
        
            
                
            
        

    



To Sibley
To Tilden
May your hearts always be full of adventure, and your adventures full of heart



THE BIRD OF A THOUSAND STORIES
ONCE WAS, ONCE WASN’T.
Every morning in the old city of Nishapur, two orphaned girls fed the sparrows that roosted nightly in the junipers, the cotoneaster, and the almond trees.
The city in those days was rich with gold, spices, and silk. Its roads were wide and smooth, its squares bustled with trade, and its gardens bloomed, lush and fragrant, with jasmine and pomegranates. But poor is always the same, even in the most prosperous of cities, and the orphans of our story were as poor as could be. They lived on the streets. They worked for pennies and bits of dried bread, and slept in the gardens when they were not chased away.
The sparrows were the orphans’ only friends, as no one in that great city wanted the burden of caring for two more children, and girls at that. But the sparrows were grateful for the crumbs of bread and bits of grain that the orphans saved to share with them. And one day they showed their thanks by teaching the orphans the language of the birds.
“Children,” said the sparrows, “we thank you for your kindness. But we cannot bear your suffering any longer. You must seek out the Bulbul-e-Hazar-Dastan, the Bird of a Thousand Stories. It knows everything there is to know, and it will reunite you with your families.”
Neither girl had any memory of their true families, nor had they ever dreamed of being reunited with them. All either one knew of their lives were the cruel orphanage where they had first met, and the harsh streets where they now lived. And, though they did not admit it, or perhaps even realize it at the time, the sparrows’ song touched something deep inside both of them—a secret hope that maybe they were not so alone.
And so the two orphans set out to find the Bird of a Thousand Stories. They were full of hope and confidence because they were clever and brave, and because they knew the language of the birds, and because the world could only get better for them. But what the sparrows did not tell the orphans was that the Bird of a Thousand Stories was held captive by a witch, and was guarded by an evil giant in the faraway castle of Come-and-Never-Go.
Maybe these sparrows did not know about the witch and the giant and the castle of Come-and-Never-Go. Or maybe they did, and chose to keep these details to themselves.
Sometimes, especially at the start of a journey, it’s best not to know such things.



| CHAPTER ONE | 

THE OTHER THING MY DAD LEFT ME
Ash was falling from the sky.
It wafted down out of the dirty Creamsicle-colored haze in a sparse, drifting mist of tiny flakes. It landed with a hush, softer than feathers, lighter than snow. Fine, pale dust gathered on windshields, leaves, eyelashes, slipped into nasal passages and throats and lungs.
A hundred miles from Berkeley, the world was burning. Dry lightning had struck dry trees, and heat and wind had done the rest. Now a whole forest was ablaze, and the air tasted sour and scorched, and I was coming home from the hardware store with rolls of blue painter’s tape because that was what Malloryn Martell said she needed for her anti-smoke hex.
I blinked the ash from my eyes and shook it from my hair when I came into the house. The particles sank gently to the floor through a smeary shaft of orange afternoon light. I shut the door behind me to keep the bad air from coming in.
In the kitchen I could hear calypso music playing, a bright, enthusiastic girl’s voice singing along to the words, and the clatter of food being prepared.
“What are you making?” I called out.
“Pasta salad,” said Malloryn from the kitchen. “Grace texted. She’s on her way over. She’s going to pick up Carrie, too.”
I walked into the kitchen. Malloryn Martell, bouncy blond curls and big, shimmering eyes, was mixing a bowl of cold pasta with handfuls of fresh chopped bell peppers, frozen peas, and canned white beans. At her feet, Zorro, her gray fox, yipped in greeting. His amber eyes sparkled just like Malloryn’s.
“They won’t screw up the spell, or whatever?” I asked.
“Course not,” said Malloryn. “The more the merrier.” She added several shakes of salt and a generous pour of olive oil to her pasta, stirred it again, her curls dancing with each turn of the spoon, and tasted it. She offered Zorro a bean, and he gobbled it down with a delighted clacking of tiny paws on linoleum. “Seal of approval,” said Malloryn. “I’ll set some bowls out for everyone.”
Malloryn was a witch, and a runaway (or, as she said it, “taking a break” from her family), and also my roommate, and also my friend. We’d been living together almost a year now. She and Zorro—her familiar—slept in the room down the hall from mine. While school was in session, we did homework together. Occasionally we saved the world together.
After school let out for the summer, she’d gone to work full-time at the occult shop in Oakland, where she’d already been working nights. When she wasn’t doing that, or gathering ingredients for a charm or a hex of her own, she was usually cooking. She’d even baked a surprise five-layer rainbow cake for my sixteenth birthday, and written “Happy Birthday, Marjan” across the top in pink icing. It was the first time anyone had baked me a cake since my mom was alive. My tears had surprised me almost as much as they’d surprised Malloryn. But maybe they’d wmade the cake taste better too. Or maybe Malloryn was just a good cook. I suppose both things could be true.
The house we lived in had once been my dad’s. Now it was mine. I still wasn’t sure I wanted it. It was lonely in a way that was both quiet and overwhelming at once. There were memories in every corner. The floors creaked. Everything was old. But I didn’t have many other options. And between high school and the Other Thing My Dad Left Me, there wasn’t really time to go looking for another place to live.
Anyway, the house was better with Malloryn. She made the kitchen smell good. She listened to music that was happy without trying too hard. She worked on strange little projects involving candles and sea glass and herbs, none of which made much sense to me, and none of which seemed to do exactly what they were intended to do, but all of which made my weird old house feel warm and surprising and different.
Malloryn put the pasta salad into the fridge and then went to set the dining room table. I found a clean glass and filled it with water from the tap. My throat ached from the air outside, and the air inside the house wasn’t much better. I took a gulp, swished away the ash grime in my mouth, spat it out, and then took another.
Tap tap tap
A noise at the kitchen window startled me. A robin was tapping on the glass with a twitchy, stop-motion urgency. He was perched on the outside windowsill, his feathers puffed out importantly.
Tap tap tap
His beady black eye caught mine for a second, his gaze so precise and intentional that my breath caught in my throat.
“Mal,” I called over my shoulder. “Come see this.”
The robin’s eye held mine for a moment longer, then flicked away, like whatever message it had come to deliver had already been forgotten. An instant later the bird spread its wings and flew off.
“What is it?” asked Malloryn, emerging from the dining room with a spoon in her hand.
“A bird,” I said. “It was tapping on the window. It felt like it was looking at me.”
I put my head against the glass to try to see where it had gone, but it had disappeared over the eave.
“He wants to get out of the smoke, probably,” said Malloryn. “It confuses them. I heard that whole flocks are dropping out of the sky. Just, like, dying from exhaustion because they can’t figure out where to land.” She looked sadly at the window, and then at the spoon in her hand, which reminded her of something left unfinished in the next room. I watched her go, then turned back to the window one last time, as if a chaotic little bird with the whole sky at its wing tips was going to come back to tap its beak on my dirty little window again.
I realized that I hadn’t said exactly what I meant.
What I meant was that it had felt like the robin was looking for me.

Grace Yee arrived ten minutes later. She parked the rattling station wagon we had lovingly christened “the Blue Whale” outside my house, and I ushered her in quickly so that the door didn’t have to be open for very long. Grace made an exaggerated gagging expression.
“Where’s Carrie?” I asked.
“I tried, Mar,” said Grace. “It’s just an online class, but you know how she is.”
I did know how Carrie Finch was—neurotic and overachieving in all things. Sometimes it was charming. Sometimes her detailed class notes saved our butts. And sometimes it was just annoying.
Malloryn offered Grace a roll of tape, but Grace held up her hand, a roll of blue tape already gripped tight.
“Brought my own,” she said. Her parents owned a hardware store.
“Put it over the edges of the windows,” said Malloryn. “Anywhere there might be a gap.”
“No offense, Mal,” I said, “but are you sure this is really a hex?”
“It is if it works,” she said with a wink. She pulled a length of tape free from her roll with a crackly flourish, ripped it off, and slapped it onto the nearest window. “Abracadabra,” she said.
“You’re doing my house next,” said Grace. Then she began to tape, her head nodding in time to Malloryn’s calypso music.
Grace, Mal, and I had a special sort of bond. Malloryn called us a coven sometimes. Maybe that was true; Malloryn could find magic in anything. She and Grace understood me in ways no one else did. When I was with exactly these two other people, I didn’t have to keep my secrets quite so close. I could relax, and whatever we were doing—shopping for witch supplies, doing homework, taping up old windows to keep out wildfire smoke—time kind of slipped sideways around us. And when those moments were over and someone had to leave, the end always came just a little too soon.
After an hour of work, we’d sealed up most of the windows on the first floor. Grace was spooning a second helping of pasta salad into her bowl. Malloryn was upstairs, stretching tape across the windows of her bedroom. And I was fixing a piece of cardboard over the mouth of the fireplace when the knocks came at the door.
Tap tap tap
The knocking was short and sharp—three quick, efficient strikes that rang out over the island songs and snapped everyone from their painter’s tape trances.
“Expecting someone?” said Grace, glancing over at me.
I got up and walked to the door. Malloryn came to the top of the stairs and clicked her tongue at Zorro, who skittered up and into the back bedroom. Grace gave me a long, wary look.
“It’s fine, G,” I said. Her only response was a skeptical frown. I ushered her to the kitchen, where she would be out of sight. After another moment of concerned silence, she shook her head and withdrew to the back of the house, leaving me alone.
I opened the door.
On the other side stood a middle-aged man with a round, balding head, wearing a light-colored suit.
“Karl,” I said.
“Marjan,” he said in a slight Germanic accent. A car idled in the street, blocking the driveway.
“Now?” I asked.
He nodded.



THE GREAT FAMILY AND THE TINY DRAGON
ONCE WAS, ONCE WASN’T.
For many generations, a great family kept a tiny dragon inside an iron teapot.
The dragon had always been tiny, and as far as anyone knows, it had always lived in the teapot. The family, on the other hand, had not always been great, nor, even, a family at all. At first there was only a boy, a boy who spent his last coins on an iron teapot because he believed it would change his fortune.
And change his fortune it did. The dragon gave the boy a purpose. It connected him to people who needed him. It opened his eyes to a world of fabulous beasts and the humans who cared for them. The dragon helped the most wondrous creatures find homes with people whose lives called out for them. That was its gift—to recognize the worthy. And when the boy, now an old man, finally set the teapot down for the last time, he did so in the company of his many loving children and grandchildren, all of whom shared his purpose, and the dragon’s.
The dragon matched the impossible creatures of the world with worthy companions, and the family did the work of uniting one with the other. For many generations, the family manifested the dragon’s wishes, and protected the wondrous mesh of humans and creatures that spanned all cultures and stations of life. They were good at their work. And they were rewarded for it. Perhaps they were not rewarded as much as they could have been. After all, a king or a pope would likely have offered a far greater fortune for their services than a blacksmith. But kings and popes are often not the best companions for impossible creatures, as any tiny dragon will quickly tell you. So vast fortunes were sometimes declined, in favor of humble tokens. Still, there was enough in the family’s coffers to keep them happy, or at least safe.
But families change, especially when enough fortunes have passed beneath their eyes untouched. A family, even a good-hearted one, can do the right thing for only so long before they begin to test the will of the world. Somewhere, generations removed from the boy who first took the teapot into his trembling hands, it dawned on this family that if one chooses to ignore the wishes of a dragon in a teapot, there is very little that the dragon in the teapot can do about it.
And was the world truly worse off if a hippogriff passed into the hands of a railroad tycoon, instead of a railroad engineer? If a wyvern should happen to be sold to a monarch rather than a mill worker?
It remains to be seen whether they made the world worse, this family that came to master the fine art of excusing their own greed. Perhaps they did.
Somewhere among them, though, a pure spirit remained. Because one day one of their own set the dragon free. It was an act of defiance, and also an act of grace. And it was an act of hope—hope that this family that had lost its way might somehow find a new path.
But greed is a sticky, ruinous stain. It soaks into the soul like tar into clothes. And this great family had rolled in their greed for too long to ever get clear of it. Without a dragon to guide them, the only voice in their ears was the voice of their own hunger.
And who would stop them? They were wealthy, they possessed an unmatched knowledge of the world’s captive creatures, and they were powerful.
And so, an act of hope instead created a dark new legacy: an empty teapot, and empty hearts.



| CHAPTER TWO | 

IS. TAN. BUL.
“I need a minute,” I said. “Stay right there. Outside.” I shut the door, partly because of the bad air and partly because there was one world outside and another world inside, and I needed them to stay separate. Malloryn and Grace knew that I didn’t work entirely alone. And I think they both suspected that my employers were not the most honorable people. But so far, neither Grace nor Malloryn had met them, and I intended to keep it that way.
The go bag was on the floor of my closet, exactly where I’d left it after the last trip. Inside it was my passport, a couple changes of clothes, and a little fold of emergency cash. I grabbed the bag and headed back toward the door.
At the top of the stairs, Malloryn gave me a look.
“I’ll let you know,” I said.
“Hang on,” she said. She ran back into her room, and came out with something clasped in her hand. “Let me see your wrist.”
I held out one arm, and she opened her hand to reveal a length of pale blue ribbon. She proceeded to tie it around my wrist.
“For protection,” she said. “Like painter’s tape, but for danger.”
She pulled the knot on the ribbon tight. I didn’t feel anything different.
Grace was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. She had planted herself between me and the door, a fierce expression on her face.
“You don’t have to work with sketchy people,” she said, throwing a distrustful glance toward the door.
“It’s the only way,” I said. This was true for a number of reasons, but Grace had a look that could make you doubt yourself, even if you knew you were right.
“No heroes, Mar,” she said.
“I don’t even know what a hero is,” I said, a little too casually. She glared at me and refused to step aside until I took her seriously. “Don’t worry, G,” I said at last. “I’ll be back soon.”
“You’d better,” she said—an accusation, a conviction, and a sentencing, all at once.
The crime: leaving home with strangers of dubious intention, to go far away and do something that was probably dangerous.
The victims: everyone I cared about, including me.
I felt all the eyes in the house that were not mine pointing at me. I didn’t know what to say to Grace, or to Malloryn, so I just pointed my own eyes away from them and slid toward the door, guilt squirming in every awkward joint of my body.
Karl was still standing where I’d left him, looking vaguely bored. I started to walk out the door, but before I had taken a step outside, a hand clapped my shoulder, pulling me to one side, and Grace was once again standing between me and where I was trying to go, a pen and a piece of paper held out toward Karl in a tight, trembling fist.
“What’s this?” asked Karl. “Who are you?”
“I’m her friend,” she said, her voice taut. “And this is a contract. You’re going to sign it.”
“I don’t sign such things,” said Karl, confused and slightly offended in a way that was kind of amusing.
“Then my friend doesn’t go with you,” said Grace. She held the paper and pen up, almost in his face, and glared at him. Finally he sighed.
“What does it say?” he said, snatching the paper and pen out of her hand and scanning it with wary eyes.
“It says you’re going to protect this girl at all costs, and you’re going to bring her home safely. And you’re going to sign it, or she’s not going anywhere.”
“How long have you been carrying that around with you?” I whispered.
“Shut up, Mar,” said Grace, turning the full force of her withering, willful gaze on Karl.
“This is not legally binding,” he said, incredulous and flustered. “There is no notary. There is no witness here. It is completely improper.”
“I. Don’t. Care,” said Grace firmly. “Sign.”
Karl looked from the paper to Grace, and back again. With another sigh, he relented. He scribbled something on the bottom of the page and thrust it back at Grace with a look of annoyance.
“Now we will be late,” he said to me, then turned and stalked back to the car.
“Thanks,” I whispered to Grace, and I meant it, but it was hard to say exactly what I was thanking her for. She glowered in Karl’s direction.
“I don’t like him,” she said. “I don’t like this.”
“I have to go,” I said. “Someone needs my help. He’s going to get me there. This is how it always is. It’s fine.”
“Just promise me,” she said, “if you have to make a choice between the right thing and the thing that will get you home safely… promise me you’ll come home.”
She was looking at me now with a silent and terrible intensity, willing me to make that promise.
“Okay,” I said. “I promise.”
Satisfied, Grace went back to glaring at Karl. I picked up my bag and walked down the steps to the sidewalk and the waiting car.
“This is a good friend,” said Karl quietly as I drew near.
“Yeah,” I said. “She is.”
“You must be careful about friends,” he continued.
“What do you mean?” I asked. But Karl shook his head to indicate that he would say no more.
I glanced back at Grace, standing alone in the doorway of my house. I don’t think she was expecting me to look just then, because for a second she wasn’t fierce or tough. There was a heavy curve in her shoulders, a bead of worry in her eyes. But as soon as she saw me looking, she straightened her back and set her face into a ferocious expression.
No heroes.
Karl cleared his throat with an edge of impatience, then gestured to the darkness inside the car. I nodded weakly at Grace and then got inside. The door shut behind me. A moment later Karl went around to the other side of the car and got in himself.
“Where are we going?” I asked.
“Istanbul,” he said.

Istanbul.
The syllables pocked against the inside of my head during the whole silent ride to the airport. Karl shuttled me briskly through security, then to the departure gate, where we continued to sit in silence. When our seats were called—an aisle and a window over the wing, with an empty seat between us—we boarded quietly, sat quietly, flew quietly.
Karl was my handler. He was Dutch. He’d taken over the job in the spring, and I guess he was good at it, but that didn’t mean I liked him. He was stiff and humorless and about as remarkable as table salt. In fact he was so unremarkable that if you were actively looking for him in a room, you would probably look right past him at least twice before you actually noticed he was there. Other than giving instructions or sharing essential information, we rarely spoke. He seemed to enjoy reading dusty old books about obscure history, when he wasn’t making sure I never left his sight.
He was related, distantly, to my former handler—whom we never spoke of—and to everyone else involved in this business, except for me. One big, shady family, with lots of money and lots of secrets. They called themselves the Fells, and they didn’t like me, but they needed me to protect their assets. I sort of needed them, too, because they helped me find the people who really needed me. Your family and ours, we are an ecosystem, Karl had once declared, interlocking his fingers to demonstrate, I guess, that we somehow fit neatly and equally together.
He was correct, in a way. We were an ecosystem. But we were not a neat one, and definitely not an equal one. The Fells had all the power, and all the money, and all the connections. I basically had no choice but to help them, because that was the only way to do the things I had to do. All that Karl and his family cared about, at the end of the day, was money and influence, to protect themselves and their future.
Is it wrong to help them?
That question was a spiny fish at the bottom of the sea—a hazard best observed from a distance, because the spines were loaded with poison.
And so here we were. Not talking, not trusting each other, but still trying, each of us for our own reasons, to do the Work together.
Halfway through the flight, I turned to Karl and cleared my throat loudly. He glanced over from the book he was reading—this one appeared to be about daily life in a medieval village—his eyes already narrow with suspicion.
“Can you tell me anything about the patient?” I asked.
He hesitated for a moment, trying to suss out my motives.
“So I’m not walking in totally unprepared?” I added.
“There is some sort of respiratory issue,” he said at last.
“Ah,” I said. I should have left it there, but Karl just looked too smug, and I couldn’t resist poking him a bit. “Can’t be having respiratory issues, can we? I mean, a respiratory issue is going to take the sale price down by a good twenty percent at least, right?”
Karl scowled.
“What?” I said. “Tell me I’m wrong. Tell me that’s not what this is all about. Tell me you actually care about the…” I almost said “animal,” but there were some rules I wasn’t about to break. “Patient.”
“The patient is your responsibility,” said Karl. “The rest does not concern you.”
“Is there a buyer?” I asked.
“No,” said Karl.
He went back to his book, satisfied that he’d had the last word. I cleared my throat again. He tried to ignore me, but after a moment he frowned and set the book down.
“Yes, Marjan,” he said, with a forced patience that filled me with quiet, petty glee.
“Will there be any time, after we’re done?” I asked. “Like, to see the city a little bit?”
“Why do you ask this?” asked Karl, shooting me a suspicious sidelong glance.
“Oh,” I said lightly, “I’ve just never been to Istanbul before. I was hoping to see what, you know”—I glanced at the cover of his book—“everyday life is like.”
He made a mildly sour face, which meant he was thinking. Finally he sighed with resignation. “Let us see how the work goes,” he said. He turned back to the book with a frown.
It was a tiny thread, this thing I was chasing. A name my uncle Hamid had mentioned once when I’d asked about the generation before my father’s—a distant cousin who’d left Iran and dropped out of sight. An address that nobody was sure was still current, because no letters sent there were ever answered. No promises, no guarantees, just a vague “maybe,” in a city I’d had, until now, no plans to visit.
Istanbul.
Is. Tan. Bul.
Tap tap tap

We descended through a layer of patchy clouds. The glittering Bosphorus and the gleaming Hagia Sophia drifted past the window, and Karl slid a bookmark between the pages of his book. We slipped quickly through customs (the Fells were good for a few things) and caught a taxi. Soon I was unlocking the door to a small but serviceable hotel room near the center of the city, flopping down onto the bed, and falling asleep.
We were met at the hotel early the next morning by a guy a bit older than me, with curly dark hair, cautious brown eyes, and a flat, careful expression. He greeted us with a silent bow, and led us to a taxi he’d hailed.
We’d had local fixers before, when we were in places where neither of us spoke the language. They were usually like this. Quiet. Discreet. They didn’t introduce themselves, or ask any questions. They didn’t make eye contact. They took up as much space in a room as a shadow.
We drove down a wide, tree-lined street with storefronts all along the block. The signs were written in familiar-looking letters, but except for the word “burger” at what looked like a shawarma place, I couldn’t make any sense of them. There were too many accents and extra markings, and the letters always seemed to be in the wrong order. Words ended too soon, or went on too long, or formed sounds that sometimes reminded me of the Farsi words I knew, though I wasn’t at all sure I was even sounding out the letters correctly in my mind.
A café’s outdoor tables hummed with conversation. The sidewalks bustled with men in T-shirts and polo shirts, women in headscarves and long tunics, or sunglasses and denim jackets. We veered sharply up a little hill, and the pavement became cobblestone. We turned again, this time into a narrow, shady courtyard, and we stopped.
“Before we go farther,” said Karl to the fixer, “you will please put on the blindfold.”

