wrung her hands. “If not, maybe Ike can.”


  “I can, but what kind of enchantment?” Hilda leaned against the wall with her arms folded. The stance reminded Edna of Ike, and her heart fluttered.


  “An enchantment against fire. Even if the rest of the palace burned, that room wouldn’t.”


  Hilda narrowed her eyes. “Yes, I can do that enchantment.”


  “I read it in your diary on the train.”


  “I figured as much.” Hilda pushed off from the wall. “Glad I gave it to you and your brother to read. Didn’t realize you’d find it so helpful.”


  Edna stepped back. “Are you mad?”


  “Yes! How are we supposed to know your plan will work? I have no idea where Charles is. Many of us could die—”


  “Charles knew the risks.” Ike wore a hat identical to his cousin’s. “Hilda, after you enchant the room, get out of the palace and stay out. Keep everyone away.”


  “And keep the exits locked,” Edna added. “We can’t allow anyone to leave.”


  “Push this button,” Ike indictated a hole on the left side of the helmet, “when you want to speak. It will make a beep and then I push my button to hear you.”


  Hilda clasped Ike’s hand. “Be safe.” She nodded to Edna before she departed. Ike shut the door.


  “We’ll be fine.” Edna stroked the warm cameo, hating how numb the words felt on her tongue, yet she couldn’t believe otherwise, lest she crumble.


  He crossed the floor to cup her face in his palms. “Some hags will escape, even if your plan works.”


  “But we’ll take out Mother Sambucus. She’s the head of this.” Edna rubbed his hand. “The humans will be safe. Your father will be safe.”


  “You’ll be safe.” Ike pressed his mouth over hers. The cord bumped her cheek, but Edna didn’t care. She wrapped her arms around his neck to pull him closer.


  Ike eased his lips away. “It’s strange how little everything changed in a few years,” Ike whispered against her forehead. “I always thought I couldn’t go back, but here I am, and almost everything is the same.”


  “Does it hurt?” She leaned her cheek against his arm.


  “No.” He turned to face her. “Hilda will do her job. We can’t help her now. All we can do is listen for her call. Edna, for now, will you be with me?”


  “I am with you.” She traced the dark circles beneath his eyes before she yanked his head down and nipped his lower lip.
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  “Hurry, get out!” Hilda grabbed a maid’s arm.


  The startled woman dropped her feather duster. “Why?”


  “The palace is on fire. You must get out now. Make sure everyone else gets out too.” Hilda pushed the woman toward the entrance to the library.


  A hag emerged from behind a bookcase. Hilda recognized her copper hair and tiny nose—they’d gone to boarding school together. “Seven Saints.” At least at boarding school, Hilda had been courteous and studious. Hopefully the hag wouldn’t think her capable of rebellion.


  “Hilda?” The hag frowned. “I didn’t know you were here.”


  “Hello, Simone. Mother Sambucus wants all of the humans out.” Hilda lowered her voice to seem conspiratorial. “Tell them the palace is on fire.”


  “Mother Sambucus,” Simone repeated, her green eyes wide.


  Hilda nodded. “This is of grave importance.”


  Simone wrinkled her nose. “Very grave indeed.”


  
    [image: ]

    

  


  Edna leaned against the doorway of Ike’s bedroom. “Your room is so unlike mine. Mine’s always been small and cramped with Harrison’s things.”


  Ike trailed his finger over her neck. As he opened his mouth to speak, the cord on his hat bleeped. “Hello?”


  “All set,” came Hilda’s voice through the cord. “The humans are out and I even got this other girl to help me enchant the room. She believes Mother Sambucus wants it done.” Hilda chuckled.


  “Good job.” Ike glanced at Edna in the doorway.


  “Tell her to wait outside,” Edna whispered. “This is our turn.”
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  You say you see fear, but you are mistaken.


  [image: E]dna stood at the top of the stairs. She straightened her clothes, smoothing wrinkles and jarring dirt. A few stains remained from her journey since leaving Moser City, but she’d removed most of the spots in Ike’s water closet. She could become a graceful young lady again, one who knew her place in the kingdom, one who could control her own fate.


  “This will work.” Ike brushed his hand over her back. Her lips still tingled from his kisses and warmth from his embrace lingered on her skin.