Dogan Ozgener was in his early thirties, and he had a sad, shabby look. Everything about him—from his dark, unkempt hair, bushy eyebrows, and scratchy beard, to his rumpled clothes and his long, delicate eyelashes that reminded me of my dad’s—screamed of loneliness and baked-in sorrow. Still, he smiled warmly, let us into the building, and offered us tea.
Dogan lived alone in a dark little ground-floor apartment filled from floor to ceiling with old things. His parents, he explained, lived in the flat upstairs. Books, vinyl records, boxy old television sets, and computer parts were stacked everywhere. A little kitchen nook was piled with pots and pans—more than one person living alone should need. On a narrow stovetop were two metal teapots, a smaller one nestled on top of a larger one. He brought us each a glass teacup and a saucer, and led us to a small table against the wall that wasn’t quite big enough for all of us.
“Strong or weak?” the fixer translated. The blindfold was tied tightly over his eyes. It didn’t seem to bother him, but he addressed his words to an empty space that was halfway between all of us.
Karl requested strong, and I asked if it could be medium. Dogan headed into the kitchen and came back a moment later with a teapot in each hand. He poured from the smaller pot into our cups. The tea was the color of cedar wood, and the smoky smell of it curled up and filled the flat. To my cup he added a splash of hot water from the larger pot, so that the color inside bloomed into a deep amber.
As we drank, Dogan began to talk.
“He says it’s in his back courtyard,” said the fixer, translating. “He says he’s always felt like it was his job to look after it.”
“That’s not unusual,” I said.
“He says it appeared three years ago,” said the fixer, his voice even and precise. “His parents don’t like it. They don’t think it’s right that he should be caring for it, instead of trying to find a wife—another wife. They want grandchildren. But…”
Dogan stopped talking, and the fixer stopped talking too.
“So you were married?” I asked.
“It was a mistake,” said the fixer. “He says he made a mistake. It ended badly.”
Dogan looked off into the low distance and shook his head at whatever ghosts he saw there.
I could just barely see out to the back courtyard. It was a small, shady patch of humble garden, a few shrubs surrounded on all sides by the walls of apartment buildings. There didn’t seem to be anything unusual or out of place.
“You have a lot of stuff,” I said.
“Too much,” said the fixer, translating Dogan’s rueful words. “He says he can’t get rid of it. Everything means something.”
Dogan stood up and chose a dog-eared book at random from a shelf.
“This,” said the fixer. “He read this book while he was studying at university. A friend gave it to him—a good friend, but one he hasn’t seen in a long time. When he looks at this book, he sees his friend’s smiling face. He feels younger and happier, like he was then. If he threw this book away, that moment would go with it, and that part of him would die.”
Dogan shrugged, and put the book back where he’d found it.
“Everything here is like that,” said the fixer.
For a moment nobody said anything. There was the room, the things in it, the memories they held, and all of it was heavy and still.
“Tell me about your friend in the courtyard,” I said.



THE LAMB IN THE GARDEN
ONCE WAS, ONCE WASN’T.
A gardener to a great lord discovered an unusual shoot sprouting from the earth in a far corner of the grounds. His first instinct was to pull it out, as he would any other weed, but the moment he put his hand on this particular shoot, he felt there was something different about it, something special.
As the lord never visited this corner of his garden, the gardener decided to let the shoot grow, to see what it might become. And truth be told, though his lord was not unkind, he was still a lord, and the gardener was still a servant to the lord, and so his life and all his works belonged to the lord. He wanted one thing that was his alone.
Every day he tended the shoot, as he did all the other plants, and every day it grew. It became thick and fibrous. It spread its roots beneath the soil, it sprouted leaves, and it spread branches, until it had formed a most unusual shrub in the shape of a lamb, with a head, and a face, and a body, and legs, all attached to the stalk that had once been the little shoot.
And then, one day, to the gardener’s surprise, it raised its head and looked the gardener in the eye, and then it began to walk on its shaky lamb-legs, tracing a small, slow circle around its stalk.
It was not difficult to keep the lamb hidden. The lord was a busy man and rarely visited his garden. When he did, he never walked to the far corner where the strange lamb had taken root. Just to be safe, however, the gardener rearranged the plantings of the garden, so that the lamb was always obscured from view. Only by slipping between two thorny rosebushes could anyone see the small creature trudging in slow, weary circles around the stalk that kept it rooted to the ground, grazing on the grass that grew beneath it, and the oats and hay that the gardener brought for it. The lamb was safe, and the gardener’s secret was his alone, and perhaps he should have been happy.
But when he tended the little creature, he sometimes looked into its strange eyes and imagined that he saw something there that ached and yearned. Just as the gardener yearned for some small thing that was his own, so, he imagined, did the lamb yearn for a place beyond the walls of this garden.
At last the gardener resolved that he would help the lamb, for though the creature was safe, it did not seem happy. He came one night to the garden with a saw and went to cut through the lamb’s stalk, which by now was dry and nearly as tough as wood. But at that moment a thought occurred to him. If he cut the stalk, the lamb would be free; but if it were free, then the gardener would no longer be able to keep it safe. It might wander away, might leave him and the garden forever, might be lost to the world.
So he put down the saw and made a new plan.
The next night, he took a shovel out beyond the walls of the garden and found a place in the nearby woods that seemed similar to the lamb’s plot in the garden. There he dug a hole deep enough for the lamb’s roots. Then he returned to the garden and dug out the lamb. He lifted the lamb out of the ground and draped its stalk over his shoulder so that on one side of him hung the lamb and on the other side hung the ball of its roots. Thus he carried it out through the garden gates and into the woods, to the place he had chosen for it. And carefully, gently, with all the love of a parent for a child, he placed the roots into their new home and covered them with earth. Then he returned home and went to sleep, certain he’d done right.
The next day, he returned to the woods with a handful of hay and oats. Though the lamb’s eyes were bright with the wonder of the wide world, it walked slowly, and took its food reluctantly. Still, the gardener believed he had done right by giving it a new home, and he left it for his duties to the lord.
He returned again the next day, and the lamb’s eyes were brighter still. But it ate even less of its food, and it walked its circles even more slowly. Still, the gardener resolved to be patient, and fed and watered the lamb as usual, and then left it.
On the third day, the gardener returned to the lamb’s new home. But when he came to the wood, the lamb had died. Its roots had soured in this new earth.



| CHAPTER THREE | 

FOREIGN OBJECTS
The lamb in Dogan’s courtyard was a tangled mass of vines and leaves wrapped around a lamb-shaped frame of branches that somehow seemed capable of a slow, strained movement. Its wool was a moss or lichen that grew in thick patches along the creepers that wrapped around its body. Here and there, pale pink blossoms bloomed among the vines. Only its hooves—prongs of greenish-brown wood like budding branches—were bare.
When Dogan led us out the back door, it looked up from the grass to take us in. Its ears were broad leaves spreading out from its long, triangular head. Between its ears, branches twisted around and back on themselves to create a skull. At the bottom of the triangle, a cluster of vines worked in round, mouthlike motions, slowly pulverizing a spiky little clump of grass. On either side of its wide forehead, close to its ears, a gold-colored flower squeezed its way through the vines and the moss, petals arranged in a squinting hourglass shape around a dark center.
The vines and branches that formed its body seemed to gather at its belly, making a gnarled knot there, which lengthened into a twisted woody stalk that anchored it to the ground. The little sheep stood at the end of its tether, watching us with its strange flowery eyes. After a moment a hind leg came up off the ground, almost as if it had its own mind, and scratched absently at its flank.
I felt the thrill of wonder. Even my dull and boring chaperone was a different kind of silent. This moment, when an impossible thing became possible right before your eyes, it never got old.
The lamb’s throat spasmed, breaking the spell. It made a clattery, whispery noise, like a sharp gust of wind through the boughs of a tree. A moment passed, and it did it again. A cough, if plants could cough.
“It has been doing that for a week,” said the fixer, translating Dogan’s words. “Never before.”
“Okay,” I said. “Let me see what I can learn.”
I approached the lamb slowly, hands out and open, palms up, eyes down. It didn’t seem particularly dangerous, nor did it look like it would get far if it tried to escape. But an animal, especially a defenseless one, deserves to know that you’re not there to hurt it.
The lamb’s flower-eyes followed me, petals narrowing and widening ever so slightly as I passed through a slash of sunlight. Two curling crevices flared gently just above its mouth, where its nostrils would have been if it were a real sheep. I crossed the space between us in slow, easy steps, pausing after each one to make sure the sheep didn’t start to panic.
Finally I was close enough to touch it. I turned one palm over and raised the back of my hand for the lamb to smell it. (Could plant-lambs smell? Was there another name for what it was doing? Some other plant sense?) With a wispy snort fragrant with thyme and sorrel, the lamb indicated its satisfaction, or at least its acceptance that I was going to be in its business for a few minutes. Its head nudged around my hand, then lowered back down to the grass that it seemed to be enjoying.
“Here we go,” I said, to the lamb and to myself, and I put my palm against its foliage, and then we were connected.
The first time I’d met a creature, this moment had overwhelmed me. I’d had no idea then that there was anything special about me, and I’d had no clue what was about to happen. Eventually I learned, after a bit of trial and error, how to control the feelings when they came—how to turn them on slowly, like a faucet, so that they laid themselves gently over my own, instead of knocking me unconscious. I was even learning to separate them out, to feel them one at a time, instead of all at once.
I was aware of a whole host of senses that felt unfamiliar, and at the same time meaningful. A tingling at the tip of my tongue aligned with an electric ripple that surged down my spine. A comforting warmth swelled and receded, swelled and receded just under my skin. A delicious anticipation glowed toward me from the direction of the sun’s light, and a low, thin pulse radiating in my stomach seemed to come from the earth itself.
I could also sense the connection between the lamb and Dogan. There was a dutiful awareness of his presence, a sense of time built around his coming and going, around the ebb and flow of his scent in the courtyard. It was awkward, seeing this man in this odd and intimate way. It felt impolite, like peeking into a window of a stranger’s house. But the rhythm of his coming and going, and the traces he left behind, were how the lamb made sense of its world.
I let it all in, let it swirl through me, balanced it carefully atop my own consciousness, until everything was steady and stable, until I could hold all of it—the lamb, and me.
“There you are,” I whispered.
The lamb looked at me, the petals of its eyes opening a little wider. Was there trust in the darkness of its hourglass pupils? Did it sense me in the same way I sensed it? I could never tell how the creatures perceived me. I knew only that something opened up in me to let them in, and it didn’t close.
I felt the lamb’s quiet internal rhythms washing over my own. I let my attention drift gently over its functions—the flow of nutrients, the gathering of sunlight, the transference of oxygen and carbon dioxide, the intake of information through flower petals and root systems. My dad, when he was alive, had taught me diagnostic practices at his veterinary clinic. This was my diagnostic practice. This was how I understood the creatures I met. This was how I helped.
Every sensation was unfamiliar, but nothing felt out of place. There was no unease, no anxiety or pain. The lamb was working as it expected itself to work—a shushing monotony of slow paces, slow nourishment, slow breaths. I was working as I expected too—my consciousness steady, straddled between my body and the lamb.
Suddenly a jagged contraction exploded across the lamb’s body, rattling my thoughts so hard that it took everything I had to hold on to the connection. The cough shuddered in my ribs, and continued to itch in a corner of my chest even after the fit had passed, like a stone or a barb had stuck there.
I took a deep breath, settled back into the connection. There was the flow of life. There was dull evenness of health.
“Again,” I whispered. “I’m ready this time.”
The lamb coughed again. This time I braced for it, and I felt how it clawed its way outward from that sticking barbed spot. A spot just beneath the right ribs. I slid my hand around the sheep’s chest, and felt the angry racking spur inside wheel closer.
“You found something,” said Karl from the edge of the yard. “What is it?”
His voice, and the prickle of wrongness that came with it, jarred me. My attention teetered between two separate realities—the small, contained reality where nutrients flowed from the gentle earth and a foreign object poked at the insides of a moss-crusted thorax, and the one with Karl.
I wanted to tell Karl to be quiet, but it wasn’t worth the effort to say. It wasn’t worth the effort of even acknowledging his existence, not right then, with a creature beneath my hand that needed my help, with that thorny feeling already starting to fade, with the location that had a moment ago been so clear already blurring and becoming less distinct.
I had to work quickly. So I ignored Karl, let my eyes and ears and heart go soft to the things I could not control. Instead I focused on the one thing I could possibly make better.
“Sorry if this feels uncomfortable,” I said to the sheep. Gently, but as quickly as I could, I began to pry the leaves, moss, and pale flowering creepers apart. Just beneath them I could see the structure of its ribs, the thick, hardened vines wrapped into a rounded cage, and inside that—
I gasped at the strangeness of it. Bright, vibrant structures like fruits or vegetables filled its chest cavity. Between two purple eggplant-like sacs, a deep red bulb pulsed with a soft, even beat. Gourds in yellow and green and orange wrapped around each other, each one clearly performing some vital purpose. Bunches of smaller fruit-like structures—reds, greens, blacks—were tucked here and there, each one alive with its task.
“You’re so weird,” I whispered to the sheep.
The thorny feeling in the lamb’s chest was receding, ducking away behind and within the organ structures, getting harder to pinpoint. But I knew where it was, close enough. I slipped a finger, and then two, between the sheep’s ribs, and when it seemed not to mind, I began manipulating the structures, carefully shifting them aside, following the echo of the cough.
I tried to ignore the queasy vertigo of the lamb’s feelings superimposed on my own—my fingers now becoming an alien presence inside a chest that felt like mine, moving things that weren’t meant to be moved. Not painful, but strange and disconcerting. I couldn’t ignore the feelings; they were my guide. The cough, the pressing barb, I was chasing it. It was more like I had to ignore myself and focus only on the lamb and my fingers, until I uncovered a cluster of small orange fruits. In the center of the cluster, one of the fruits had grown larger than the others, and then split open. Inside its brown, shriveled flesh was a rough, hard seed, about as big as my thumb.
“Gotcha,” I said. I caught the seed between two fingers and slid it out from between the sheep’s ribs.
The sheep coughed again as I smoothed the foliage back over its ribs, but it felt different this time. Unfocused, thin, a ghost of the cough I’d felt before. I wrapped my fingers around the seed. A strange urgency radiated from it, so that as soon as I’d pulled it free, I was squeezing it tightly in a clenched fist.
I drew back from the lamb, the seed pressed against my palm. The superimposed awareness peeled away and dissolved into nothingness, so that only the yard and my own body remained. The sensation of returning to myself, of ending a connection, was like missing a step on a flight of stairs.
“Well?” said Karl.
“I think I got it,” I said after I’d caught my breath. “Something was pressing against… Well, it’s hard to explain. Anyway, I took care of it.”
The seed in my hand had a feeling of its own—a sort of musical frequency that buzzed in my ears and made it hard for me to think. The idea of showing it to Karl had the same spiky sense of wrongness that the seed itself had inflicted on the lamb.
“I see,” said Karl, not impressed. “And it is now healthy?”
“Should be,” I said.
I tried to keep my voice even, but it was hard with the humming in my ears. I held my breath and hoped Karl didn’t notice. Karl glanced at the lamb, and then at me. Then he shrugged, satisfied and bored. When he looked away, I slid the seed into my pocket, and the humming noise went away.
I ran my hand over the lamb’s flank again and felt only a dull, soft ache where the seed had been. The lamb would be sore for a few days. It might still cough a bit. But it would heal.
“The buyer,” said Karl over his shoulder, “will be pleased.”
At the word “buyer” I dropped my hand. The connection severed. The icy shock of betrayal flooded my veins.
“It’s happy here,” I said. “It doesn’t want to be sold.”
“As you may recall,” said Karl, his tone cool and faintly accusatory, “we no longer take orders from animals.” He turned to the fixer. “Please. Inform our host that there will be a sale. The terms will be fair.”
“And if he doesn’t want to sell?” I said. “Tell him he can choose not to sell.”
“I would not recommend this,” said Karl in a patient voice. “He seems a good man, with still much good life ahead of him. The small delay he might cause to the closing of the sale would not be worth the trouble he would bring upon himself, and”—he paused and glanced up the side of the building—“upon his parents.”
The courtyard was quiet. The silent threat behind Karl’s words echoed off the walls around us, growing larger, making the space feel smaller and tighter.
The fixer spoke slowly and carefully to Dogan. I saw anger and defiance in Dogan’s eyes as he looked from the lamb to Karl. But as the fixer continued to speak, Dogan’s expression changed to one of mute helplessness, and I knew, without understanding a word of what was said, that the Fells had won, and that the lamb would be sold.
I shook my head sadly at Dogan. I wished I could tell him that I hadn’t meant for this to happen. That I would have left the seed where it was if it would have prevented the sale. That I had been tricked just as much as he had. But it didn’t matter. In his eyes I was no better than Karl.
The lamb’s petaled gaze drifted up to me.
“I’m sorry,” I said. But my words meant nothing, and a moment later it had gone back to its grass, to its oats, to the tiny plodding circle that was the only life it had ever known.
“Well,” said Karl. The word came out brisk and unperturbed, like he was excusing himself from the dinner table. He clapped his hands and rubbed his palms together to punctuate his meaning: Time to go.
I glanced at Dogan one last time, hoping for some hint of grace or forgiveness. But all I got was a trembling, hopeless anger, and a hollowing shame where my heart should have been.
Outside on the street, the fixer was allowed to remove his blindfold. Karl handed him an envelope, and the man bowed as he tucked it away in a pocket. Then he turned and walked down the cobbled road, around the corner, and was gone.
Karl motioned for me to follow, down the hill toward the main street, as if nothing had happened. Watching him, I felt Dogan’s helpless rage. I couldn’t imagine getting back into a car with Karl, let alone spending half a day on a plane.
“Who’s the buyer?” I demanded. “I want to know.”
“Not your business,” said Karl lightly over his shoulder.
“Tell me,” I said. “You owe me that much.”
He stopped and turned around.
“I owe you nothing more than your usual fee,” he said. “But as a courtesy, this one time only, I will show you.”
He took out his phone and showed it to me. He’d loaded the Wikipedia page for an unpleasant-looking eastern European oligarch with a meat-processing empire and rumored connections with organized crime. He watched me read.
“You can’t do this,” I said.
“You are welcome to explain that to him yourself,” said Karl with an appraising frown at the face on the phone. “I’m sure he would be an understanding fellow.”
“You are literally sending a lamb to slaughter.”
“It is business,” said Karl. “Maybe we will make a vegetarian of him.”
“It’s not funny,” I said. “You lied to me. You tricked me.”
“Then we are nearly even.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
He took a step in my direction. “You have something in your pocket that does not belong to you.”
Instinctively I put my hand into my pocket. The seed poked at my fingers, and a tingle of possibility rushed up my arm.
Wrong, screamed the little voice I was normally so good at ignoring.
“I do?” I said, bringing out my empty hand in a pathetic attempt at innocence that fooled nobody.
“You do,” said Karl, patient but firm.
If you have to make a choice between the right thing and the thing that will get you home safely, Grace had said.
“I…”
Wrong, said the thorny thing in my pocket.
No heroes, Grace had said.
Karl held out his hand, palm up. His fingers gestured for me to place the seed inside. His face was smug and assured, the face of someone who, in the end, always got what he wanted.
Wrong wrong wrong sang the humming musical tone in my ears.
And before I even knew exactly what I was doing, I was running.

Karl wasn’t a runner.
By the time we’d gone a block, he was stopping to catch his breath, and by the end of the next block, he was cooked. I glanced once over my shoulder before turning a corner, and caught a glimpse of him doubled over, red-faced and furious, spitting rough, jagged words into his cell phone. The image made me smile.
Still, I couldn’t believe I was running away from him. My head was pounding, my chest and throat burning with every breath, but I felt a strange lightness in the rest of my body. At some point in the future, I was definitely going to be in trouble. How much trouble, I wasn’t sure.
But I wasn’t in trouble yet. And until I was, I could do whatever I wanted.
And what I wanted was to find my uncle. I still couldn’t say why I had run, exactly, except that the seed in my pocket felt important. Too important to hand over to Karl and the Fells. Maybe if I found my uncle, he would know what to do with it.
So I kept running, putting as much distance as I could between me and Karl, cutting this way and that down side streets and narrow alleys. And when my lungs were aching and the insides of my ribs felt like they were on fire, I stopped, took out my phone, and tried to figure out where I was, and where I was going.
The address my family had given me was in a flat neighborhood of narrow cobblestone streets that met each other at regular crisscrossing angles. The buildings looked mostly new, but here and there you could see where some had been built on older foundations. I walked past electronics shops selling SIM cards, and spice shops that smelled of sumac and bay.
I’d talked to a few of my dad’s relatives in Iran since he’d died: his brother Hamid, his sister Firouzeh, and a couple of other grown-ups who’d introduced themselves as cousins. They always started every video call with roughly five minutes of what sounded like compliments and praise (always in Farsi), and ended every call with another five minutes of farewells (also in Farsi). In between they asked me about things like homework and college. Did I want to be a doctor too? Were my grades good? Was I learning Farsi? I think it would have felt suffocating if it had happened every day, but once every two weeks, it was sweet. They seemed to assume that I was pretty much a normal kid, and it soon became clear to me that none of them understood anything about my dad’s work, or mine.
So I’d started asking questions. Who were my grandparents, what had they been like? What about their siblings, their cousins? Where had they lived? What had they done for a living? And that was how I’d come across the name Reza Dastani.
No one wanted to talk much about Amu Reza, my father’s second cousin once removed. He was a strange man. Slippery and evasive and hard to read. He had taken an interest in rugs, and had traveled around the world, buying and selling them. It seemed like an exotic life, but he rarely talked about it. In fact, the only person in the family he’d seemed interested in talking to had been my father.
It was whispered that Amu Reza had pulled some strings with a mullah he’d sold rugs to, in order to get my father excused from military service. When my dad had moved to America, it had been with the help of Amu Reza. And when my dad had switched from human medicine to animal medicine, it had been assumed that it was Amu Reza’s fault somehow. But it was hard to know for sure, because soon after that, Amu Reza had left Iran and never returned.
Which led me to where I was standing now, outside a dimly lit rug shop beneath a sweet-gum tree on a cobblestone street in the oldest part of Istanbul. One big rug covered the storefront window, blocking out the sunlight. Outside, several smaller rugs were on display, hung from a rack below the window. Through the narrow door I could see rugs piled up in dusty stacks. In the back, barely visible in the shadows behind the stacks, a thin old man in a pale linen jacket sat in a chair against the wall, one leg folded over the other knee, reading a dog-eared paperback and sipping tea from a glass cup. Other than dust motes, nothing moved inside the shop.
Nothing, that is, until I entered.



| CHAPTER FOUR | 

THE MAN WHO SOLD RUGS
“You are looking for a rug?” said the old man in a warm voice, looking up from the book he was reading, but not yet rising from his chair. He’d spoken first in Turkish, and after studying my blank stare, he tried again in English, a gentle, patient smile crossing his face.
But a second later I was flustered again, because of course I wasn’t looking for a rug. I took another step into the gloomy shop.
“Actually,” I said, “I’m looking for a person.”
The old man’s face clouded over. “I’m so sorry,” he said. “I’m afraid that I’m no good with people.” It came out so smoothly that I didn’t believe it for a second. He leaned back in his chair and turned his attention to his book. “I have rugs. That is all,” he said without looking at me.
I knew I was expected to leave. Was I in the wrong place? Was there a reason why my dad’s cousin had disappeared? Was I about to make something terrible happen?
My heart was racing. I couldn’t get the words I wanted to say to line up in the right order in my head. So I just started talking.
“I’m looking for Reza Dastani,” I said. My voice sounded so loud and awkward in the dimness that it seemed like even the dust motes froze for a second, embarrassed for me, and shocked at my bad manners. After a long moment when nothing moved, I continued, more quietly. “I’m Marjan. Marjan Dastani. I’m his cousin. My father was Jamsheed.”
The old man sat very still for a long time. He was looking at a page in his book, but he wasn’t reading anymore. Finally he sighed, closed the book, and set it down. He picked up his teacup and examined it. It was empty. He set it back down and then at last looked across the room at me.
“I’m very sorry,” he said. “But I don’t know that name.” He looked at me sadly, and I swear I could see a trace of my dad’s expression in his eyes.
“You’re not Reza Dastani?” I asked.
“I’m not the person you’re looking for,” he said. He smiled politely, then went back to his book.
I began to wonder if I was wrong, if all of this was wrong, if I’d made a mistake palming the seed, if I’d made a mistake in running away from Karl and the Fells. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d made things worse for myself by doing something impulsive.
But the more I looked at him, the more I saw my dad. It was there, in the way he’d held his teacup, in the way he looked at me with a veiled mixture of pity and shame. It had to be him.
“I’m not confused,” I said. “You never respond to the letters that your family sends you. You want them to forget you. But I know who you are. You look like my dad. You talk like him.”
His face now fixed in a flat, empty expression. He sat back, half in shadow, so that his features were harder to distinguish. He was very still.
“You helped him go to America,” I said. Then, even though we were alone in the shop, I lowered my voice. “You knew about the Hyrcanian Line. You knew my dad was an expression of the Line, and you helped him, because you’re an expression of the Line too, aren’t you? And so am I, and I need your help.”
I watched to see if the name of our ancestral calling, the thing in our blood that connected us to the creatures, would stir any change in him. For a long time he sat, as motionless as a statue. Then he cleared his throat.
“I am terribly sorry,” he said, very slowly and very carefully, “but I have no idea what you are talking about. As you can see, I sell rugs. Only rugs.”
“No,” I said, and everything inside me was ringing and buzzing with frustration and panic and wrongness. “No, that’s not right! You are Reza Dastani! And I really, really need your help, because I have this thing, this seed, right? And I stole it from the Fells, and they’re after me. And—I know you know who the Fells are—”
At this the old man stood up, now angry. I knew that expression, too. There were the same curling furrows at the edges of his brows, the same quiet darkness that had gathered in my dad’s face whenever he was mad at me or disappointed with me. And so when this man spoke, the words he said made my bones vibrate with helpless rage.
“None of these words mean anything to me,” he said, his voice firm and cold, each word a single, furious iceberg on a flat, steely sea. “You need to leave this shop at once. Do not come back. I cannot help you.”
He took a step toward me, and I instinctively took a step back.
“You’re lying,” I said.
“You must go now, Marban, or whatever your name is.”
“Marjan,” I said. “My name is Marjan, and you’re my sort-of uncle. I know you are.”
His voice became very quiet. “You don’t know anything. Now go.”
I was about to say something mean and unforgivable, but instead the door opened and a huge bearish shadow fell across the shop.
“No,” said a rough voice. “Stay.”
The door slammed shut, and the broad shadow trudged forward, toward me and the old man.
“Who are you?” said the man who was almost certainly Reza Dastani.
“You’ve got something,” said the shadow. “One of you has something.”
“It’s her,” said the old man. “She said so.”
“Show me,” said the shadow. He shambled up and stood over me. He was tall and wide, with shaggy hair the color of dry grass. Small dark pupils burned in the centers of bleached-blue eyes rusted at their edges. His face reminded me of a gibbous moon: big and flat so that you couldn’t see past it, pale and nearly round, and yet somehow incomplete. His expression was grim and weary and lost. A little hook-shaped scar cut through his left eyebrow. His hands were in the pockets of a military surplus jacket.
“Show me,” he said again. He removed one hand from a pocket, and the blade of a knife came with it, and the rest of the world disappeared, as if the three of us in the rug shop had suddenly plummeted to the bottom of a deep pit.
My whole body began to tremble. I wanted to be home. I wanted to be away from this dark, cramped space, where there was nowhere to move, nowhere to run. All I could see was the cruel smile of the blade, and the tired eyes burning black in their tiny hearts. I was frozen in chaos. I tried to speak, I tried to move, but nothing happened, and I could see the shadowy man getting anxious, and I just wanted to say, Wait, wait, I’m trying, but I couldn’t even do that.
And then a voice came from over my shoulder. The old man, but now his tone was calm, gentle, warm.
“It’s okay,” he said, both to me and to the man with the knife. “Give us a moment.” He walked slowly toward me, his hands up. He put one hand on my shoulder, reassuring. “Everything will be fine. You have the thing you told me about? Is it in your pocket?”
I nodded.
“Reach in and take it out,” he said.
Somehow my arm moved. Somehow my hand reached into my pocket and closed around the seed. Somehow my hand came out again. The seed hummed in my ears, the same note, on and on.
“Very good,” said the old man patiently. “Now show him.”
I opened my hand.
“That’s it,” grunted the man with the knife. “What does it mean? Tell me what it means.”
The old man gently took the seed from my hand and turned it around between two fingers. “Wait,” he said. He walked swiftly back to his corner and picked up his empty teacup. He poured hot water in, dropped the seed into it, and began to walk back toward us.
“Close enough,” said the man with the knife, and the old man stopped. He set the teacup down on a stack of rugs and stepped away from it. The man with the knife shouldered past me and leaned over the teacup to watch.
In the little glass cup something was starting to happen to the seed. It was beginning to split along its seam, opening to reveal a tiny pink tendril that uncurled itself out of its shell toward the light. The tendril sprouted up in a graceful curve. Its tip swelled into a bulb about the size and shape of an almond. A moment later the outer skin of the bulb peeled back, and red-and-orange petals unfurled themselves. At first all I saw was a small flower. Four petals, the color of fire. One opened long and straight, toward the ground. Opposite it, another curved into a sort of hook. And between them, the other two were opening out to the sides, in the shape of—
“Wings,” said the man with the knife. “It’s a bird.”
He slid the knife back into his pocket. The menace melted away, replaced by a different sort of hunger. Inside my own body the racing panic eased.
“Who are you?” I said. “How did you find me?”
His weary rusty eyes met mine. A cold, spiteful chuckle cracked the hardness of his face. “You?” he said. “I don’t care about you.”
“Then why…”
“Little friend told me where to look,” he said.
Now he drew his other hand out of his pocket. There was something clenched in his fist—something limp and gray. He gave it a shake of disgust, then tossed it down to the floor. It landed with an unsettling heaviness, and lay there splayed and still. Partly I couldn’t see it right because of the shadows, and partly I didn’t want to see it right.
“Have to trap a few more now,” said the man, more to himself than to anyone else.
He lurched toward the door. I moved to get out of his way, but he still pushed me aside with a broad hand, and as his palm touched my skin, I suddenly breathed in the air of an old forest, and tasted snow on my tongue, and smelled a thousand scents, each one full of information, and heard someone calling a name I’d never heard before but knew to be mine alone.
The man jumped back, as twitchy as a wounded animal, his eyes wide with horror.
“Wh-what was that?” I stammered. But he didn’t say another word. Instead he turned and stumbled out of the shop, slamming the door shut behind him, and leaving me with the old man, the flower, and the still, gray form on the floor.
For a moment nothing moved except the dust motes stirred up by the swing of the shop door. Then the old man walked with quiet, calm purpose to the front of his shop, pausing for a moment to look sadly down at the thing on the floor. He locked the door and turned to face me.
“Some tea, I think, would do us both good right now,” he said.

There was an electric hot plate in the back of the shop, and on it rested a kettle. Atop the kettle rested a teapot. The old man took the teapot and poured some tea into a glass cup for me. It smelled just a bit like roses. As Dogan had done, he topped the cup off with hot water from the kettle, and then offered me a dish of rock candy. My hands were still shaking, but I took a piece and was about to put it into the teacup, when he stopped me with a disapproving click of his tongue.
“Like this,” he said. He took one of the sweet crystals from the dish and put it between his teeth. Then he sipped the tea. “This is how a Persian drinks it.”
I put the crystal between my teeth. The raw sweetness scalded them, until a sip of tea washed away the saccharine burn. A dark, smoky aroma with a hint of flower petals mingled with the sugar, each one softening the other into a pleasing roundness. The racing fear in my chest eased, just a bit.
“The tea is from Iran,” he said, his voice calm and reassuring. “Turkish tea…” He shrugged and let pass whatever uncharitable thoughts he was having. “Well,” he continued, “you are not here for rugs, and you are not here for tea. I am Reza Dastani. Hello.”
“Uh, hi,” I said.
“You say the Fells are looking for you,” he said.
“Yeah,” I said, “but that guy who was just here…”
“Was not one of them,” said Amu Reza. “No. I do not know exactly what he is.”
Both of us fell silent. The last few minutes sat in front of my eyes like a bad cartoon. They didn’t seem real.
“Thank you,” I said.
Amu Reza bowed and didn’t say anything.
“What does it mean?” I asked, glancing over at the bird-shaped flower.
“I believe it means that something remarkable is happening,” he said. “Where did you get that seed?”
I told him about the lamb, and about the Fells’ plan to sell it off.
“The barometz,” said Amu Reza. “A sad and lonesome beast, for a sad and lonesome person. It will almost certainly be unhappy in its new home.” He sighed and shook his head at the thought of the luckless sheep. Then he stood up, walked across the shop, and brought the flower over to sit between us.
“Your instincts are good,” he said. “You knew to keep its gift for yourself. They are all different, the creatures. But they are all part of the same thing. When one speaks, they are all speaking. Everything is speaking.”
“How did you know to do that?” I asked. “To put it in water like that?”
“I felt it,” said Amu Reza, “just as you did, or you wouldn’t have kept it. I felt that it had something to say. And when a thing wants to talk, we must give it a stage, and an audience. We are listeners, Marjan. As much as we are healers. Perhaps the two things are the same.”
“So you are like me,” I said.
“I gave up this work a long time ago,” he said. “Your father took over, and that was enough.”
“You could have just said that,” I said. “Instead of lying to me. Instead of making me think I was in the wrong place.”
“I am done with the work,” he said, more firmly this time. Then he looked across the shop to the small, sad heap of gray limbs that lay heavily on the floor. “I was done with it.”
I put my teacup down and approached the motionless mass. Maybe, I thought, it was just some old rags. Maybe it was a piece of heavy rope. Maybe it was a doll.
It was easier to think of nonsense than to acknowledge the grim little compartment of my mind that already knew exactly what it was. Easier to think of nonsense, until I was standing over it. Until the unavoidable truth was looking back at me with eyes that didn’t blink, that didn’t see.
Amid a disordered jumble of tiny elbows and knees, an ashen face stared with an empty gaze at the ceiling, or at the sky, or at nothing. The expression it wore wasn’t terror or shock or pain but instead something like surprise, and something like boredom—half-lidded eyes, mouth slack, lips parted ever so slightly as if caught just in the middle of a word—an impossible, unnatural emotion, captured and frozen by death. I looked at its face for a moment, and that was all I could bear.
The injuries to its body were awful, but I could look at them. There was something businesslike about them, something complete and whole—bruises, burst blood vessels, one wing crumpled into a sad shape, its membranes crackled and torn. Its pain was obvious in them, and in the way its body was twisted and wrung out. They made sense. They explained themselves. Even the one iridescent wing that had inexplicably survived the ruining of every other part of its body, that stuck out to one side like a glittering panel of stained glass, even that made sense.
But the face it had been left with made none, and nothing would ever explain it.
“It’s a faerie,” I said. “It’s dead. I think he killed it. Why would he kill his own creature?”
“This was not his creature,” said Amu Reza. He had stood and come partway across the room.
“How do you know that?” I said.
“The fae do not belong to anyone,” said Amu Reza. He didn’t seem to want to come any closer.
“You mean they just, what, fly around wild?”
“Who knows what they do,” said Amu Reza.
“How come no one ever sees them?” I asked.
Amu Reza nodded in the direction of the sorry tangle of skin and bones at my feet. Because when people see them, they end up like that.
“The only faeries I’ve ever seen were in a cage,” I said.
Amu Reza sighed, and then gave me a look of either pity or annoyance. “Then you have much to learn.”
I had the sense that he didn’t exactly want to teach me, and for a second I felt embarrassed for being there, for taking up his time. But then I remembered that somewhere on the streets of Istanbul, Karl was looking for me, and he probably wasn’t alone. There were going to be consequences for what I’d done, so it had to be worth it. And anyway, I was the one far from home, and Amu Reza was the one who had for some reason disappeared from our family tree. He owed me.
“So teach me,” I said.
He sighed again, and finally approached the dead faerie and stood beside me, looking down at it with pity, his hands on his hips. “The fae,” he said in a weary voice, “are wild creatures. Their lives are short. They’re of little value to people like the Fells, because they do not take to domestication. And captivity does not suit them. But to someone like you, or like me, someone who can listen, the fae might speak, if they were so inclined. They are connected to many things. A faerie can be a conduit of information. Perhaps, if someone were both a listener and cruel, a faerie could be something more, an antenna, a compass.”
He knelt and touched the faerie’s tiny hand, then shook his head.
“You think that man is like us?” I asked. “A listener?”
“I think he hears,” said Amu Reza. “But I cannot imagine what it sounds like in his ears.” He stood up, his wary eyes on the door, as if he were still watching the big man leave.
“What did you mean, when you said something remarkable was happening?”
“First we must clean up this mess,” he replied.
He went to the back of the shop, and returned with a plastic trash bag.
“Wait,” I said. “You’re just going to throw it away?”
“It is dead,” said Amu Reza. “It doesn’t care what we do with its body.”
“We should bury it,” I said. “It isn’t right, what happened to it.”
Amu Reza looked like he was going to argue with me for a second. Then something in his expression softened. He sighed, rolled up the bag, and took it back to where he’d gotten it. He came back with a folded piece of white muslin.
“Very well,” he said. “I know a quiet field, just out of the city. We will bury it there.”
He handed me the fabric, and I unfolded it and set it on the floor. Very gently I lifted the faerie off the floor and laid its body on the muslin, wrapped the fabric loosely around it, and then picked the bundle up and held it. It wasn’t light or heavy. It was dead, and death has a different kind of weight.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, even though I knew it couldn’t hear me.