  She tried to smile, but her numb lips wouldn’t turn up. The future loomed too large. Before, it had seemed distant. Now she had to face it. She couldn’t hide in Ike’s old bedroom. Ike pressed his finger to her mouth. “Let us descend on our party.”


  They held hands as they walked down the palace’s grand stairway. She watched him from the corner of her eye, imagining what he had looked like as a young prince. Regal stubbornness shone from the strong set of his jaw. His eyes glittered with confidence and his skin seemed to glow with magic.


  The king’s subjects had treated Ike and his mother with condescension. Hags were less important than humans, even a half-hag who was the king’s son and a hag who was his lover; even a hag like Mother Sambucus, renowned for her healing and blessings. She’d crawled into the palace and created a plague. Once she’d exchanged the king and his nobles for coglings, it must’ve been easy for her to station her hags throughout the palace. His mother had been scorned, but Mother Sambucus had reigned.


  As they neared the bottom of the grand staircase, a hag stepped into view. Yellow ringlets bounced around her face, trapped beneath a wide-brimmed blue hat. She wore a frilly dress of pink silk, a strand of pearls about her neck. If Edna saw the woman on the streets, she would’ve guessed her to be a noblewoman, not a hag, yet a green glow framed her stout body. Edna silently thanked the cameo for helping boost her inner magic, providing her with enchanted sight. The hags wouldn’t make her a fool.


  “Mother Sambucus looked for you,” the hag said to Ike. “You killed the ogres. That was very naughty.” She tsked.


  Edna wrinkled her nose. “Harrison is more mature than this flighty hag.”


  “Mother Sambucus tried to put me in a cage,” Ike countered. “That was very bad.”


  Edna stifled her giggle at his mockery.


  The hag pursed her lips. “You and the human girl must return to Mother Sambucus.”


  “Just what we had in mind.” Ike flashed his teeth in a smile.


  Mother Sambucus might know what they’d done, but they could still be in control. Edna gulped, her mouth dry. If only she could be as smooth and confident as Ike. Her resolve slipped away as sweat beaded on her skin. Before Harrison’s kidnapping, she wouldn’t have imagined facing a palace filled with furious hags.


  They followed the hag through winding hallways, Edna’s heart racing faster with every step they took. Heels echoed off the polished floors. From doorways and window seats emerged other hags. They didn’t speak, but they stared down their noses at Edna and Ike.


  She’d pictured hags to be like the healers in her city—they wore dark, dowdy clothes and carried baskets. Since humans were above them in the caste system, they had to serve. These hags, young and old, wore elaborate outfits that even Lady Rachel would have been envious of. Edna realized the hags had chosen their best for their rebellion.


  “Have the hags ever tried to talk to the humans about how they feel?” Edna asked Ike, loud enough for the crowd to hear. They might not answer if she asked directly.


  “I don’t know.” The question hung around him.


  An elderly hag spoke up. “What good is it to talk to humans? They don’t listen, don’t care about nothin’ but themselves and their pockets.”


  “There will always be an answer for everything.” Ike settled his hand on the back of Edna’s neck to steer her forward. They entered the throne room, where dazed nobles still hung from the ceiling in their cages. Edna shivered, imagining they were porcelain dolls.


  Mother Sambucus sat on the gilded throne with its high back, her hands clasped in her lap. With her head bowed, she resembled one of the elderly women who lived in Edna’s tenement, the kind who knitted or looked after children. It seemed forever ago when Edna met the hag in Waxman Manor. If she’d known what Mother Sambucus intended, she would’ve stuck one of Rachel’s hatpins through the hag’s heart.


  “Ike, why won’t you join us?” Mother Sambucus mocked. “Do you hate us that much?”


  “Yes.” Ike drew the childhood sword hanging at his waist. It was small, but Edna had helped him sharpen the blade in his bedroom.


  “Is it because of your mother?” Mother Sambucus lifted her hands over her heart. “You’re the reason she’s dead.”


  Ike swept the sword at the crowd. “This is about more than that, though. You cannot ruin humanity for your own gain.”


  “That’s what they did to us.” Mother Sambucus sniffed. “You’ll come to my terms. Your mother did.”


  Ike’s nostrils flared. “She never switched to your side.”


  Mother Sambucus waved at a side door. The gathered hags parted to admit a woman garbed in a white robe.


  Edna gasped. “That’s the insane hag who gave me the cameo.”