We caught a bus at a stop near the rug shop and rode it out of the heart of the city. The buildings of Istanbul gave way to trees and fields. At last Amu Reza stood up from his seat, and when the bus stopped again, we got off.
A small dirt road led away from the main street, and we set off down it. Soon we were standing at the edge of a field of tall grass, dotted here and there with spots of color—the blooms of tiny wildflowers. A breeze ruffled the grass. The leaves of the birch trees clapped softly together against the bright blue of the sky.
I walked out into the field. The grass came up past my shins. When I reached a spot that seemed right, I got down on my knees, set the dead faerie on the ground beside me, and began to dig. I used a rock to break up the dirt, and then scooped it out with my hands, while Amu Reza stood at the road’s edge and watched for anyone who might be coming. At first it was hard work without a shovel. The sun was near its highest point, with no clouds in the sky. The ground was dry, and the roots of the grass were knotted into a tough web just below the surface. But I kept digging, and when I got a little deeper, the earth was softer, cooler, just the faintest bit damp. I scooped and dug, scooped and dug, until I’d created a furrow in the ground, wide and deep enough for the faerie to lie in comfortably. I knew that comfort didn’t matter, but somehow it still seemed important.
After smoothing out the bed of the grave and picking it free of jutting stones, I lifted the fabric-wrapped faerie up one last time, and set it down inside.
“I hope this is okay,” I said. “It was the best I could do.”
The bundle of muslin didn’t stir. But something flashed in the grass, at the edge of my vision. I looked up and saw only the dry stalks swaying in the breeze. Another flash, this time higher up. I followed the movement, but there was only the twinkling, clapping birch leaves.
“Did you see that?” I called to Amu Reza. He didn’t respond. He was looking even higher. I followed his eyes to the sky.
Directly overhead and silhouetted by the sun, two faeries hovered silently above the grave, their big, dark eyes watching me work, their faces blank and shadowed and impossible to read. I stood and took a step back.
The only creatures I’d ever seen before were lonely and hidden, like Dogan’s sheep, or held captive—in barns, behind fences, underground. These two floated in sunshine, with no walls around them, and no roof to keep them in. And they floated together, like partners, or like friends. Like two beings who understood the world in the same way.
They did not belong to anyone. They were like the robin at my window, with the whole sky before them. And they were here, of all places. They were watching me dig a grave.
“Is it all right?” I asked, squinting. “Is this all right with you?”
The faeries looked from one to the other in silence. Something must have been communicated between them, because they descended from the sky and came to rest on the ground beside the open grave. They reached into the grave with their long, fine limbs and carefully unwrapped the muslin, so that the dead faerie lay there exposed to the sky. Both of them knelt together over the body, and did something that I couldn’t see. Then they turned around and held something out to me, balanced on the tips of their fine fingers. It was one of the dead faerie’s wings—the uncrumpled one.
“What’s this for?” I asked. “Why do you want me to have this?”
The faeries held the wing up toward me. Uncertain, I reached down, and when the faeries didn’t flinch away, I took the wing between my fingers and held it up to see.
It was as thin as paper, and made of a transparent chitinous material held together by a structure of dark, brittle veins. When I held it to the sun, it caught the light easily, and splintered the rays into soft rainbows. A faerie darted past my vision, and through the window of the wing, it left a shimmering glow behind it.
“Do you see that?” I asked Amu Reza. “Do you see the way they sparkle?”
From the road he shook his head. “I see them,” he said. “But I do not see a sparkle.”
I held the wing up in front of my eyes again, and looked down at my own hand. It had a glow too. Tiny pinpricks of light were rising off it. I moved the wing away, and the pinpricks were gone. I looked at Amu Reza, and held up the wing, and he, too, was sparkling. But it was a much fainter sparkle.
“Why are you giving me this?” I asked the faeries. “What do I do with it?”
They didn’t answer. Instead they lifted up into the air and hovered there.
“Thank you,” I called up to them.
They watched me with their blank faces. Then they began to sing.
Their song was a soft, fragile cry, as thin as their wings and as dark and round as their eyes. But it was not gentle. It was edged with a raw, ragged rasp that broke off some notes midbreath and turned others harsh and bitter.
They did not sing to me, or to Amu Reza, or even to each other. They sang to the sad little bundle in the grave, and to the grass, and to the clapping birch leaves, and to the sky. They did not sing in words, but I understood, because the meaning had claws, and the claws ripped at the places where the world had cut pieces away from me: my father, confused and wounded and lost, who’d left me even more confused, even more wounded, even more lost; my mother, who had loved and loved, with every ounce of energy her body could spare; the child I had been, long ago, before everything had come crashing down.
Some things are the same in every heart.
When the song ended, it did not end in beauty but in a tattered, trembling rage. The faeries fell silent in unison, and for a moment all was still, and the echoes of their frayed lament rippled through the air.
I set the wing down carefully on the ground and finished the burial, and when I looked up again, they were gone, and the ripples were gone, and the world and I were roughly whole again.
I brought the wing back to Amu Reza, and he looked through it as I had.
“I don’t see anything different,” he said. “But I have not touched this world in a long time. Maybe I have forgotten how.” He handed the wing back to me, and I could see both sadness and relief in his eyes.
“What does it mean?” I asked. “Why did they give me this?”
“Who knows what a fae gift means?” he said, shaking his head. “The fae are fickle. One day they sing you the sweetest song. The next day they eat your cat. But the world speaks through them, and if the fae gave it to you, then you are supposed to have it.”
I slid the wing into the inside pocket of my jacket. Then we walked together back to the bus stop and sat down to wait.
After a moment of thoughtful silence, Amu Reza spoke. “You have important work ahead of you. The most important work you may ever do.”
“What is it?” I asked.
He seemed puzzled, as if deciding where to begin. At last he said, “Did your father ever tell you about the Bird of a Thousand Stories?”
“No,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard that one.”
“Then you will hear it today,” said Amu Reza.
I settled in to listen, and it was almost like my dad was speaking through him, slipping one last tale through the walls of death and time.



THE BIRD OF A THOUSAND STORIES
AFTER SOME DAYS ON THE ROAD, the orphans of Nishapur came upon a great conference of birds of all kinds, from all over the world. The orphans asked them why they had gathered so.
“We have come from every corner of the earth,” said the storm petrel. “We are joined together in search of the great Bird who will lead all birds to glory. Who are you, children, who know our language?”
Surely, reasoned the orphans, one of these birds would know where to find the Bird of a Thousand Stories. The orphans told the birds of their quest, and of all they knew of the Bird.
“Perhaps this bird you speak of is the very Bird we seek,” said the nightjar. “The mighty simurgh.”
“Tell us about the simurgh,” said the orphans.
“The problem,” said the harpy eagle, “is that we cannot agree.”
“Every one of us has a story of the simurgh,” trilled the hoopoe, “but the stories are all different.”
“The simurgh is wise beyond wisdom, and peaceful, and knows all secrets,” said the jay.
“Apologies for my esteemed colleague,” said the crow, “for he is mistaken. The simurgh may be wise, and she may know all secrets, but she is not peaceful. She is as fierce as lightning, and in my land we know how she fought the great whale of the ocean. From the flap of her wings comes the thunder. From her feathers came all life.”
Here the woodpecker interrupted. “My brother means well, children, but he is incorrect. The simurgh may have brought life from her feathers, but she does not make thunder. She flies around the earth every day, bringing light with her, and driving away the darkness.”
Now the cuckoo interjected. “Ah, but my friend has spoken in error,” he said, “for the simurgh’s gift is not her light but her shadow, which falls only upon kings and queens, and others destined for the throne.”
The kite flapped her wings with agitation until the cuckoo fell silent. “No, no, no!” she exclaimed. “That is wrong! The simurgh casts a shadow, yes, but it is a vast shadow that falls on royalty and poverty alike. She is no kingmaker but rather a protector, as she devoured a thousand evil serpents and thus saved the world from their terror.”
The crane now raised his long neck above the other birds in order to speak. “A protector, yes,” he announced, “but not against evil serpents. She stands at the boundary between life and death, and guides and watches over the souls that pass from one to the next.”
And so on went the birds, with no two stories exactly alike. On one thing alone they all agreed. The song of the simurgh was of singular beauty and contained absolute truth, and to hear it was to know, for a moment, the answers to all questions.
And answers, after all, were what the orphans sought.
“Where can we find the simurgh?” asked the orphans.
Of course the birds again disagreed. The jay said she was to be found far to the east. The crow said she lived in the clouds. The woodpecker swore she lived within the sun. And so on. High in the sky, to the north, to the south, under the sea, upon a remote island. Every bird had a different answer, and every bird tried to raise their own voice louder than all the others, as if that would make their belief true.
And so the orphans left the conference of birds to bicker among themselves, and continued their own search in silence.
A little further on, the orphans came upon a turtledove, singing mournfully to a lost love from the high branches of a juniper tree.
“Turtledove,” they called out, “why are you not gathered with your fellow birds? Why do you sing so sadly, here alone?”
“I sing sadly,” said the turtledove to the orphans, “because my heart is broken. And I sing alone because those birds remind me too much of what I have lost.”
“Then you know of the simurgh,” said the orphans.
“I do not recognize the Bird they describe,” said the turtledove. “But I am sure their stories are all true, just as I am sure that not one of them will find the Bird they are looking for.”
“How can this be?” said the orphans. “How can one bird be so many different things? And how can you be so sure they will not find it?”
“The Bird they seek has lived a thousand lives, each one different from the last,” said the turtledove.
Then he sighed and seemed to put his sadness to one side, as if to make room for something else.
“In one of them,” he continued, “she loved me.”






THE TURTLEDOVE AND THE WIND

I KNEW HER FIRST BY HER SONG.
It called out to me in the branches of my humble oak tree, carried on the curling wind. I could not but follow, so sweet was its tune. Nothing would have stopped me, and I flew far beyond the lands I knew, far beyond the strength of my wings, hungry in the depths of my soul for the source of such beauty.
She nested alone, in a palm tree at the edge of a great golden desert. Her beauty was overwhelming and terrifying, and at first I feared I had made a terrible mistake. After all, I am but a turtledove, and she was grace and wonder and furious radiance. For days I nestled at the base of the palm, delighting in her song and cowering in fear, unable to go any closer. But at last I summoned the strength to approach her.
“Wondrous Bird,” I said, flying up to meet her, “who are you who sings a song so sweet? For it seems to speak to the depths of my heart.”
I expected her to laugh at me, or to pity me. But she did neither. Her eyes were warm with care, and deep with sadness.
“In this life,” said the Bird, “I am the wind. And who are you, brave bird, who has come so far to find me?”
“I am but a common turtledove who has lost his heart in your song,” I said. “If you will have me, I will build us a nest in the tallest tree. I will sing you the most beautiful songs I know. I will feed you the ripest fruits, the sweetest nuts. I will make your life a paradise, if you will only accept my love.”
“Dear turtledove,” she said, “I accept your love with all my heart. But you must know that I will die and that in death I will be transformed. I cannot bring you with me—my death and transformation are for me alone. If you can bear to love a bird who will leave you in such a way, then I will love you back, for as long as I live.”
My heart lifted to the heavens then, and for many moons it remained there. Who cared of what waited in the future? The Bird loved me, and I loved her. She was the wind. She blew the zephyrs and the gales. She blew rain into parched lands, and she blew the cinders of fire into dry hills. She tore the oceans into white frenzies, and she carried pollen gently from flower to flower.
I flew upon her as I had never flown before, and have not flown since. I soared like the proudest eagle, swooped like the hunting falcon. No dove has known such joy, such freedom. The days melted together. The weeks and months floated by. We didn’t speak of them. We were outside of time, all alone together.
Love is the absence of time.
But, of course, time is never absent. And one day as I danced among the drafts, the wind blew suddenly harsh around me, and I knew that time had found us, and that the Bird I loved was dying. I came to her side, to comfort her, to mourn with her and for her. She told me then about time.
She told me that time is the universe growing colder.
She told me that the time she was given did not belong to her, but that she carried it for others who needed her. She told me that there are different kinds of time, but all of them are circles. She told me that the circle she carried was a crooked wheel, wobbling always toward icy darkness, and that she must turn it, always, in the direction of life.
I asked her how it was that she turned the wheel. She didn’t answer me. She only looked at me for a moment. I saw in her eyes love and sympathy and sorrow. And then she took her last breath.

“So the Bird is dead, after all,” mourned the orphans. “Our quest is hopeless.”
“My Bird is dead,” said the turtledove, “but the Bird lives. The wheel turns. It keeps turning. And so, though my heart is broken forever, you may yet see the end of your quest.”
“Surely, if she lives again,” said the orphans, “then she loves you as she once did.”
“The Bird lives,” he said, “but not for me. Never again for me. I saw her once, long ago, and for a moment my heart soared with her. I know it was her, for I heard her song, and it was the same song that had first called me to her. But she was not the wind anymore. I cannot say what she was—perhaps she was fire, or thunder, or the sun. All I know is that she was not the same, and she did not love me, and I could not love her, for she was something else.”
“Do you know where we might find her?” asked one of the girls.
“Alas,” said the turtledove, “it has been many seasons since then. I do not know where to find her.”
Then the poor, heartbroken turtledove spread his wings and flew up to a high branch in a different tree, and there perched and sang his mournful lament to the wind that he had once loved. And thus the orphans left him.



| CHAPTER FIVE | 

NOTHING IS SIMPLE
The bus arrived just as the orphans bid farewell to the turtledove.
“The rest of the tale will have to wait,” Amu Reza said. “It would not do just now to speak it in the presence of so many strangers.”
The bus rumbled back the way we’d come, and we sat mostly in silence. The country road became a highway, and then a wide city street, and soon we were in the heart of Istanbul. I could feel the brittle stiffness of the faerie wing inside my pocket—a fragile, priceless gift that I still didn’t understand. I wondered what the city would look like through the wing of a faerie. Would it shimmer? Would it glow?
When I closed my eyes, I saw a night sky speared by trees. I heard the insistent echo of an old name through drifting snow. I saw a knife and a pair of faded blue eyes, wide with shock and horror in a gibbous face.
Had he felt the forest too? Did he know what it meant?
The afternoon sun was bright through the buildings and trees when we returned to Amu Reza’s shop. He unlocked the door and let us into the dark, cool space.
“Your father must have told you stories too,” said Amu Reza once he had shut and locked the door behind us.
“Not like yours,” I said.
“Shorter?” he asked. “Simpler?” He nodded, knowing the answer without me having to say a word. “Your father was always too literal. Of all the things he could have done with his life, of all the ways he could have disguised his work, he chose to be a veterinarian. Literal! He wanted so badly for things to be simple.”
He shook his head. Then his eyes met mine.
“There is a lesson for you,” he said. “Nothing is simple. Everything is connected to everything else. Do you understand?”
“I’m not sure,” I said.
“That is the correct answer,” said Amu Reza. He glanced out the window, peeling down a corner of a hanging carpet for a better view of the street. “The flower was a message,” he said, setting the carpet back in place. “The Bird is returning to the world.”
“The same Bird from the story?”
“It will not be the same,” he said. “It is never the same. But yes.”
“Where’s it returning from?”
“Death,” said Amu Reza. “It lives, it dies, it is reborn. Always different, like an old story, told again and again. A circle. A wheel that must keep turning.”
“Or the universe gets colder.”
“You must protect it,” said Amu Reza. “Just as you protected the seed.”
“How do I do that?”
“The Fells mustn’t know about the Bird,” he said. “They mustn’t know that it is returning. They will only try to capture it, cage it, and sell it. They may hurt it, or worse, through their own greed and callousness.”
“I can’t hide from the Fells forever,” I said. “They’re all over the place, and anyway, they know where I live.”
“It is the present that matters,” said Amu Reza. “The next days, or maybe weeks. That is when the Bird will be vulnerable. Once it has fledged, once its feathers are full and it has spread its wings, no force on earth—not even the Fells—will be able to hold it.”
“What about…” I glanced at the door and thought about the shabby man with the wild blue eyes, and the knife.
“He is a danger I have not seen before, and one I do not understand,” said Amu Reza. “Fortunately, it seems he is only one person.”
“So am I,” I said.
“Let us see what we can do about that.” He stood and headed to the back of the shop. “The Fells are looking for you in Istanbul, so you must be elsewhere. Do you have the means to leave?”
“I have a little money,” I said.
Amu Reza returned a moment later with a small scrap of paper, a pen, and a black book, which he opened and thumbed through, scowling at each page. “These are all old names. Many of them are dead now. Or moved away, to somewhere else. Or the Fells have gotten to them. It’s been many years. Ah.” He stopped on a particular page, then copied the information onto the scrap of paper. “You can go here. Give her my name.”
“How do you know she’s still there?” I asked.
“I still get a Christmas card from her, every year.”
I took the paper from him and studied it. “How am I supposed to get to Aberdeen, Scotland?”
“I know a man,” said Amu Reza. “The Phalarope. He is the best pilot from the Maghreb to the Levant. And he owes me a favor.”
While Amu Reza sent a text message to the mysterious Phalarope, my eyes fell on the bird flower. Its petals were beginning to droop, but the shape was still there, still clear. I saw a magnificent raptor, its wings spread wide, soaring, or maybe swooping down on its prey. Curious, I took out the faerie wing and held it up. In the cells of the wing, the flower shimmered red, and the air seemed to warp around it, like it was burning.
“You have a mark on your chest, yes?” Amu Reza asked. “Right here?” He touched his own chest, just above his heart.
“The scar,” I said. I had one there too, shaped like a crescent. Sometimes it burned.
“A girl went into the woods for mushrooms,” he said, “and found instead the unicorn.”
“And the unicorn stabbed her, and a piece of horn broke off inside her,” I said. “I know this story.”
“I should hope so,” said Amu Reza. “I should hope you know the story of your ancestor, of the Hyrcanian Line. We are like the Bird. A cadence. The Hyrcanian Line is a circle too, returning again and again. And with similar purpose.” He paused. “Everything is connected to everything else.
“The Bird has been gone for many years,” he said. “It is returning to a world very different from the one it left. A smaller world. A world with less room for the spreading of wondrous wings. It will need help to find its way. It will need your help.”
“Why me?” I said.
“Because you are the one whom the world speaks to.”
“Yeah, but so are you,” I replied.
“I am… old,” he said, shaking his head sadly. “The Hyrcanian Line has faded in me. All I have left are stories, and a decent knack for selling rugs.”
“Great,” I said. “I’ll remember that when I’m redecorating the house.”
He frowned. “You came here wanting more from me.” Then he turned, walked to the back of the shop, and began rummaging among his things.
“I came here wanting help,” I said.
After finding what he’d been looking for, he returned to where I was standing. There was a hardback book in his hand. On the cover it said The Peregrine. He opened the book and motioned for me to put the wing inside, then closed it and handed it to me.
The colorful petals of the bird flower were starting to fade to an ashy gray. Everything was happening too quickly. Soon the flower would be mulch.
A bright, twinkly noise dispelled the quiet. Amu Reza’s phone.
“Yes,” he said to me. “The Phalarope will take you to Aberdeen.” He wrote something on another piece of paper and handed it to me. “Find a taxi and tell them to take you to this address. It’s a small airfield a little way out of the city. But you must go quickly. I am sorry to say that the orphans of Nishapur will have to wait, because the Phalarope will not.”
“Can’t you just tell me if the orphans rescue the Bird?” I asked. “What else do I need to know?”
“That is no way to treat a story,” said Amu Reza. He unlocked the door for me. “Nothing is simple. If you need the orphans, I am sure you can find them. Theirs is an old story. It has left its mark in many places.”
And with that, he pushed me gently out into the afternoon sunshine and shut the door behind me.