  Ike’s lips parted and he choked on a gasp. “Mother?”


  Edna whipped her head around. “She can’t be your mother. You said she was dead! Mother Sambucus is playing a trick on us.”


  Ike stumbled toward the woman. “I saw you die.”


  “When it rains.” His mother lifted her hands overhead and twirled. Her robe billowed around her stick-thin legs. Beneath it she wore a white skirt with layers of frills. “Rain and sunlight. Protection from evil.”


  Edna clutched the cameo. If she really was his mother… “You gave me this because you knew I’d be with Ike?” He was the son she’d mentioned.


  Ike sheathed his sword to grab his mother as tears dripped down his cheeks. “The Nix buried you.”


  “Always go, always live,” she chortled. Edna’s heart broke as Ike’s face fell. Still clutching her, he whirled on Mother Sambucus.


  “What did you do to her?”


  “We found a human who looked like her. Mutilated the body and left it for the Nix to find.” Mother Sambucus drummed her fingers against her knee. “We erased her memory. She kept her powers, but she remained on our side.”


  Edna pressed her hand to her forehead to still the rising nausea. “You tortured Ike. He suffered thinking she was dead. You filthy, conniving hags!”


  “Boy.” His mother swayed against him.


  “Her basic instincts remain,” Mother Sambucus amended.


  “We’ll do that with you too, lad,” a hag said from the crowd. “You won’t remember, so you won’t be angry. It’ll work.”


  “Cease.” Mother Sambucus snapped her fingers at Edna. Coils of air clamped around her ankles. She gasped, writhing against the invisible bonds. Her heartbeat echoed so loudly in her ears, she barely heard the hags backing away from her.


  “If you can’t remember Miss Mather, you won’t care when she dies.” Mother Sambucus smiled at Ike.


  Ike pushed his mother behind him as he drew his sword. “Your fight’s with me.”


  “Miss Mather ruined my factories.” Darkness crept over the hag’s silver eyes. “That cannot be tolerated. Now she will experience what it feels like to have her heart ripped out.”


  Edna swung her gaze from Mother Sambucus to Ike. They’d known the Dark Mother would try to rebel, but to have Edna’s heart ripped out… Dizziness gnawed at her consciousness and she fought it down. She couldn’t crumble; too late to escape or back down. If Ike could stand tall, she could too. The Saints have mercy on me, I have to stay brave.


  Edna met Ike’s mother’s stare. The hag didn’t flinch, nor did her face swim with innocent madness. Instead the hag pursed her lips and nodded.


  Edna brushed her fingertip against the cameo. Fire sizzled against her skin and the magic soared from her heart to fill her body. Her glove smelled of burning lace, but it stayed intact. The coils around her ankles thinned.


  “What’s that?” Mother Sambucus hissed. “A hag’s cameo? Guards, take it off her. Bring it to me.”


  “Everything burn,” Edna said. “Burn to the ground.” Just like in the ancient lullaby. “Flames and smoke all leaping high, upon which we all might die.”


  Flames leapt out from her skin, spreading across the floor in strips to the doorway. The hallway crackled as the fire consumed it. The hags in the hallway screamed as they burst into sparks. The heat beat against Edna, drawing perspiration to her skin. The magic beat harder from her heart and, with a breath, Edna released the hold over it to allow it full reign.


  Over the fire’s roar and the panicked cries, Ike’s mother echoed Edna, “Burn to the ground.” 
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  You say you see I am wicked.


  [image: T]he fire continued to roar in the hallway as Edna stroked her cameo. The faster she moved her fingertip, the more the flames devoured the walls and floor, and the heat lessened against her as the magic shielded her from its force. She told herself to remain standing tall. “I won’t back down, I won’t waver.” The magic flowed from her, a sense of peace settling over her mind as if she’d truly acknowledged herself.


  “Simone, stop her!” Mother Sambucus waved her hands. Air brushed Edna’s cheeks, but the cameo glowed, forcing away the hag’s magic. Edna’s lungs tightened as she fought for breath. No matter what Mother Sambucus did, Edna couldn’t surrender.


  She had to keep fighting.


  Ike’s mother laughed, clapping. “Burn forever!”


  A hag, the one called Simone, lunged toward Edna, but the cameo enveloped Edna in its light. Simone screamed as the glow consumed her hands. Her skin shriveled into ashes until all that remained were singed stubs on her arms. Simone had never bettered the world through living, but maybe it would be purer without her.