My taxi was heading west on a broad highway surrounded by flat grassy fields when my phone began to buzz. An unknown number—almost certainly Karl. I let it ring through. A moment later a text message came in.
Marjan you have made a mistake. Return what you took at once.
Definitely Karl.
I put the phone back into my pocket without responding. A few seconds later it buzzed again. I was tempted to just ignore it, but after a few seconds of trying, curiosity got the better of me, and I pulled the phone out, expecting another terse and vaguely threatening note from Karl. But it was a message from Malloryn.
Can’t wait to tell you something amazing.
So many things qualified as amazing to Malloryn. Maybe Zorro had learned a new trick. Maybe she’d found a recipe for stuffed peppers. Maybe a spell had kind of, sort of, maybe worked. Maybe she’d met a boy. Maybe she’d met a girl. Whatever it was, it could wait.
We drove for an hour. By the time we had pulled up outside a small airfield, the sun was starting to dip toward the horizon. There was a single plane idling on the runway. A wheeled staircase had been pushed up to the plane’s open door.
I paid the taxi driver and walked across the road onto the tarmac. As I approached the plane, a figure emerged from the open door at the top of the steps. For a second it looked like the person’s eyes were made of fire. But it was just the sun blazing in the mirrored lenses of aviator sunglasses.
“I’m looking for the Phalarope,” I said. “Is he here?”
The woman looked down the steps at me—or at least I thought she was looking at me. She wore a purple headscarf, a denim jacket, and loose-fitting pants. A pair of chunky headphones was draped around her neck.
“You have found her,” she said with a smile.



| CHAPTER SIX | 

THE PHALAROPE
We took off at a steep, twisting angle, and for a few minutes the city of Istanbul did dizzying cartwheels out the window as we climbed higher and higher.
The inside of the plane was bare metal. Behind the cockpit was a row of four bucket seats and a space for cargo. Bungee cords, harnesses, and elastic webbing hung from carabiners that clattered every time the Phalarope banked. The engines made a loud, constant noise that caused the whole cabin to vibrate.
“Better views up here in the cockpit,” called the Phalarope once we’d leveled off. Her accent landed somewhere between French, British, and Arabic.
I unbuckled myself from the seat and ducked through the low cockpit door. The Phalarope gestured to a second seat on the left side of the cockpit. The seat was set back from the instrument panel, probably so that whoever sat there didn’t accidentally press any catastrophic buttons. I sat down and buckled in, and then looked out the windshield.
She was right—the view was better. Over a dashboard of dials and gauges, the horizon spanned out until it curved away on both sides. Clouds spread out below us.
“Aberdeen, was it?” she said.
“Can you do that?” I asked.
She smiled. “I am already doing it,” she said. “But it’ll be a few hours.”
“I was told the Phalarope was a man,” I said.
“Let me guess,” said the Phalarope with an amused smile. “The best pilot from the Maghreb to the Levant? That was my father. This was his plane, before it was mine. He was the only person who could fly it better than me.”
“Then you don’t know Reza—”
“A debt is a debt,” said the Phalarope, cutting me off before I could even say his last name. “And even if I’d met your Reza whoever sometime in the past, I can assure you I would not remember.”
“Why?” I asked.
“I don’t remember names,” she continued. “They all just slip right out of my mind.” The Phalarope’s glasses caught the sun, so that both lenses turned a blank, blinding white.
“I guess that’s convenient,” I said.
“It is necessary,” she said. “Would you like some tea? I’m sorry to say that I will be forgetting you, too, as soon as you’re gone. But while you’re here, you’re a guest in my house.”
She pointed to a thermos and a stack of small cups resting in two cupholders between our seats.
“I’m not sure whether to be offended or honored,” I said, pouring a bit of tea into two cups and handing one to her.
The Phalarope laughed. She held her cup out to toast, and we each sipped the tea. It was steaming and sweet, and tasted faintly of mint.
I looked back to the empty cargo hold, to the webbing and the brackets, to the harnesses hanging from the walls.
“You help them move animals, don’t you,” I said.
“I fly the plane,” she replied. “I don’t look over my shoulder. Perhaps that makes me the best pilot from the Maghreb to the Levant.”
“You work for the Fells,” I said.
“Another name I have never heard,” said the Phalarope.
“Is that how this all works?” I said. “Everyone just… does their job, and no one asks any questions, and no one knows anything except whatever they’re supposed to know?”
“After a while that is how many things work best,” said the Phalarope.
“So I can tell you anything, and you’ll just… forget about it?” I asked.
“I am a good listener,” said the Phalarope. “And I remember nothing.”
The Phalarope looked over at me. At least it seemed like she was looking at me. Her eyes were hidden behind the glasses. But it felt like being looked at. Finally she looked away, took another sip of tea, and set the cup down in the cupholder.
“I dug a grave for a faerie today,” I said. “Someone killed it. I buried it.”
The Phalarope glanced over but remained silent.
“Its… friends, I guess… gave me something,” I said. “I don’t know why.”
The Phalarope looked over at me again, and I thought she was going to say something, but she didn’t. Instead she refilled my cup from the thermos.
I drank my tea quietly, then sat back in my seat and watched the clouds float past below us. Jet lag crept up, and then pounced. I was exhausted. The day already felt like it had lasted a week; like this flight, and the man with the knife, and Amu Reza, and the strange lamb and its even stranger message, had stretched time like taffy.
And the day wasn’t even over. There was someone I would have to find when I got to Aberdeen. But first I needed rest. My eyes closed. My thoughts swirled in the darkness.
The blade of a knife flashing into a sparkle of faerie shimmer…
… the streets of Istanbul leading into a cold and lonely forest…
… a pair of orphans talking to birds that turned into flowers, asking, “How does our story end?”
The thrum of the plane’s engines finally turned soothing, and before I knew it, I was asleep.

When I woke up, we were still high above the clouds, but they were different clouds, wispy, slumping clouds. Off to the right was a shimmering sea, and to the left, a dark mass of green earth. The sun was dipping low, and the Phalarope’s glasses glowed a warm orange instead of scalding white.
“We’re getting close,” she said, sensing I was awake.
“Thanks for letting me sleep,” I said.
She smiled. “There’s a private airfield about twenty miles north of Aberdeen. We’ll set down there.”
Now that I was awake, my head was swimming with questions for the Phalarope.
“You do move animals, don’t you?” I said. “It’s okay, you don’t have to tell me.”
She didn’t say anything, which was as good as a yes.
“What do you think of them?” I asked.
“Every creature that walks the earth is an expression of the will of God,” she said.
“Even the ones that don’t make sense?”
“Especially those,” she said. “When God says a thing over and over again, then it is like a song that belongs to the whole world. It is always there, and there are many chances to learn from it, to understand it. But when God says a thing just once, well, then it is a message meant only for those who are lucky enough to hear.”
“A message,” I said, and in my mind I saw the lamb’s seed breaking open, putting up its sprout, budding into a bird-shaped flower before my eyes. “What’s it say?”
The Phalarope laughed. “If I spoke the language of the divine, I could tell you,” she said. “But only if you spoke it too.”
She looked at me, shook her head in a warm, bemused way, and then turned her attention to the sky. “Let’s land this plane, shall we?”
We touched down a few minutes later, a mercifully smooth landing. The Phalarope guided the plane to a hangar, then cut the engines.
“Thanks for the ride,” I said. “And the tea.”
I opened the door of the plane and stepped down onto the stairs.
“A gift from a stranger,” said the Phalarope from behind me, “is the world handing us the things we need.”
I turned around, and she was standing in the doorway of the plane. “What does that mean?” I asked.
She’d taken her sunglasses off, and her dark brown eyes met mine. “It means,” she said, “that somewhere there is work to be done, and you must be the one who can do it.”
She raised one palm and then closed it, the coolest wave ever, accompanying a mystifying half smile. Then the glasses were back on and I was forgotten, and she was back in her plane, the best pilot from the Maghreb to the Levant because she never looked back.