  Another hag leapt toward Edna with a curved dagger. Ike bounded into her path and swung his sword, decapitating the older woman. Blood splattered against their faces in hot bursts of scarlet, making Edna’s stomach clench. Her rubbing faltered and the flames dimmed. Breathless, she resumed, faster than before.


  Ike flicked his sword to dislodge blood from the blade.


  Mother Sambucus rose from the throne. “I have more followers scattered throughout the country. You cannot burn us all. My hags will avenge those who fell, and they’ll fight harder.”


  Ike lunged toward another attacking hag. She opened her mouth in a shriek, black cloak flapping around her like bat wings. Ike drove his sword through the hag’s heart without flinching. Her death cry echoed through Edna’s head.


  Mother Sambucus raised her fists. “The hags hate the way we’re suppressed by the humans just as much as I do. You defend the wrong side.”


  “Then I’ll talk to my father. I’ll put an end to it.” Ike paused as an ogre charged him. Ike pivoted on his heels to bring his sword against the ogre’s club.


  Mother Sambucus laughed. Edna rubbed her cameo with shaking hands. Flames beat throughout the castle. When the fire entered the throne room, she would die with the hags.
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  Hilda held out her arms to block a maid’s path to the palace. “You cannot enter.”


  “Move,” the maid snapped.


  “The palace is on fire.” Hilda glanced across the crowd to where Harrison tried to block the King from view.


  “It’s not—” the maid began, when a loud crack sounded from the palace. Glass shot out from a downstairs window and flames licked up the brick wall. “Saints!”


  From the crowd of servants and nobles came a high-pitched squeal. Most of the people pressed their hands over their ears, crying out in pain, but others stood stiff as boards. The squeal ceased, but those who’d suffered from the sound looked around with frowns, and those who had remained straight lifted their right hands in a salute to the sky. Rachel’s stomach churned.


  The stiff servants, guards, and nobles had to be coglings. They had been activated.


  “What’s going on?” a cook asked.


  “Yow.” A rapier jutted through the chest of a servant nearby. He gurgled, stiffening. The nobleman cogling who’d slain him stepped back with a flourish and sheathed his weapon in the leather scabbard hanging from his bejeweled belt.


  Hilda gulped, but planted her legs hip’s width apart.
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  “My coglings will destroy everyone you tried to save.” Mother Sambucus stabbed the air with a ruby-hilted dagger. “I have coglings at the gatehouse. They’ll keep the gates shut until everyone is dead.”


  Ike stepped toward her, swinging his sword to whistle through the air. His hat had slid back from his forehead. “Edna, keep going.”


  Edna shivered as she kept stroking her brooch, concentrating on the fire. Smoke choked her lungs and stung her eyes. Windows burst and wood crackled. Somewhere within the palace, a ceiling caved with a thudding whoosh. The throne room shook. Pictures and crests slid from their hooks to smash the floor. Silver magic bit at her—Mother Sambucus tried to stop her.


  Two ogres struck at Ike with their clubs, but he dodged and swung. One club slashed inches from his head. They grunted and Ike swore. Edna held her breath as a hag threw herself upon Ike’s back. He flung her off and thrust his sword through her heart. The tip of his blade pierced the tile floor, pinning her down.


  “Burn.” The voice next to Edna’s ear made her jump.


  Ike’s mother knelt and wrapped her arms around Edna’s legs, pressing her cheek against Edna’s thighs.


  “Watch out, the cameo will…” Edna’s warning trailed off. The cameo couldn’t hurt Ike’s mother since she’d made it to help protect her son.


  “This is for what you did to my father.” Ike slashed his sword through an ogre’s pelvis. Edna shut her eyes, but couldn’t block out the sound of a sword slicing through flesh.
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  “I’m the King.” A cogling swung a sword. Hilda clenched her hands into fists; the machine resembled King Elias, but the real king stood dazed beside Harrison and Rachel by the fence. This stiff creature was only a machine.


  Hilda pointed at him. “You’re a mess of cogs and gears. You’re not the King any more than I am.” The crowd gaped; some wept, others trembled, and a brave few stood with their fists clenched. “The hags created coglings to deceive you. They want to destroy the humans.”


  The crowd screamed and whispered as the coglings drew their weapons, metal faces expressionless. Hilda staggered against the whir of anxiety booming in her ears. She had to convince the group the coglings weren’t their superiors, or they might not fight back.
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  Mother Sambucus started down from the throne. “I’ll dirty my hands with your blood. I’ll drink your sorrow.”


  Ike rolled across the floor beneath the final ogre’s swinging club and his foot splashed through a puddle of blood. As he stood, he pulled a bejeweled dagger from inside his boot.


  Beneath his breath, Ike whispered, “Lethan.” Magic tingled upon his lips, before flying from his mouth to encase the polished metal.


  He threw the dagger with the technique Mother Sambucus had taught him to destroy enemies, and held his breath. His mother would hate to know he’d learned it, but the magic carried it through the air toward his target. Mother Sambucus screamed before it sliced into her throat, and she staggered backwards as it pinned her against the throne. Her own training had returned to terminate her.


  From nearby, Edna gasped. Ike’s mother chortled louder.


  Blood spurted from Mother Sambucus’s skin to drip down her dress. She gurgled and pulled at the gold handle, but the magic trapped it in place. The hags and ogres paused to stare at her twitching death throes. Her arms writhed, her back arching as much as it could.


  Ike lifted his sword and aimed it at her face as he crossed in five strides, blood splashing. The room settled into a thick quiet, the only sounds his heels upon the tiles and her gurgles. Her bulging eyes pleaded with him, but her sagging mouth couldn’t form words. He sheathed his sword and rested his hand over the hilt of the dagger. Her legs trembled.


  Ike ripped the front of her dress with his free hand. A brass pocket watch with a sun design hung against her silk chemise. He yanked it hard enough to break the chain, and the Dark Mother’s neck snapped. Her skull rocked backward, her eyes rolling into her head, before her head tipped to the side and her lips stopped twitching.

 Edna clenched her hand into a fist. “Chains aren’t that strong.”


  “She had it coated in magic. I added a little of mine to make it stronger.”


  Ike removed lock picks from his pocket and poked at the watch. Everyone stood still in the throne room. The back of the watch popped open and he worked the inner gears free.


  The workings snapped and cogs plinked to the floor. He threw the broken watch at the wall and turned to face his enemies. His sword whistled as he drew it.


   “That watch controlled the coglings,” he said. “They’ll crumble, but I wonder which of you will follow the Dark Mother into death.”
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  A buzz sounded through the crowd outside the palace. Harrison cringed, slapping his hands over his ears to dull it.


  The coglings shook. Hands fell off, gears grinding. Glass eyes popped out. The humans huddled together, but a few of the braver folks shoved at the coglings. They wrestled the weapons free and chopped at the machines.


  “What’s happenin’ here?” Harrison asked Rachel.


  She shook her head. “They’re just falling apart.”


  “You reckon Ike and Edna won?” Harrison reached for her hand, and she squeezed it.


  “Only the Saints know.” She glanced at the castle, where flames appeared in most of the windows and burst through the shingled roof. The heat bit at the crowd, forcing the onlookers back.


  Harrison leaned against Rachel, and she wrapped her arms around his shoulders to hold him tighter.
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  Trust me, you haven’t seen wicked yet.


  [image: E]dna’s stomach churned as Ike struck down the last ogre. Blood washed across the floor, soaking between the tiles. Edna looked away from his stained clothes; the stench of death threatened to choke her. Ike’s mother continued to rock and laugh, whispering, “Burn forever.”


  Ike wiped his blade on an ogre’s shirt. “You can stop.”


  Edna assumed he spoke to his mother until he looked at her. “Pardon?” She blushed.


  “Stop rubbing,” he said. “Eddie, it’s over.”


  She jerked her hand away from the cameo. The brooch had exfoliated a section of her finger, leaving it raw and bloodied, yet her hand felt numb.


  He sheathed his sword. “I don’t know how to heal them.”


  She wrinkled her nose at the gory corpses on the floor. He couldn’t mean the hags and ogres. “I thought you wanted to have ‘em dead.”


  “Not them.” He pointed at the cages of noblemen. “I don’t know what spell was used.”


  The thuds and whooshes of the castle crumbling echoed into the throne room. Edna shivered. Although flames leapt at the doorway, the heat didn’t enter. “Thanks to the cameo, we’re safe for now.”