| CHAPTER SEVEN | 

SHUCK
The taxi driver dropped me at the address Amu Reza had given me—a squat stone cottage in a quiet suburban neighborhood, surrounded by much-newer-looking homes. Lacy curtains were drawn over its one wood-shuttered window, and a warm light glowed from within. A small front yard had a tiny plot of green grass and three rosebushes, all in bloom. A path of flat stones led from the sidewalk to the front door, which was flanked by hanging flowerpots, each bursting with a bright spray of red flowers.
Other than the taxi, there were no cars driving on the street. I had the sense that everyone was already home, that inside all these houses, dinner was being put away, video games were being played, shows were being streamed, and everyone was beginning to think about sleeping.
A stone chimney emerged from the top of the cottage. A thin column of pale smoke drifted into the gap of evening sky that dipped between the taller houses. The sky was a rich rose color, shot through with lazy streaks of orange where high clouds were catching the last rays of the sun. Inside the cottage walls was a complete stranger. Hopefully, her name was Agatha Hookstead.
Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the low gate and walked past the rosebushes to the front door. My stomach churned with the primal discomfort of asking a stranger for help.
Still, I’d come all this way. I was standing here, at the door, and the sun was setting. There was nothing else to do.
I knocked. The knots in my guts tightened. For a moment nothing moved except the smoke in the chimney.
Then there was a shuffling sound. Footsteps approached the door. The doorknob turned, and the darkening doorway split into a neat column of warmth that smelled of cinnamon, woodsmoke, lavender, and, unmistakably, dog.
“Yes?”
The woman in the doorway stood about as high as my chin. Her hair was straight and white, with neat bangs, and a simple bowl cut around the back. She squinted up at me through thick glasses. Her green eyes were kind and gently confused.
“Are you”—I checked the paper again—“Agatha Hookstead?”
“I am,” she said, a placid smile creasing her face at the sound of her name. “Is there something I can help you with, dear?” Even with the waver of age, her voice had a playful lilt—her Rs rolled richly, and “you” became “ye.”
“Uh.” I stumbled over the introduction I’d been practicing. “Amu Reza…” Oops—he was only Amu Reza to family. “I mean, Reza Dastani gave me your name and address. He said he… sold you a rug once. I’m his niece. Marjan.”
At the mention of Reza Dastani, Agatha Hookstead’s eyes twinkled, and her smile widened into a warm, generous expression.
“Well, come in, come in,” she said. “Of course I recall your uncle Reza. A fine man, though this was many years ago now, of course. Yes, yes. Please, come in, do.”
She stepped aside and opened the door wide for me to enter.
Inside, the cottage was neat and compact. Floor lamps lit a tiny foyer that led directly to a small kitchen. In the kitchen was a round wooden table with a single chair. The walls were papered with a faded pattern of gray-and-beige leafy flourishes, dotted with bouquets of pink roses. A photograph hung in a frame—old faces in black and white. There was a kettle on the stove, whistling softly. There was a teacup on the table with a tea bag inside it, waiting.
A small radio played classical music on the kitchen counter. From a back room I heard something shifting around. A low whine came from the open doorway.
“You’re all right,” she said to me. “Old Shuck won’t hurt ya. Will ya, Shucky?” She raised her voice and glanced over her shoulder at the doorway, then shook her head. “Lazy old thing, he is. Whine and growl all day long, and yet never raise a paw.” Her eyes brightened. “Now, what brings you to my door, dear?”
“I…” I paused. How much could I tell this old woman? How much did she really need to know? “I need a place to stay,” I said. “My uncle said you would…”
But looking around the little cottage, I felt ashamed. There was barely enough room for the two of us to stand comfortably in the entry. And I was asking to take up even more space.
“Never mind,” I said. “I’m sorry I bothered you. I’ll just…”
I had no idea what I would just do. Go back to the airstrip twenty miles north of Aberdeen? Try to find the Phalarope and beg her for a ride to somewhere else? She was probably long gone by now.
“There, there,” said Agatha. “It’s never easy asking for help, is it. You’ll stay here as long as you need. You’ve come a long way, have ya. There’s hot water, and I’ll get you a cuppa if you’d fancy.”
“A cuppa what?” I said. The bouncing cadence of her words, the doggy-smelling warmth of this close little cottage, the sudden and all-encompassing embrace of her hospitality, all of it had me thoroughly disoriented.
She laughed out loud. “A cuppa what,” she said to herself with a mirthful chuckle. “ ‘A cuppa what,’ she says, Shucky! Why, a cuppa tea, dear. A cuppa tea.”
“Oh,” I said, feeling small and silly. “Sure, tea would be great.”
She pulled out the one chair and motioned for me to sit. “It’s only herbal for me these days, I’m afraid,” she said in an apologetic tone as she took the kettle off the stove. “Cinnamon in the morning, chamomile at bedtime. The black tea makes my poor heart pound right out of my chest. Now, which would you like, dear?”
I pointed to a box of chamomile tea, and she put a bag into a teacup and set it to steep in front of me. Then she poured her own and put the kettle back on the stove.
“I do take mine with a drop of brandy,” she said, almost like she was telling me that she liked to rob banks. “Helps me sleep. Don’t tell the vicar.”
She opened a cabinet in the kitchen and brought out a bottle with a round belly and a long spout. She splashed a bit into her cup, then offered the bottle to me.
“No thank you,” I said.
She smiled gently, screwed the cap on, and put the bottle into its cabinet. She went into the back room, shuffled around a bit, and came out with another chair, then sat across from me.
“You look as if you’ve come a fair way. What brings you to Aberdeen, then?” she asked, blowing a wisp of steam off her tea.
“It’s on my way home,” I said. “Sort of.”
“I have a hard time believing that,” she said with a laugh. “But if that’s your story, you’re welcome to it. Your uncle was a great help when he was here. A good man, he was. Helped our Shucky with a toothache. Poor dear was absolutely beside himself, and your uncle set him right.”
I glanced up at the picture on the wall behind her. It showed the front of the house, a long time ago, but almost unchanged from today. A family posed in front of it. The father a thickset, bearded man in a wool sweater with broad shoulders and a gruff smile. The mother, round-faced and smiling too, but worried in her eyes. And a little girl sitting on the step between them, grinning proudly, a shaggy black puppy with a pointy snout and wild, white teeth caught midsquirm in her lap.
Agatha’s eyes followed mine. “Now, that was a long time ago,” she said.
“Is that you?” I asked, pointing to the little girl.
She nodded. “My da, he was a fisherman. Captained a trawler, bought this cottage. My ma, she worried so much, so much, when he went out on the ocean. Course she was right, in the end, so. Broke her heart, that.”
“My mom died when I was seven,” I said. “My dad never got over it.”
“And why would he?” she said with a sad smile. “You don’t get over such things, do you. They just become part of you. That’s why they’ve got a name for it. Because you become something different, don’t you. Widow. Widower.”
“Orphan,” I said.
She gave me a sad, knowing smile. “That too.” She looked at the picture again. “I was a happy girl, though.”
“Your dog was cute,” I offered.
“He was a right handful, even then,” she said. “Da never liked him. But he started coming round, and I started feeding him, and then we couldn’t get rid of him, and then he was mine.” She looked back at me. “You should see him now.”
That stopped my teacup an inch from my mouth.
Agatha smiled, amused. “Go on, if you’d like,” she said, with a glance toward the doorway to the back room. “He won’t do naught but grumble and grumble, if even that.”
I set the teacup down gently on the table and slid the chair out. I stood. I looked through the doorway.
The back room flickered with the cheery dance of firelight. Did I imagine something throwing a hulking shadow across the wall? Did I hear something else, beneath the chip and chop of the fire? The whoosh of air through vast, lazy lungs? The idle scratch of a massive paw on broad, reclining flanks?
I took a step toward the doorway, and the shadow on the wall moved. A great weight shouldered off the floor. Old joints creaked and floorboards groaned. I took another step and saw more of the room. A couch rested against the side wall. A rug lay on the wooden floor—was that from Reza? A wispy tumbleweed of dark fur came pinwheeling idly around the side of the doorway, pushed along by a wave of heat from the fire, until it came to rest at my feet.
I picked it up and held it between finger and thumb. The fur was straight and fine. When I rubbed my fingers together, the strands twisted and locked together easily, until I had a single tightly rolled strand that felt like wool. It sat in my open palm, and felt oddly comforting.
One more step, and I was in the back room.
There was a fireplace just next to the doorway. It was made of stone, like the rest of the cottage. The small fire in the hearth radiated a dry heat, a gentle roast on my skin that evaporated away the last of the evening chill. The couch looked old and dusty. The cushions were indented in a single spot in the center. And across the room from it, standing beside the fireplace, was the biggest dog I’d ever seen in my life. He had thick black fur, a wolfish face, and cold, gray eyes that fixed on me with obvious distrust.
He growled.
“No, Shuck!” said Agatha. “That’s enough of that now. She’s a guest, and you are being very silly.”
Shuck whined, his eyes flicking briefly in the direction of her voice, then snapping back to me. He let out one more tiny grumble of protest and then went silent.
He stood as tall at the withers as the top of my head, and his shoulders were broader than mine. His fur was matted and tangled. He shook himself, maybe to ease the stress of a stranger invading his den, or maybe just to wake up his muscles after a long day of lying in a corner. Fur and saliva flew everywhere, and his body made the flapping sound that all dogs seem to generate when they shake. The smell of dog, suddenly dispersed in the air, overtook for a second the crisp bite of the fire. I squinted through the storm of airborne dog hair and dust.
When all had settled, Shuck was still watching me. He seemed calmer—not trusting, exactly, but accepting and maybe a little curious. He also seemed old. His fur was frosted with white at the end of his nose, in the curves below his eyes, and at the tips of his toes. One of his back legs trembled beneath the weight of his huge body.
“Hi, Shuck,” I said. At the sound of his name, his ears pricked up, and he cocked his head sideways. “It’s nice to meet you.”
I held out a hand, and he sniffed it.
“Is he really the same dog in the picture out there?” I asked.
Agatha smiled, standing now in the doorway, her teacup in one hand, the saucer it rested on in the other. “He’s still growing, if you can even believe. A little bit bigger every year. It’s a wonder he still fits anywhere. He’s been with me all my life, he has. Ever since I was young. He has the most gentle and abiding soul of any creature I’ve ever known.”
Gentle and abiding sounded pretty nice, after a long day of scary men with knives, running away from the Fells, flying across a continent, and knocking on a stranger’s door in an unfamiliar city. And dogs have a way of welcoming people into their space, of drawing goodness out of people. A dog that wants to be touched will be touched. I took a step toward Shuck and stroked the crown of his massive head, because that was what he wanted, and what I wanted. And because the whole dance was so familiar and so natural, I forgot for just a second that Shuck was no ordinary dog. I forgot to be ready.
The feeling that spread from my fingers to my chest was a blunt flatness that settled instantly into all available space without question or comment. There was no warmth in it, or coolness. There was no emotion whatsoever. And there was no arguing with it. It was simply a weight—an unchanging and terrible weight. The mark on my chest was warm, and the room was warm from the fire, but inside me was heavy and blank, and nothing.
“You must be something like your uncle,” said Agatha.
I drew my hand away, and the heavy feeling began to fade, but not quickly enough.
“My ma used to say he was a fae dog, but I think my da always knew,” she said. “An ocean fisherman, you see. He could tell right away. It’s why he never wanted us to keep him.”
I rubbed my hand, as if that might ease the sensation. “Do you feel it?” I asked. “The heaviness?”
“I’ve no idea what you feel, dear,” she said. “But he brings me a great peace and comfort, he does.”
“What is it?” I asked. “What is he?”
“Don’t you know?” She brought cup and saucer to her mouth, and sipped her tea. “Why, he’s death, of course.” She shrugged. “My death, anyway.”
I looked at Shuck’s hulking, shaggy frame in the corner of the room. His back arched in a dramatic stretch. His rear legs trembled even more violently, and he straightened them behind him, one after the other. His gray eyes watched me with cool, even interest. I shuddered.
“That’s terrible,” I said. “Why would you keep him?”
“Why, what else would I do, dear?” she asked. “I’ll not avoid him forever, will I. He’ll come for me one day, whether I want him or not. Better he be warm and comfortable in the meantime, than roaming miserable and lonely in the cold and wet.”
“I guess,” I said. He did seem comfortable and cozy here, by the fire. Her words, as unsettling as they were, made some kind of sense. “So, you just live with your death?”
“We all do as much,” she replied. She set her tea down, walked over to Shuck, and scratched beneath his chin. In response he closed his eyes and stretched his neck out farther. “I suppose I’m quite lucky, in a way. He and I, we look after each other. He keeps me company. He’s no stranger to me, and I don’t fear him one bit, do I, Shucky? I don’t really fear anything anymore. It’s a great freedom, that.”
“Do you know… when…” I was only curious, and suddenly realized that I was asking something that was at the very least incredibly personal, and probably a bit rude. So I stopped. But Agatha only smiled.
“Does anyone?” she said. “He’s just a dog, after all. He can’t tell me a thing like that, can he. Not that I haven’t asked, mind. When he’s ready, I suppose. Oh, I think about it often enough. Will he come a-padding up to my room while I sleep? And how will it feel, when he carries me off to wherever it is I’m to go? So many questions, and him only a dog with no words to answer.”
At this her voice went soft with pity and care, and she caressed him behind the ears. His mouth curled up, an innocent doggy smile.
“Well,” said Agatha, “now that we’re all acquainted, I’ll get you some things for sleeping. I hope you don’t mind the couch.”
Without warning the great dog shook himself again, unleashing another epic cloud of fur and dander into the air, and then deposited his bottom onto the floor with a heavy thump. He lifted one of his rear paws and began to scratch at his flank, his mouth stretching into what looked almost like a grimace.
“Oh my,” said Agatha. “Those fleas have really got to you, haven’t they. I gave him medicine, but it hasn’t helped one bit. Poor dear, these last two weeks have been absolute torture for him.”
Death, with fleas.
He rabbited one of his rear paws against his left flank with a punishing urgency. When that didn’t seem to bring him any comfort, he curled around and licked at the same spot. All the while he whined softly to himself.
“Maybe I can help him,” I said.
“You are like your uncle, then,” said Agatha.
“I’m learning,” I said.
I waited until there was a break in the scratching and licking, and then I approached Shuck and put my hand on his flank. Now I was prepared, and the flat heaviness of death came over me more gently. Agatha was right—there was something comforting about being close to him, about being close to the end of things. It didn’t answer any questions, but it said, somehow, that the questions didn’t matter, after all. There was, and there wasn’t, and that was the complete and final truth.
The blanket of death settled over me, and I let it settle, until I could feel myself beneath it, and the working of Shuck’s body above it. He felt like an old, well-loved dog—unconcerned by almost everything; tired in his joints; balancing an idle, ever-present hunger against the lack of will to do something about it, or the energy with which to do it.
I could feel the itch—what Agatha said was fleas. It was a raw, gnawing burn along his flank. All his scratching and licking had done nothing to soothe it. It still called to him—howled, really—to be touched, worried, scuffed. He’d just run out of steam. An old dog.
Carefully I slid my hand toward the angry spot on his flank, and I felt a sense of anticipation coursing through his doggy-ness. Please, it murmured. Please scratch it…. It will feel so good. As my fingers neared the spot, I felt the fur growing wet with saliva, and thin from worrying. At the source of the itching—That’s it! There! There!—the skin was bald and smooth, except for the raised bumps that were crying out for touch.
“It’s not fleas,” I said. “That’s why the medicine isn’t working.”
“Oh?” said Agatha, who had settled onto the couch with her tea. “Whatever is it, then?”
“I’m not sure,” I said.
I parted Shuck’s fur away from the bald patch—no easy task with all of his wild, wolfy tangles. His skin was a pale gray, lighter than his eyes. In the center of the bald spot, though, a section was raised and inflamed. At first it just looked like a rash. But there was something about it that seemed more focused than a rash. More deliberate.
There were six lines. One thick, jagged horizontal line, and five thinner lines scraping downward through it in a rough curve.
“What does this mean?” I said out loud. Because it was as clearly a message as was the seed in the lamb’s vegetable guts.
Agatha stood and glanced over my shoulder. “I haven’t the first clue,” she said. “I’ve never seen such thing before.”
I laid my palm over the shape, to see if it might tell me anything, and to let Shuck know that I had received his message. As I did, the unicorn scar on my chest burned. I could feel the inflammation begin to recede beneath my hand. I had the sense for just a moment of great power, of a heaviness and bulk much greater even than Shuck, of groggy warmth in the cold, of the smell of pine trees and the crackle of fresh snow beneath broad feet. And I heard a name, the same name I’d heard when the strange man had brushed against me. I blinked toward the sound, and the snow fell around me.
And then the mark was gone, and Shuck’s bare skin was smooth and gray.
“What does it mean, Shuck?” I whispered. “Do you know?”
But dogs don’t speak. And death doesn’t speak. And even as the itching dwindled into a dull memory, Shuck didn’t have any answers for me. All he had was a big, wet purple tongue—which was suddenly all over my face—and a blanket of fur that stuck to my clothes.
“Okay!” I cried out. “You’re welcome!”
I stumbled back from the onslaught of kisses, and Shuck lay back down, panting happily, all smiles and relief.
“Wonderful!” said Agatha. “Oh, wonderful! Poor Shuck has worried at that spot for days and days. What fine luck that you should come along, after all.” She finished her tea with a final sip, set the cup down, and came over to pet and soothe Shuck, who grinned at her as only a silly dog can.
I wondered if it was luck at all, that Amu Reza had chosen this house, this name. I wondered if a message was waiting for me everywhere. I wondered if I would ever be able to understand it.
“Yes, you do,” Agatha was saying to Shuck. “You do know what time it is. It’s time for your walk, isn’t it? Ye-es.” She turned to me. “We take our walks after dark, you see, so as not to alarm the neighbors.”
She left the room and came back with a thick leash and collar, which she fixed around Shuck’s throat. “Come along, Shucky.”
Slowly Shuck got to his feet again. Somehow he managed to squeeze his body through the doorway without noticeable effort, even though it was quite a bit smaller than him. The front door opened, and the two of them walked out. I went to the window in the kitchen and looked out at the street. Beneath the glow of the old-fashioned lamps, the tiny, stooped figure of Agatha Hookstead led the towering dog down the empty street, an old woman taking her death for a walk.
My phone buzzed, and my body went into stress mode as I imagined the next threat from Karl. But it was only Malloryn.
You have to hear about this thing Mar I cannot wait to tell you
I sat down at the kitchen table and wrote her back.
What happened
Can’t explain over text… where are u?
Also can’t explain over text
Are you coming home soon? I want to show you
Was I coming home? How, exactly, was that going to happen? I probably had enough money in my bank account to get myself home, but it might take a day or more to even arrange that travel. And then another day, if I was lucky, of planes and trains and taxis, until I was home.
Might be a few days
Agatha and Shuck returned to the cottage. Shuck slid through the doorway into the back room and curled up again in his old spot.
“Well,” said Agatha. “I’ll be off to sleep. I have some blankets and an extra pillow. Shuck won’t mind. He’s probably sound asleep already.”
As if in response to her words, a snore echoed out of the back room. Agatha shuffled over to a closet under the stairs and pulled out a dusty blanket and a little pillow. She handed them both to me, then turned and began to climb the stairs.
“So, good night, then,” she said over her shoulder.
“Good night,” I said. “Thank you.”
“Oh no, thank you,” she said. “You’ve made for a most interesting evening.”
At the top of the stairs was a low door, and she entered and closed it quietly behind her. I stood there for a moment, trying to imagine Shuck somehow managing to fit onto the narrow staircase, somehow pulling his weight up them, somehow crouching to accommodate the low ceiling at the top, and then somehow squeezing his already-contorted body through the door, when the day finally came. It seemed impossible.
But I guess that when it’s time, death always finds a way.
Blanket and pillow in hand, I headed through the kitchen to the back room and began to make up my bed. Shuck opened one eye as I entered, but didn’t stir. The dying fire guttered weakly, but the room was still toasty with its heat.
The couch was stiff and old, and smelled like something floral and artificial. The blanket felt scratchy and woolly, and as I laid it out, puffs of dust rose off it. The little pillow was covered with bumpy embroidery. I could almost picture my face the next morning, tattooed with indentations. Shuck watched me with obvious boredom.
“Your fur is everywhere,” I said quietly, trying, and failing, to wipe the dense matting of fur off the couch, off the pillow, off me.
Shuck blinked, unimpressed. Then he closed his eye and snored, a loud, deep rumbling snore.
“Great,” I whispered.
My phone buzzed. Another text from Malloryn.
What if you could be home sooner



| CHAPTER EIGHT | 

HOME SOONER
My philosophy on Malloryn Martell’s efforts at magic was this: it probably wouldn’t work, but friends show up for each other. Even if showing up means doing something that feels foolish or embarrassing. Even if showing up means gathering all your things, writing a vague thank-you note to your sleeping host, and sneaking out of a cottage in Aberdeen in the dead of night to stand in the middle of an empty street.
“Okay, I’m here, Mal. And it’s cold. So what exactly is supposed to happen?” I said into the phone.
You have to show up. You don’t always have to be nice about it.
“Relax,” said Malloryn. The connection was weak. There was a crackling hum over her words. “We need a minute. Jump around or something. Flap your arms.”
“Am I going to fly back home?” I asked.
“Not exactly,” said Malloryn. “But not not exactly, either.”
“What does that mean?”
“This’ll be cool, I promise,” she said, her words all curling with their own little smiles of anticipation and excitement.
“What will?” I asked.
But whatever answer Malloryn gave was swallowed up by the spitting buzz of the phone connection.
Still, I was outside. And no one else was around—just me and the streetlights. And it was cold. So I jumped. And then I flapped my arms. And then I jumped and flapped my arms at the same time. Because friends show up, even if the magic almost never works.
“I’m doing it, Mal,” I said. “I’m jumping and flapping, so, you know, anytime.”
Hum, hum, buzz, buzz.
I jumped and flapped one more time. “Can you even hear me?” I said.
Hum, buzz, hum.
“Because, maybe I could go to bed, and we can try again in the morning.”
Hum, hum, buzz, hum.
Jump. Flap.
“I’m still doing it, just in case.”
Hum, buzz, buzz.
Jump. Flap.
Hum.
I stopped, and stood in the middle of the road, a little out of breath. The night didn’t feel quite so cold anymore. But other than that, nothing had changed.
The phone connection had deteriorated to a low, whispery whishing noise. Even the hums and buzzes were getting distorted and squished.
“Listen, Mal,” I said. “I don’t know if you can hear me. The signal sucks. Anyway, I’m going to get some sleep, okay?”
Whish, whish.
“I think you heard me,” I said. “Okay. So. Bye.”
I turned off the phone and put it into my pocket. I felt a little silly, standing there all alone, but on a street where an old woman and death shared a cottage, it probably wasn’t the strangest thing anyone had ever seen. I turned back toward the cottage and was about to head in. But then I saw the ribbon on my wrist that Malloryn had tied there when I’d left home, and I saw Malloryn’s face, eager and hopeful and trying her absolute hardest to get things exactly right, and I felt guilty.
“Okay, fine,” I said to the night sky and to anyone else who might have been listening. I jumped and flapped one more time.
This time I didn’t land.

An inky raggedness swirled around me and swallowed the tumbling night in a dark cocoon, so that I couldn’t tell if I was falling or floating or flying. There was a sense of being scooped—not up, exactly, or out, or any other direction that made sense, but simply away. The sounds of Aberdeen dried up. There was a roaring in my ears, and a rushing of icy wind that came from all directions, and a ruffling of what sounded like giant feathers, and somewhere far away and small, a sound like many birds crowing and squalling.
And then, as soon as all these sensations had gathered around me, they unfurled, and I was lying on the ground outside my house, in a chalk circle in the driveway, and it was daytime, and the air smelled like smoke, and Malloryn Martell was looking down at me, an expression of utter delight and wonder in her eyes.
“Hi,” she said. “I canNOT believe that worked.”
“What,” I said, in a voice that felt wild with shock and terror and pure disbelief, “did you do?”
She held out a hand, and after a moment’s hesitation I took it and let her help me up.
“I brought you home,” she said. “Well, Millmallow and I brought you home. Millmallow brought you, actually. I helped, though.”
“Who,” I croaked, “is Millmallow?”
Malloryn sighed, then turned and walked over to the open front door. “You can’t meet her right now. She’s too tired. Getting you here took all her strength, as you can imagine. But she’ll be back when she’s stronger. She can’t wait to meet you.”
Malloryn’s smile was warm and brittle. Her eyes had a proud, weary sparkle in them, like she’d also put a lot of her strength into whatever spell had brought me here.
“Did Millmallow make this?” I asked, pointing to the chalk circle.
“Oh no,” said Malloryn, “that was me. She said I didn’t need to do it, but I wanted to anyway, just to be safe.”
“Safe from what?”
“Evil spirits,” said Malloryn.
“Can I… cross it?”
“Oh yeah, it’s harmless, as long as you’re not an evil spirit,” she said with a laugh. “I mean, it should be, anyway.”
I tapped one careful toe onto the pavement outside the circle, and when I didn’t immediately evaporate into cinders, I stepped across the threshold and followed Malloryn into the house.
“What, exactly, did you do just now?” I asked. “How did you do that?”
“I already told you,” said Malloryn as she poured me a glass of water. “Millmallow did it. I don’t know exactly how she does it, but she said it would be safe.”
Zorro padded toward me from a corner of the living room, his tail wagging, his little nose wrinkling up. As he got close, he froze and sniffed the air, and growled.
“It’s okay, Zorro,” I said. “It’s just me.”
I knelt down and offered him my hand. He sniffed it from a distance, then narrowed his eyes at me. After a long severe stare, he spun around and stalked back over to his corner, where he once again flopped down to sleep.
“I probably smell like death,” I said. Shuck’s fur still clung to my clothes.
“He’s been in a funny way recently,” said Malloryn. “Anyway, here.” She handed me the glass of water, and I drank it in one gulp. “Millmallow said you’d be thirsty.”
“Hang on,” I said. “Did you really just, like, teleport me from Aberdeen to our driveway?”
“No! It wasn’t teleporting, silly,” said Malloryn. “Teleportation is impossible. Think about it. You can’t just make someone disappear in one place and instantly reappear somewhere else. The world just doesn’t work that way.” She shook her head at the utter foolishness of this idea, as if what she was describing hadn’t just happened to me.
“So what would you say that was just now?”
“Well,” said Malloryn, “it wasn’t instantaneous, for one. And you didn’t disappear and reappear with nothing in between. You were moved. Just, you took a shortcut between where you started and where you ended up.”
“What kind of shortcut goes between Scotland and Berkeley in two minutes?”
“Millmallow says every place is exactly the same distance away from every other place,” she said.
“Who is Millmallow?” I asked again.
“You’ll meet her soon,” said Malloryn.
But she didn’t appear to be anywhere in the house. I, however, most definitely was in the house. My house. Which was several thousand miles and an ocean away from the street outside Agatha Hookstead’s cottage.
I appeared to be intact, and I appeared to still be me. And if the time on my phone was correct, which it seemed to be, only a few minutes had passed.
“Mal,” I said as slowly and as carefully as I could manage. “I know that magic works in mysterious ways, and I know that not everything makes sense all the time. But I would really like to understand what just happened.”
“Me too!” said Malloryn eagerly, like we were about to sit down and figure it out together, like it was a cute but tricky chemistry problem.
“No, no, no, what I mean is, I want you to tell me what just happened.”
“Oh,” said Malloryn. “It was Millmallow. I told her you were somewhere far away, and so she found you, and she brought you back.”
“You realize that none of what you’re saying makes ANY sense, right?”
“Of course it doesn’t,” she said. “It’s magic. It doesn’t have to make sense. It just has to work, right?”
“Yes, but, right now, I kind of need for it to make sense.”
Malloryn sighed and rolled her eyes a bit. “Millmallow—”
“Who. Is. Millmallow?”
“She’s my friend, Mar,” said Malloryn. “That’s what I was writing to tell you. She’s my new friend, and she is soooo amazing! I mean, look what she just did!”
“What… kind of person is Millmallow?” I asked. “Because whatever just happened was really, really weird. And I don’t know how I feel about it.”
Just thinking about it made my whole body shudder, like there were bugs crawling all over me or something.
“You wanted to come home, right?” said Malloryn. “We were just trying to help you come home.”
“I did, but—”
“Maybe,” said Malloryn, her voice brisk and a little bit wounded, “you could just say, ‘Thank you.’ Maybe you could say, ‘Good job, Mal,’ or, you know, something like that.”
She glared at me—as much of a glare as Malloryn was capable of delivering. Mostly she looked tired. I suddenly felt bad about not being more grateful. If I ignored the crawly feeling on my skin, I could see how amazing what she’d just done actually was. But I couldn’t shake the weirdness, the off-ness of it, enough to feel anything other than upset. And I couldn’t give Malloryn what she wanted. Finally, with a huff of frustration, she turned on her heel and went over to Zorro’s corner and picked him up.
“That was empirically really cool,” she said in a pouty voice, “and it kind of sucks for you to act like it wasn’t.”
I didn’t know what to say to that, so I just shook my head and said, “I’m going to bed. I’m really tired.”
I probably stomped up the stairs a bit more than necessary, and I definitely shut the door to my room harder than I needed to. My head was full of many things—knives, flowers shaped like birds, faerie funerals, death on four legs, and a forgotten name in a cold forest. My ears were still ringing with the whoosh of my strange travel and the half-alien bird cries. My skin was still crawling.
Mostly, though, I was very tired.