  Ike crossed the room, stepping over bodies and splashing through puddles of blood, to reach the wall where a pulley system had been constructed. He fiddled with the contraption until a puff of steam hissed free before gears clanked together. The cages lowered to the floor, where they thumped and squished. One landed on a dead hag.


  “Let me help.” Edna ran to Ike as he fiddled with the lock on the nearest cage.


  “You can pick locks?” He didn’t look at her.


  She loathed the chill in his voice. “I can try to get the cameo to do it.”


  “Break them,” his mother sang.


  Ike stiffened. “Mum, you…” His voice broke and he returned to his work, shaking his head.


  The hag frowned. She opened and shut her mouth as though struggling to find the words. When she spoke again, she did it slowly, precisely. “I cease spell.”


  “Can you tell me how?” Edna knelt beside the woman. Ike stiffened without looking, as though he couldn’t bear to see her lucid and then crumble again.


  His mother grimaced. “Show.”


  Edna’s heart raced and fatigue clouded her mind. Rubbing the cameo had drained her energy. Dizziness clung to her senses. She snapped the wristband of her glove to keep alert.


  “She doesn’t know what she’s talking about,” Ike said.


  “Will she be all right?” Edna brushed the woman’s hair away from her smooth face.


  Ike wiped his hand across his mouth. “Hags mutilated her brain. We have to heal it.”


  Edna shuddered. “I can’t imagine the pain she’s endured. I wish there was something…”


  “You’re not a hag. You can’t help, and the cameo can’t do it either.” Ike returned to the cage’s lock.


  She cringed at his harshness. The murder around them must have clouded his senses.


  “Are you sad they’re dead?” Edna walked to him, although he didn’t turn around.


  “No.” He finished picking the lock and moved on to the next cage.


  Edna rested her hand on his shoulder. “Are you sorry you had to be the one to kill them?”


  He clenched his teeth. “I’m bloody glad it was me. It was up to my kind to finish them off, not the humans. My father taught me to keep battles close to home, and that’s what I did. I kept it personal.”


  “You never killed before.”


  A hand grabbed her arm and Edna twisted to see Ike’s mother. She ripped the cameo from Edna’s throat. Edna clamped her hand to her torn collar.


  “I show.” His mother waved the cameo. Her fist held it so tightly that rivulets of blood slithered down her ashen arm as the jewelry’s edges cut her skin. She chanted under her breath, the words heightening.


  The wildness in the hag’s face froze Edna in place. Ike slid his arms around her waist, pulling her back against him. She couldn’t imagine what he felt about his mother. The strong woman he’d loved and mourned, acting as senseless as a child, but still with a pure heart.


  He must have desired to protect her too, as she hurt herself on the cameo. They watched as an unruliness possessed her face, her mouth agape and her glazed eyes wide.


  Hope swelled in Edna’s chest. Maybe the King would be saved after all. Maybe they could all be saved.


  Ike’s mother screamed. A green glow shot out from the cameo to burst against the walls, sparks sizzling over the bodies. The nobles in their cages jerked, moaning.


  Edna gasped. “Odds bobs, she did it!”
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  King Elias blinked and moaned, rubbing his forehead. “What happened?” He licked his lips, staggering, so Harrison took his hand. The crowd turned to face them.


  “Where is Mother Sambucus?” King Elias asked.


  “Dead by now.” Rachel curtised. “Allow me to explain what the hags have done, Your Majesty, and how your son came to warn you.”


  The king rubbed his mouth. “Isaac shouldn’t have returned.” His lips twisted in a frown.


  “May the Saints save us,” a newly-freed servant exclaimed. “The palace is on fire!”


  Rachel winced. “I’ll explain that too.”
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  Hilda kept watch at the palace gates to make certain hag survivors didn’t escape. When night fell, King Elias approached her. The crowd parted to allow him space to move, and he nodded without smiling.


  “Majesty.” Hilda bobbed her head. She knew she should curtsy, but her legs ached and nausea bit at her belly. She’d already helped save him. That should count for enough respect.


  “Open the gates. The hags are gone.”


  “We must make certain.” Hilda straightened the high collar of her blouse.


  “Many of my servants live in the city. I would allow them to go home.”


  “Ike and Edna aren’t out yet.”


  “My palace is gone. The hags wouldn’t have survived. We’ll open the path and keep watching for Isaac… and Edna.”