| CHAPTER NINE | 

MY ORPHANS
My eyes snapped open abruptly, fully awake at some ludicrous hour before the sun rose. My internal clock was all out of kilter, stuck somewhere between Istanbul, Aberdeen, Weird Nightmare In-Between World, and Berkeley. My thoughts felt ragged and messy and wild, like half-plucked chickens running in all directions, feathers flying everywhere. Lying in bed, I tried to gather them all up, to see if they somehow made sense.
A lamb in Istanbul had grown a seed for me to find. A strange man who killed faeries for information had threatened me. There was a bird that carried time in its wings, and a pair of orphans trying to find it. There was a mark with six lines. And there was Millmallow, whoever or whatever that was.
I sat up in bed, rubbed the last of the sleep out of my eyes. All I had were questions, and my brain was hungry for answers.
Who was the man in my uncle’s shop? And how had he known where to find me? What was he looking for?
The story Amu Reza had begun wasn’t a story my dad had ever told me. And I had no way of reaching Amu Reza to hear the rest of the story—no idea, for that matter, if he was even safe. All I knew was that there were two orphans; that somewhere in their future lay a giant, a witch, a castle, and a bird; and that maybe that same bird was getting ready to return to the world—our world—after a long time away.
I discovered that I was still wearing my clothes from the night before, including shoes. There was dog fur on everything. I brushed it off with my hands until my clothes were finally clear and there was a surprisingly large pile of long, dark hair on the floor at my feet.
I scooped it up in my hands, forming it into a loose bundle, and pushed it into the trash. But the fur didn’t want to stay there. When I tried to push it down, it flew up in a furry cloud, like Shuck had just shaken it from his flanks. With a sigh of frustration I gathered it all up and tried again. This time, instead of pushing it down, I tried to ball it up and gently drop the bundle into the bin. But on the way down the ball of fur undid itself, and the fine strands drifted again to the floor, neatly missing the bin. Grumbling to myself, I swept the fur up a third time, vaguely suspicious that someone was playing a joke on me.
This time I rolled the fur into a tight ball. Even as I reached down into the can—intending to deposit it carefully at the very bottom—I could feel the fur slipping from my fingers, in a way that made me think of Shuck sliding easily through a door that was too small. And so I stopped.
A gift from a stranger is the world handing us the things we need.
I looked at the ball of fur in my hand. It wasn’t just ordinary dog fur, after all. Maybe the fur was trying to tell me that I wasn’t supposed to throw it away. So instead I set it on my desk. It held its shape but still looked like a ball of chaos, a fur explosion waiting to happen. I looked for something to put it in, or hold it together, and the first thing my eyes fell on was the ribbon Malloryn had tied around my wrist. I undid it, looped it around the fur, pulled it tight, and then tied it into a bow.
A lock of Death’s hair.
I found a notebook on my desk—my chem notes from last year. I flipped to a blank page and drew the mark I’d seen on Shuck’s flank. The thick, jagged line crossways, and the five thinner lines swooping down through it. Was it a letter in some language I didn’t know? Was it an ancient magical rune? Maybe it was meant to be a bird’s outstretched wing? It kind of looked like that, if you imagined the swooping lines as feathers.
I decided to show it to Malloryn. Maybe it would mean something to her.
Malloryn. I probably had to apologize to her. In the almost-light of day, after many hours of deep sleep, I could see how maybe I’d hurt her feelings. After all, it wasn’t often that a spell worked, and even more rare that one succeeded in such a spectacular way. And I hadn’t even thanked her. She’d saved me days of travel and done something incredible. I’d have to make up with her, which meant no nosy questions about her new friend Millmallow.
I went to my window and looked out at the street. The sight of the gray-brown sky, choked with wildfire particulate, put a pit in my stomach. Another day under the canopy of smoke. Another day of dreary half-light and bad air. But I had my thoughts in order now. I had a picture to show Malloryn.

Malloryn made breakfast for us both, like she usually did. Today it was scrambled eggs with roasted baby potatoes, which felt like a kind of peace offering. We ate quietly at the table, Malloryn passing scraps of egg to Zorro at her feet, and neither of us exactly apologizing. After we were done, I cleared her plate for her.
“Malloryn,” I said, “I’m sorry I was mean yesterday. What you did was amazing, and I should have said so. Thank you.”
She was sitting at the table, her chair turned out, putting on her Doc Martens. She stopped lacing them and looked up at me. For a second her face was hard to read—like maybe I’d said the wrong thing yet again and she was just wrapping her head around it. But then she smiled. “Yeah, it kind of was amazing, wasn’t it? Thank you for saying that. I’m sorry too. I know you just wanted to understand what was going on. I promise that you will, soon.”
I pushed a smile across my face. Behind that smile, though, I was fighting the urge to say what I was really feeling, fighting the urge to ask a hundred questions that would annoy Malloryn and start our stupid argument all over again. Fortunately, she stood up and gave me a hug.
“Are we okay?” I asked.
“Course we are,” she said. She still looked a bit tired.
“Are you okay?”
“Normal magic stuff,” she said. “I’ll be fine.” She gave another sparkling smile, to let me know that she was, in fact, fine. Then she saw the chem notebook that I’d brought downstairs. “What’s that for?”
I showed her the page where I’d drawn the mark. “Does this look like anything to you?”
She looked at it for a long time. She turned the page sideways, then upside down. She shook her head. “No idea,” she said. “Sorry.”
I looked at it again myself. “Yeah,” I said. “Me neither.”
“What is it?” she asked.
“I think it’s supposed to be important,” I said.
Malloryn studied it again. A grin spread slowly across her face. She looked up at me with eyes brimming with delight. “It’s a mystery!” she exclaimed with glee. “I know! I’ll check the old grimoires at the shop. Maybe it’s in one of them. Fun!” Malloryn’s occult shop had a collection of old grimoires.
“Thanks, Mal,” I said.
“My pleasure!” she said, and I believed her. She went back to lacing her boots for a moment. Then a thought occurred to her. “Your ribbon’s gone. Did it work?”
I looked at my naked wrist and thought about the man with the knife, the weary, haunted look in his pale eyes. I looked out the kitchen window framed with painter’s tape, at the lightening sky thick with the airborne residue of fire. I breathed in, and even with the tape on, I could still taste a hint of ash.
“I guess it did,” I said.

A few minutes after Malloryn left for her shift, my phone buzzed. Grace.
Mal says you’re back
I was willing to bet Mal didn’t mention how I’d gotten back.
Got home yesterday, I wrote.
Everything go okay?
I had no idea how to answer that question. I started to type, froze, deleted, started, and froze again. I was just about to type a casual Yeah fine for the third time when Grace texted again.
I’m coming over.
Karl’s voice echoed in my ears. This is a good friend. He was right about that, at least.
I did a quick pass through the house to make sure there would be nothing too weird lying around when she showed up, like a faerie’s wing, or a loose strand of Death’s hair. Took a brief glance in the mirror, to make sure I didn’t look like someone who’d been facing the blade of a knife a day earlier. I felt a bit prickly about revealing anything that I didn’t fully understand yet, and mostly I didn’t want to worry Grace with thoughts of danger.
Fifteen minutes later the Blue Whale was beaching itself in my driveway, and Grace was climbing out, brow furrowed with concern. She gave me a hug in the doorway, and then slipped inside.
“Well,” I said, “I kind of took your advice.” I slumped down on the couch, and she sat down next to me.
“No heroes?” she asked.
“The other advice?” I said. “About not working with sketchy people?”
The worry melted out of her expression. “That’s amazing, Mar,” she exclaimed. “You fired them! Congratulations!”
“It’s… complicated,” I said, shaking my head. “And I’m not so sure it’s amazing. I think they’re kind of angry now.”
“What happened?”
Grace had seen a few creatures. Zorro, who in addition to being an unusually tame fox had a few extra bells and whistles, was sitting in her lap at this very moment. I knew I could trust her to handle at least some version of the truth. And I really wanted to tell a version of the truth. So I told her about the lamb, and about the seed, and about how I’d run from Karl and the Fells.
“Mar…”
“No heroes, I know,” I replied. “It just didn’t feel right, though.”
I told her about finding Amu Reza, and the flower opening up in the teacup. But in this version of the story, I flew straight home. I skipped the man with the knife, and the faeries. I skipped Aberdeen. And I skipped Millmallow.
“I’m glad you’re back,” she said. “I’m glad you got home safe. And I’m glad you’re done with those people.”
I didn’t say anything. I was glad to be home too. But I didn’t know how to feel about the Fells. Without them, how was I supposed to get anywhere? How was I supposed to find the creatures that needed my care? Anyway, I wasn’t so sure I was done with them. Or that they were done with me.
“It means something, doesn’t it?” Grace asked after a moment. “The seed, the flower? What are you supposed to do?”
“All I know is this story my uncle told me.”
At the word “story” Grace’s eyes lit up.

I’d shared some of my dad’s old stories with Grace over the past few months, and in doing so I’d discovered that I liked telling stories. They rested easily in the corners of my thoughts, like actors waiting backstage. And when I spoke them, they slid out comfortably into the world, dancing when they should dance, whispering when they should whisper. Maybe it was part of the Hyrcanian Line, the ease of learning and telling stories. Maybe stories were just in my blood.
That morning, in the living room of my house, I told the tale of the orphans and the Bird of a Thousand Stories, from the gardens of Nishapur to the last lingering cry of the turtledove.
When the orphans left the dove behind, I drew a breath. Their unfinished journey stung like an open wound. To leave them orphaned not just from their families but from their own futures felt like a cruel injustice.
Grace apparently agreed. “No way,” she said. “That cannot be the end. That’s a terrible place to end. What happens next? Where do they go from there?”
“That’s all he told me,” I said.
“Unacceptable,” said Grace, shaking her head. “You can’t just leave me hanging like that. There’s gotta be more to it somewhere.”
“He said it’s an old story that’s been many places,” I said. “Maybe we can find—”
But Grace had already stood up and pulled out her phone, and was calling someone.
“Care Bear,” she said—that’s what we called Carrie Finch. “Listen, whatever you’re doing, I need you to stop right now. I’ve got Mar with me, and we’re coming over. We need your skills. It’s urgent. Be there in ten. No, twenty, and with boba.”
She hung up before Carrie could argue, then slid the phone back into her pocket.
“Get up,” she said. “Grab your laptop. We’re going to Carrie’s, and we’re going to find the rest of that story.”
It seemed a little rash and a little silly, especially when things were so weird, to race off in search of the end of a story. But Grace had that indomitable look in her eyes that told me it would be pointless to resist.
And I really wanted to know how the story ended too.
The grim haze in the air made everyone on the streets look like they were moving in apocalyptic slow motion. The Blue Whale rumbled to life, and I got into the passenger seat. With a squeal of tires, we peeled backward out onto the street, then lurched forward in the direction of Carrie’s house. We stopped only briefly to pick up an order at the boba place on Telegraph on the way.
Carrie Finch was a varsity swimmer with a 4.5 GPA. She also sang in choir, volunteered at a food bank, spoke several languages reasonably well, and generally made me and Grace look like slackers. However, she knew nothing about the creatures I cared for, or the people I worked with, and I wanted to keep it that way.
In typical fashion she had decided to use summer break to load up on college-level online classes. Between swimming (for which she trained with a cultlike fervor) and a full and ever-changing load of advanced courses on a wide variety of subjects, she was always busy. Today it was a seminar on economic theory from “a school in Boston.”
“I’m right in the middle of the lesson,” she said when she met us at the door. “Can’t you guys come back later?” Her hair, still wet, smelled faintly of chlorine.
“No can do, Care Bear,” said Grace with a wicked grin in my direction. “We’re on deadline. We need to do some serious research, and we need your help.”
“Deadline” was Carrie Finch’s cheat code. If there was a deadline, Carrie had a biological imperative to meet it. She let us into the house and led us to the family room. Her parents were both at work. Her dad was a professor at the university, and her mom was running a hospital wing. Her little brother was away at a mountain biking summer camp.
“So,” she said. “What’s the assignment?”
Grace turned to me. “Tell her the story, Mar.”

Twenty minutes later the story was done, and the three of us were settled into beanbag chairs in the Finch family room, armed with cups of ice-cold passion-fruit-guava boba, the blazing Team Finch Wi-Fi, and Carrie’s dad’s login credentials for the complete digital libraries of a couple hundred universities and private collections.
“So this is what power feels like,” said Grace.
Carrie grinned, took a slurp of boba from her straw, and then spoke. “Here’s the deal with old stories. They’re like a stew, made of even older stories. Stories get chopped up. Some bits get forgotten, other bits get added. They get broken into pieces, and over time those pieces get spread around the world and mixed together with other stories and other pieces. After a while you start to see the same themes showing up all over the place, the same stories echoing back and forth.”
“How do you know all this?” Grace asked.
Carrie looked mildly annoyed about being interrupted, but she pursed her lips and smiled patiently at Grace. “I did an Oxford seminar on world mythologies last week,” she said. “Anyway, we’re looking for the pieces. A gathering of birds. The orphans. A turtledove. The castle of Come-and-Never-Go. They might all lead to different places. There might be five different stories. There might be ten different endings. If they exist, they’re somewhere in these collections. And we’re gonna find them.”
We started looking. We threw keywords at library directories and squinted at the scanned pages of old books. And as the morning dragged into afternoon, we found pieces.
A poem by Shakespeare. Another poem by a Sufi mystic from Nishapur. An Italian fairy tale written down in the 1500s. A story collected in southern Spain by a woman writing under a male pseudonym. An episode that had first appeared in a French translation of The Thousand and One Nights.
Sometimes there was a magical bird who spoke the truth, but other times it was a fish. Some pieces were stories, others were fragments. A turtledove loved a phoenix. A gathering of birds longed for a leader.
Unlike the hapless conference in Amu Reza’s story, we found the Bird, in many forms. The phoenix in Greece and the Bennu bird of Egypt brought the sun. The Thunderbird of the Quileute people battled the great Whale, the Garuda of India fought evil spirits, the Huma of ancient Persia only cast its shadow on the next monarch. It seemed the Bird had visited many cultures, many peoples, always different, always turning the wheel.
Orphans, too, were everywhere, always searching for their true families. Along the way they found charms and trinkets to help them. They found allies to guide them and shelter them. And at the end of their journey, always they were reunited with their parents.
Always their parents were kings and queens.
“That better not be how your story ends, Mar,” said Grace between bites of the sandwich we’d ordered from the chain deli down the street.
“Why not?” I asked.
“It sends a bad message,” she said. “Think about it. They put themselves through all that work and danger, and at the end of the day, the only thing that matters is who their parents are?”
“Not to mention, kings and queens are problematic on their very best days,” said Carrie. “Any absolute concentration of power is problematic.”
“Maybe the orphans become better rulers because of their experiences?” I said.
I couldn’t say why, but I wanted to stick up for my orphans. I wanted them to be special. If they were going to end up queens, I wanted them to be good ones. I felt somehow like these stories that sounded a lot like Amu Reza’s story weren’t being quite fair to the girls from Nishapur. And I felt like I had to protect them.
“Maybe,” said Carrie with a shrug.
“What if the stories are wrong?” I asked. “What if the orphans actually failed? What if they didn’t rescue the Bird after all? Do they still get a happy ending?”
“Nobody writes stories about that,” said Carrie. “Quests are meant to be finished, bad guys are meant to be defeated, and orphans are meant to become kings and queens. Simple as that.”
Nothing is simple, I thought, and something defiant and angry rushed through me. “Is that what’s supposed to happen to orphans?”
It came out before I could stop it, and harsher than I’d meant. Carrie went white with horror and regret, and clapped a hand to her mouth. Grace placed a palm against my arm, half comforting, half holding me back.
“Oh, Mar, I’m sorry,” muttered Carrie. “I didn’t mean…”
The anger and defiance were gone already. They’d flared and burned out like flash paper. I was almost as embarrassed as I’d made Carrie. I knew I’d overreacted. Of course she hadn’t been talking about me. And me being touchy about my dead parents only meant that my friends would be more awkward about them in the future, and that was the last thing I wanted.
“It’s okay,” I said. “I know you didn’t mean anything. It’s totally fine. I’m fine.” I smiled through the simmering in my nerves, to let them both know I really was fine. Grace’s hand rested on my arm a moment longer, then gently lifted away.
Why did I react like that?
“Well, at least we found out how the story ends, right?” said Carrie, a little too lightly.
“Kings and queens,” I said. I tried to make my voice extra hearty, to show them both that I was fine with everything.
“I knew we could count on you, Care Bear,” said Grace.
They both looked at me, and after a moment I understood why. It was my story that had started this. I was supposed to accept that we’d found the answer.
“Yeah,” I said, trying to sound satisfied. “Thanks. We did it.”
“What’s this for, anyway?” asked Carrie.
“Independent study,” said Grace smoothly, before I had time to stammer out something incoherent.
“Good for you, Mar,” she said. “If you’re ever looking for study resources again, just let me know.”
“Right,” I said. “Yeah, I will.”
“Well, that was fun,” said Grace.
“I’d ask you guys to stay for dinner, but I have to get back to…” Carrie motioned to her computer.
“Economic theory?” said Grace.
“It’s pretty interesting, actually,” Carrie replied.
“Hard pass,” said Grace. She turned to me. “Come on, Mar. It’s about to get super mathy around here. Anyway, my aunt’s in town from Taipei. Family dinner tonight.”
As Grace headed for the door, I hesitated for just a moment.
“Thanks, Care Bear,” I said. “Seriously.”
Carrie smiled, disarmed again by the honesty in my voice. I was a little disarmed too. But I meant it. Because even if I didn’t quite believe the endings we’d found, I cared about the orphans. They were my orphans now. And I wanted things to work out for them—not in a fairy-tale kind of way but in the weird and fragile and beautiful ways that things work out in real life, because that’s just way more interesting.
But becoming queens wasn’t so bad either.