  “As you wish, Majesty.” Let the consequences fall on him. She’d done her part. He could look after his own subjects.


  As soon as the gates opened, many servants retreated to their homes in the city. Others who’d kept apartments in the palace stayed to watch it burn. Families from the city brought buckets of water to pass through the parched crowd.


  “We could do a fire brigade,” a cook suggested.


  “It’s gone too far,” King Elias said.


  Flames danced against the dark sky; soot smothered the moon and stars to block their light. Soon the palace would be nothing but ash.


  Shapes emerged from the smoke. Three people picked their way through the rubble: a hag, a young man, and a short young woman with kinky curls.


  Hilda’s eyes widened. “Is that them?”


  “Eddie!” Harrison raced toward his sister and bounded into her arms.


  She held him close, kissing his face. “Harry-boy.” Her lips left soot marks on his cheeks and forehead.


  “Father.” Ike hooked his thumbs into his belt.


  The king rose from a stone bench. “Son?”


  Ike ran to King Elias, pulling his mother with him. She stumbled, swinging her free hand.


  “Elias?” The hag traced the King’s face with her fingertips as a blind person would. “Elias?”


  “Victoria!” The King held her face in his hands. “Ah, Victoria, my love.”


  Ike’s mother stared at the clouds and laughed, but quieted when King Elias kissed her. Her arms remained at her sides, but she leaned into his chest, sighing. Rachel wove through the crowd toward Edna and Harrison, while the newly-freed nobles stumbled from the ruined palace behind them.


  “Is it over?” Rachel asked.


  Edna rubbed tears off her cheeks. “Finally.”
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  I look in your eyes and see all of your secrets.


  [image: E]dna kissed her prayer beads before stepping through the sheer white curtain. It parted and swished behind her as if she floated through clouds. She might have been in the sky, for all the gold and candles that illuminated the ballroom of Reynolds Castle, the King’s summer home.


  Men in suits and women in gowns of silk and lace spun across the marble floor, polished to shine and reflect. Violin music reverberated off the walls.


  Edna closed her eyes as she swayed to the soothing rhythym.


  “Edna?”


  She turned, gulping, to find Ike behind her. He’d cut his black hair close to his head; it made the angles of his face stronger, his pale eyes brighter. Ike held out one hand as he bowed.


  “Hi.” She coughed when her voice squeaked.


  “Overwhelming, isn’t it?” He caught her hand and lifted it to kiss her knuckles, his breath warm even through her indigo satin gloves.


  “You grew up in all this.” She chuckled, but her voice was still hoarse. The scent of jasmine clung to her as if ready to strangle, other perfumes mixing with the incense to make her head spin.


  Ike wiggled his eyebrows. “Sweet Edna, do you really think a bloke like me could enjoy this?”


  He rested his other hand on her waist to spin her out into the crowd. The orchestra started up a new dance, one more lively. She tipped her head to spot someone she recognized—there, Rachel stood beside Ike’s mother. The hag wore her white bridal gown, her face hidden by a veil that brushed the floor.


  Rachel flicked her fan toward a group of gentleman and laughed.


  “Leave it to Rachel to shirk her duties,” Ike muttered. “Isn’t she supposed to be entertaining my mother?”


  “I can go do that.” It sounded safer than stumbling over unfamiliar dance moves, but when Edna started to pull away, Ike pulled her closer, his lips touching her forehead.


  “Stay with me, Edna. You make the dance pleasant.”


  She pressed her face into the shoulder of his jacket to hide her flushing cheeks. “Th-thank you.” Would his comments and touches ever leave her normal, rather than with a racing pulse and roaring in her ears?


  “There’s Harrison,” Ike murmured against her curls, the brown tresses pinned atop her head.


  “Where?” She turned against him, his hand still on the small of her back. Her brother stood near a group of other boys drinking punch at the refreshment table. “I’m so glad he’s going to attend a private school. He’s already made friends with those boys.” Harrison would live with the sons of lords, rather than peel potatoes in a damp cellar.


  “I thought I saw your parents earlier at the wedding ceremony.”


  “They sat in the back.” She’d had to stand in the front beside Ike’s mother, with her head down and her cheeks aflame. Although no one had spoken to her, she’d felt at the center of attention.


  Edna Mather, the girl who burned down the cogling factory and reunited the King with his lost love.


  A horn trumpeted and the orchestra stilled their notes. Ike cupped Edna’s chin to draw her up to his mouth, his lips closing over hers. She clutched his velvet lapels to keep her legs straight. With his other hand, he massaged the back of her neck.


  Through the haze forming in her mind came the King’s voice: “A toast to my beautiful bride! Where are her new maids-in-waiting?”


  Ike pulled away enough to kiss the corner of Edna’s smile. “That’s you.”


  “Hmm?”


  “Edna, where are you in this huddle?” Laughter tinged the King’s voice.


  Ike pivoted her on the heels of her slippers to face the front dias. “That’s you, luv. Go claim your prize.”


  Did she have a prize coming? Edna stumbled over the hem of her gown, but Ike caught her arm before she could fall. May the seven Saints keep her safe. The crowd parted for her, a hush on the instruments, as she walked on stiff legs toward where the King waited with his new wife and Rachel, the other maid-of-honor, still fluttering her fan and smirking.


  Ike and Harrison waited for her in the crowd.


  She didn’t need more of a prize than that.
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  Escape from Witchwood Hollow, by Jordan Elizabeth

  (http://bit.ly/1JPlc4q)


  Everyone in Arnn―a small farming town with more legends than residents―knows the story of Witchwood Hollow: if you venture into the whispering forest, the witch will trap your soul among the trees. After losing her parents in a horrific terrorist attack on the Twin Towers, fifteen-year-old Honoria and her younger brother escape New York City to Arnn.


  In the lure of that perpetual darkness, Honoria finds hope, when she should be afraid. Perhaps the witch can reunite her with her lost parents. Awakening the witch, however, brings more than salvation from mourning…
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  Deadly Delicious, by K.L. Kincy

  (http://bit.ly/1DctFpK)


  1955, Missouri: Josephine DeLune, a disaster in the kitchen, can’t compete with her mama’s spellbinding culinary skills. Disenchanted, she works as a carhop until the granddaddy of all voodoo spirits starts hunting her, and only cooking magic can save her soul.
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  Fairy Keeper, by Amy Bearce

  (http://bit.ly/1ySQq3D)


  Forget cute fairies in pretty dresses. In the world of Aluvia, most fairies are more like irritable, moody insects. Still, almost everyone views the fairy keeper mark as a gift. Fourteen-year-old Sierra considers it a curse, one that binds her to a dark alchemist father who steals her fairies’ mind-altering nectar for his illegal elixirs and poisons. But when her fairy queen and all the other queens go missing, it’s up to Sierra to restore the balance, leading her to a magical secret lost since ancient times. The magic waiting for her has the power to transform the world, but only if she can first embrace her destiny as a fairy keeper.
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  Broken Branch Falls, by Tara Tyler

  (http://j.mp/1dCcX7F)


  Doing homework for bully ogres and getting laughed at as the butt of pixie pranks, Gabe is tired of his goblin life. When he and his friends step out of their nerdy stereotype and pull a prank of their own on the dragons at the first football game, it literally backfires, bringing a High Council vote to dismantle not only Gingko High, but the whole town, too!


  The Book of Ages–hidden handbook of the High Council, filled with knowledge and power–may be Gabe’s only hope. With the help of friends old and new, can Gabe complete his quest to find the Book in time to save Broken Branch Falls? Or will he remain an outcast forever?
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  Treasure Darkly, by Jordan Elizabeth

  (http://bit.ly/1yk5x6t)


  Seventeen-year-old Clark Treasure assumes the drink he stole off the captain is absinthe…until the chemicals in the liquid give him the ability to awaken the dead. A great invention for creating perfect soldiers, yes, but Clark wants to live as a miner, not a slave to the army—or the deceased. On the run, Clark turns to his estranged tycoon father for help. The Treasures welcome Clark with open arms, so he jumps at the chance to help them protect their ranch against Senator Horan, a man who hates anyone more powerful than he.


  And he is not alone. His new-found sister, Amethyst, thinks that’s rather dashing, until Horan kidnaps her, and all she gets is a bullet through her heart. When Clark brings her back to life, she realizes he’s more than just street-smart - and he’s not really a Treasure. Amethyst’s boring summer at home has turned into an adventure on the run, chock full of intrigue, danger, love, and a mysterious boy named Clark.
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