As we drove back to my house, the ordinariness of a day of studying at Carrie’s faded away, and the strange limbo of summer afternoon and unanswered questions slipped back in. Grace kept looking over at me. I could feel her glances, like she was tapping a finger against my cheek. Impossible to ignore. Finally, halfway to my house, she spoke.
“What’s up, Mar?” she asked. “Is everything okay?”
No, everything is not okay. There’s a murdered faerie, there’s a bird that needs my help, and the universe is getting colder.
“I guess I’m a little disappointed, is all,” I said. “The stories aren’t usually so neat and tidy, you know? I guess I was expecting something a bit messier.”
“They’re not real,” said Grace. “You could always write your own ending.”
“It doesn’t work that way,” I said.
“That’s not what Care Bear said.”
“These stories are different.” At least I thought they were different.
“Anyway, life’s messy enough already,” said Grace. “Take the win.”
“Fine,” I said. “On behalf of all orphans everywhere, I accept your neat and basic happy ending.”
We pulled up outside my house, and the Blue Whale rumbled around us.
I turned to Grace. “Thanks for the spontaneous research project.”
“You ever need anything,” Grace replied, “you let me know.”
I smiled, got out of the car, and watched her drive away into the smoke-drenched evening. Then I turned and walked up the steps to the front door. Malloryn wouldn’t be home for another hour, so it was peanut butter sandwiches for me.
The key was in my hand, and I was about to open the door, when a voice over my shoulder made me jump.
“You seem to have many good friends.”
Karl.



| CHAPTER TEN | 

OTHER FACTORS
He appeared to be alone, and a little ragged-looking. His eyes were bloodshot, and his shoulders were a bit slumpy. His clothes might have been the same ones he’d been wearing when last I saw him, but it was hard to tell.
“Well,” he said. “Here we are again. I think this time the air is too poor for more running. And in any case, perhaps we are both too tired.”
He was correct, and there seemed to be no point in hiding that fact.
“What are you going to do?” I asked.
He looked around, as if to show that he didn’t have anyone with him. “I had hoped to speak with you. I suppose I shall have to wait until I am invited inside?”
I glanced up and down the street. Had he really come alone? As if sensing my suspicion, he smiled awkwardly and held both hands in the air.
“Give me a minute,” I said.
I slammed the door shut behind me, so loudly and suddenly that Zorro jumped up from his spot on the couch with a yip of surprise. Peering out the window, I scanned the darkening street again. But all I saw was Karl.
“Zorro,” I whispered. “Upstairs. Don’t come down.”
Malloryn’s fox watched me with his eerie amber eyes but didn’t leave the couch until I walked over and physically herded him across the room, up the stairs, and into Malloryn’s bedroom.
“Stay,” I commanded him. After watching me for another moment, he slunk to his corner and flopped down in a ball, his tail curling around his body. He looked at me once more, as if to tell me I was making an incredibly stupid mistake, and then snorted and buried his snout in his fur.
Karl was standing exactly where I had left him at the bottom of the outside steps. When I finally opened the door for him, he came inside with timid steps, like he was trying not to track too much dirt on the floor. After the door was shut behind him, he took a moment to look around. He’d never been inside my house before.
“Well,” he said. “You have somehow managed to return home.”
“Somehow,” I said. “What do you want, Karl?”
“To talk,” he said. “I suppose that whatever you took from our client in Istanbul…”
“Is gone,” I said.
Karl nodded, disappointed but not surprised. For a minute he was quiet. At last he said, “We do not trust each other, do we?”
“I don’t want to work for you anymore,” I said.
“That was my impression,” said Karl. “The sale of the lamb was not to your liking.”
“It was happy where it was.”
“Its view of the world is quite small. We must take other factors into account, yes?”
“And by ‘other factors’ you mean money,” I said. “Your family turned the most amazing secret in the world into a game where the only goal is to stay rich, and I don’t want to play anymore.”
Karl listened in patient silence. When I had finished, he waited a moment longer, to make sure I was really done. “Nobody knows exactly what all of this is for.”
“Your family acts like you do,” I said. “You act like it’s all for you.”
Karl walked past me into the house, navigating uncertainly toward the kitchen.
“You are young,” he said. “It is your job to try to be something that has never existed before. I am here to tell you that this mistake you are making has been made already.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
“I will make tea,” said Karl from the kitchen. “And then I will tell you a story.”
Five minutes later the kettle was whistling. Karl emerged from the kitchen with two steeping mugs of cinnamon-scented tea. He set them on the dining table and motioned for us both to sit—a question and a suggestion at once.
I sat down opposite him, clasped the mug in both hands, and inhaled cinnamon steam. Then Karl began to talk, and I inhaled that, too.



THE WINGED HORSE OF KASHAN
LET US IMAGINE OURSELVES in the city of Kashan, in the heart of Persia, a long time ago. And let us imagine there a potter of some talent. And lastly let us imagine that with this potter dwells a horse, and that this horse has wings. No one remembers how the horse and the potter found each other. The horse before the potter is unknown. The potter before the horse is a mystery. Their stories begin together.
The potter cares for the horse. He feeds it and waters it and perhaps gives it shelter in his hovel. Beyond this we may only guess what their lives are like. Perhaps they fly together, or perhaps the potter works his clay beneath the horse’s outstretched wing during the hottest hours of the day. We do not know.
The skill of Kashan’s ceramicists is known far and wide in these days. Merchants bring the best of Kashani wares across the Caspian and up the Volga, to the lords of Atil, to the White Tower, and even as far as Bjarmaland. Our potter, working perhaps beneath the wings of his steed, aims to please his faraway buyers with images of hunters, birds, and prophets—and occasionally a winged horse. Perhaps this is how he shows his love. Perhaps it is careless of him.
One of these designs brings the horse to the attention of the emir of the city of Bolghar, who makes it known that such a horse would be very valuable to him indeed. As it always does, word of the emir’s wishes reaches our family. We trace the potter through the mark he leaves on his wares, and we make the emir’s offer known to him.
At first the potter will not sell the horse, even though the price would make him rich to the end of his days. But we prevail upon him in the end, and he accepts the offer.
“You prevail,” I said.
“This is not a story about our methods,” said Karl.
“Maybe it should be,” I suggested.
“Maybe,” said Karl tartly, “you should wait to see how it ends.”
The emir is concerned that the horse might be ill or lame, and seeks assurances from us. My ancestors turn to your ancestor—a young man who, like yourself, is new to the work, and headstrong. He, too, has doubts about our methods. He doubts, for example, that the potter truly wants to part with the horse. He believes that the potter has been forced into accepting the emir’s offer. And so he refuses to certify the horse’s health, and in fact sends word to the Bolghari emir that the horse is indeed lame.
This is enough to dissuade the emir, and we are informed that our services are no longer required. Your ancestor surely feels justified in his actions. He has preserved the sacred connection between creature and human. A noble duty indeed, yes?
But.
There are other matters afoot in the world.
Christian armies are advancing on the Holy Land, their hearts set on the prize of Jerusalem. The Seljuks who control Persia at this time are mustering their own armies to counter the invaders. Soon enough the Seljuks come to Kashan. All able-bodied men are conscripted. All horses, donkeys, and camels are confiscated.
The potter is drafted into the army. His steed is taken by a Seljuk officer who harbors heroic visions of swooping from the sky, raining righteous death from above upon the Christian host. Well.
They march to Antioch, and not a one of them returns. There are no heroes, after all. There are only spears.
“And this is supposed to be my fault?” I asked.
“If the Hyrcanian of the time had not interfered,” said Karl, “the horse would have been safe in Bolghar.”
“And that was your plan all along, I’m sure.”
“There are two morals to this story,” said Karl. “One is that when your family and ours do not work together, everyone suffers for it.”
“Yeah, I got that one,” I said.
“The other is that there are forces at play that none of us fully understand. Perhaps the Fells of that time sensed the coming of the Crusades. Or perhaps they were guided, unawares, toward actions that would have protected the horse from calamity.”
“What did the dragon in the teapot have to say about the horse?” I asked. “Because I notice that you left that part out.”
“The dragon trusted our family,” said Karl. “Its departure does not change that.”
“So I should just trust you too. Is that how you sleep at night?”
“Is it so difficult to believe,” said Karl, “that you may not always be right?” He stood, a look of weariness and impatience on his face. “Tell me what you took from the lamb.”
When God says a thing just once, it is a message meant only for those who hear it.
“It wasn’t meant for you,” I said.
“Tell me what you took from the lamb,” said Karl again, his voice flat.
Maybe I should have told him. Maybe I should have explained everything then and there, told the story of the Bird for the third time that day, and let Karl figure out what to do with all of it. But I couldn’t.
Somewhere there was a bird, unique in all the world, living and dying so that the universe could stay warm. And somewhere else there was an emir—or a CEO, or a prime minister, or the undeserving heir to an obscene fortune—who already had everything, and hungered for more. And between them, always between them, stood the Fells, stood Karl and his vast family, and all of their excuses and explanations, every one of them
wrong
“No,” I said.
Karl was quiet for a long time. Grimness crept into the creases of his face. When he spoke again, his expression was made of shadows. “I regret the things that must now happen.”
I stood up too. “Is that a threat? Are you threatening me?”
Karl said nothing.
“What are you going to do?” I asked. It was meant to be a demand, but something small and frightened fluttered at the back of my voice.
Karl looked at me, and I swear I saw pity in his eyes. He reached into his jacket, removed a business card, and set it on the table. It was embossed with the outline of a teakettle with a serpent inside—the Fells’ symbol. Beneath it, a phone number was written in black ink.
“Until I know what you’ve taken, and what it means,” he said, “I will do my work.”
He bowed, walked to the front door, and slipped out, and the silence he left behind vibrated with menace.



| CHAPTER ELEVEN | 

OUT OF WISHES
When Malloryn came home, I checked behind her, to see if she’d been followed.
“Is everything all right?” she asked, looking at me with genuine concern after I had shut and locked the door.
“Yeah,” I lied.
“Where’s Zorro?” she asked.
“He’s in your room,” I said. “I put him there when…”
I hesitated, but she had already noticed the two cups of tea, half-finished, sitting on the table. She didn’t say anything, which made me want to say something more.
Sometimes silence is a void that wants to be filled. Sometimes you can’t help but fill it.
“Mal,” I said, “the people I worked with are angry with me because I… I took something that maybe I shouldn’t have taken. They’re kind of powerful. I don’t know what they’ll do. But the thing is, this thing I took, I think it was meant for me and not them.”
“Who?” she said. “Who are they?”
“It’s a long story,” I said.
Malloryn’s eyes narrowed. She picked up one of the teacups and sniffed it, then set it back down. “I’m going to get Zorro,” she said. “Don’t go anywhere.”
She marched upstairs, and a moment later marched back down with Zorro in her arms. Then she sat down on the couch and cradled Zorro in her lap, stroking him with long, gentle motions. He closed his eyes, rested his chin on her forearm, and grinned. His eight secret tails unbraided into slow, blissed-out swirls and waves of soft fur.
His purr was the most comforting sound I’d heard since coming home. It seemed to cut the ominous mood that still hung in the air. I took a deep breath and sat down opposite Mal and Zorro.
After a moment Malloryn spoke again. “I looked for your symbol today. It’s not in any of the books in the shop. Not even the really old ones that we keep in the back. But it’s powerful, whatever it is. I see it when I close my eyes.” She closed her eyes to demonstrate. “Yep, there it is.”
She sat there, eyes closed, holding the symbol so tight behind her eyelids that I could almost see it there myself.
“I think,” I said, “that the world is trying to tell me something important, and I think I understand bits and pieces, but I can’t figure out what it means, or what I’m supposed to do about it.”
Malloryn combed her fingers through Zorro’s fur, eyes still shut tight. “You should keep listening,” she said in a soft, musing voice. “Maybe the world’s not done talking yet.”
Then she went back to soothing Zorro.
Sometimes silence asks nothing of anyone, except thoughts and breath and heartbeats.
Sitting there, with her eyes closed, Zorro nestled in the crook of her arm with his tails lazy and free, Malloryn looked almost like a painting. I felt a stab of envy. She trusted the world enough to close her eyes to it. Her trust was a beautiful spell, and I didn’t want to break it. I wanted to step into it, to feel as safe as she did.
When she opened her eyes, the beautiful spell didn’t shatter. There was concern there, but it was a hopeful concern, the concern of someone who thought she could solve any problem. Malloryn believed that things worked out, because Zorro had found her when she’d needed him, and because she’d run away from home and found me.
But I knew different, because both my parents were dead, and nothing would fix that.
Malloryn set the fox gently down on the floor. Then she sat forward in her seat and cast another kind of spell.
“Listen to me, Mar,” she said. “You’re my friend, and no one is going to hurt you. If they come for you here, they’re not going to get you. I won’t let them. We won’t let them.” As she spoke, her eyes became hard little diamonds of certainty. Her voice was tight and fearless. She summoned a quiet ferocity into every word, so that I almost actually believed her.
“Mal,” I said, “you don’t know them.”
“No,” said Malloryn. “They don’t know me.”
She stood up. Her curls swung across her face, wild and witchy. Her eyes darted around the room, marking every surface and corner.
“What are you going to do?” I asked.
“We,” she corrected. “We are going to blanket every inch of this house in protection hexes.”
As she spoke, she stalked around the room, her hand brushing the walls. Zorro, sensing the energy of the moment, leapt up and began to dance and chitter along with her, his body and his eight wispy tails weaving nimbly back and forth between her legs.
“No one who means you an ounce of harm is going to be able to come anywhere near this house. We’re going to wrap you in so many defensive charms that they won’t even be able to look you in the eye.”
She paused, considering the weight of what she was about to say next. Zorro sank to his haunches, tails alert, body taut like he was getting ready to pounce. Malloryn’s voice dropped to a trembling, brittle hiss.
“If we have to,” she whispered, “we’re going to do curses.”
Zorro howled.
Malloryn never touched curses. Ever. It was part of her personal code of honor. I mean, they probably still wouldn’t work, but this was a different Malloryn than I’d ever seen.
“Curses?” I said. “Are you sure?”
“Oh yes,” she said, nodding emphatically. “If anyone tries to hurt you, it’s going to get primeval around here. We’re going full-on ancient crone power. I’m talking old-school wayward sisterhood magic, the kind that ruins crops and poisons wells and makes bad people cry blood.
“And if that’s not enough,” she said through gritted teeth, “we’ve got Millmallow.”
The mention of Millmallow sent a chill up my arms. “What can you tell me about Millmallow? Who is she?”
The wildness in Malloryn’s eyes eased a bit. “She’s our friend,” she said in a soft voice. “We can do so many things, she and I.”
Then she went quiet again.
Sometimes silence means the conversation is over.

I left Malloryn to begin preparations for her hexes, and I went up to my room to lie down. Everything that had happened in the last couple of days was still racing around me. It felt like I was sprinting to keep up. I held the faerie wing up to the window. There was a faint, broad glow to the west, stretching across the horizon, so pale and indistinct that I couldn’t be sure it wasn’t just a trick of light pollution. I took the lock of hair in my hand and shook it. It sounded like hair. I sniffed it. It smelled like dog. With my finger I traced the lines of the symbol I’d drawn in my notebook, but they didn’t mean anything more to me than when I’d first seen the mark on Shuck’s flank. I sighed and flopped backward onto my bed, eyes on the ceiling.
I heard Malloryn’s footsteps in the hall, followed by Zorro’s. As she passed my room, she called out a good night. A moment later I heard the door to her bedroom close. I wanted to sleep. But the air felt hungry and dangerous, and part of me was trying to claw back time so that I could tell Karl everything. I lay there with my eyes open, regretting and justifying and reliving the last few days, moment by agonizing moment.
What did the world want from me?
I opened my laptop, searched around on a map of Istanbul for a while, zooming in closer and closer until I found the exact block where Amu Reza’s shop was. There was a phone number listed. It was late enough in Berkeley that the store should have been open. I took out my phone and dialed the number, and then held my breath.
It rang once, then twice, an unfamiliar dial tone, like I was calling another planet. It rang again, and then again, and then again. After the sixth ring I hung up, counted to fifty, and then called again.
No answer, and for some reason I felt even more alone now than I had before calling. Like the world had suddenly gotten larger, or emptier.
Or colder.
I wanted to talk to someone. I wanted to talk to Amu Reza, to know for sure the end of the Bird’s story. I wanted to talk to Karl, to defuse his suspicions, maybe to even tell him some heavily edited version of the truth. I wanted to talk to Malloryn, to soak in her confidence.
I wanted to talk to my dad.
That thought caught me by surprise. He’d been gone nearly a year, and I had rewired my daily thoughts around the shape of his absence. I didn’t expect to see him when I came home from school, or when I woke up in the morning. I didn’t look for text messages or phone calls from him when I was out. He was gone, and I could, most of the time, accept the strangeness of that as part of my life. But then, on a dark night, when all I had was questions and riddles, and no answers, thoughts like this would sneak up on me and bore a tiny hole in the depths of my heart, and leave me empty and wanting.
The mark on my chest ached, like it, too, was trying to tell me something that I was too dense to understand. I went to my vanity and pulled my shirt down to look at it. The mark was pinkish brown and shaped like a ragged crescent. A long time ago a unicorn—the unicorn, the only truly wild creature I’d ever known—had put a mark like that on a girl like me, and the Hyrcanian Line had begun.
If I’d had a wish to make tonight, I would wish that mark off my body. I would wish the unicorn out of my blood, and the Hyrcanian Line out of my genes. I would wish myself normal.
But I was out of wishes. All I had were questions, and everywhere I looked, the answers just flew away.
Eventually I slept.

I woke up to a text from Carrie.
Call me
My heart dropped. Had something bad happened? Was she in danger? I called, and she picked up on the first ring. Her voice was tight with agitation, and a bit ragged.
“Are you all right?” I asked.
“Uh, yeah,” she said. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
“No reason,” I said, hoping I sounded normal and not desperately relieved.
“So I was thinking,” said Carrie, “about your question from yesterday.”
“Which question?”
“The one about what happens if the orphans fail,” she said. “I was feeling bad about how we just kind of ignored it.”
“Oh,” I said. “It’s okay. The orphans becoming kings and queens is pretty cool.”
“Oh, it definitely is,” said Carrie. “But I thought I’d see if maybe there was a better answer.”
“And?”
“Well,” she began, “so I started by asking myself, ‘What does it mean for the orphans to fail?’ And, I mean, I could have asked you what you meant, but I didn’t want to bug you, and it was kind of late, so anyway, I decided that what you meant wasn’t, ‘What happens if the orphans don’t find what they’re looking for?’ Because, you know, they just stay orphans, and they figure stuff out, or they don’t, right?”
“Uh, right?”
“So I decided that what you meant was, ‘What happens if they don’t save the Bird?’ Which I think means, ‘What happens if the Bird doesn’t get to keep pushing the wheel?’ Because we know the Bird dies a lot, right? And that’s part of pushing the wheel. But what if it doesn’t get to die? Or what if it doesn’t get to die in the right way, whatever that is?”
“Okay…”
“Stay with me, Mar,” said Carrie. “Anyway, I started digging around, and there’s a scientific theory about the universe saying that eventually—like, a long time from now—as the universe expands, everything—stars, planets, everything—will be the same temperature. A really, really cold temperature.
“But then I thought, what if it’s not, like, actual science? Like, what if it’s a metaphor? So I kept looking around for stuff about the Bird, you know, to see if I could find more clues, and I didn’t find anything about the Bird, exactly, but I found this thing that someone scanned out of a weird old book of French Arthurian stories and story fragments, and it’s kind of about a bird, and also about hot and cold, and, like, I know that France is pretty far away from Iran, but your story says the Bird shows up everywhere, and plus there were lots of Europeans in the Middle East and North Africa fighting Crusades and stuff, and stories get passed around, even when people are fighting each other, and so I don’t know, it just seemed like it might be connected somehow and…”
She trailed off.
“Carrie?” I asked. “How much did you sleep last night?”
“Not much,” she said. “So, do you want to hear this thing?”



A FIRE IN THE DESERT
SO THERE’S THIS YOUNG KNIGHT, and he’s on a quest to find the Holy Grail, because that’s what young knights are supposed to do, and he’s traveling all alone through this desert. Maybe he’s in Morocco or, like, Tunisia or something. We don’t know. Somewhere far from home. And it’s a desert, and there’s nothing living anywhere, and it’s hot.
He’s not worried at first, because he has lots of water, and he has a map. But then the sun sets and it’s night, and it gets cold, like, freezing cold, and he’s shivering and wrapping himself in every piece of fabric he has, and it’s still not enough, and it just keeps getting colder, and he wants to build a fire to stay warm, but the problem is that there’s no wood. There’s nothing to burn. He’s in the middle of a desert, and there are no plants or trees. And so he’s stumbling along and freezing, and he sees in the distance this flickering light. So he heads toward it, and it’s this cheery little fire, and there’s a little old woman sitting next to it, enjoying its heat.
At first the knight thinks he’s saved. There’s room for him at the fire, and this old woman looks friendly, and she waves him over. And so he goes and sits down next to her, and it’s warm and cozy, and everything is great for a minute.
But then he notices that there’s no wood in the fire. There’s nothing at all—it’s just burning all by itself, with no fuel. And he’s like, Oh no, this is sorcery, or whatever. This woman’s a witch, and she’s going to curse me and turn me into, I don’t know, a newt. And then eat me.
So he pulls out his sword, and he’s ready to kill this old woman before she can do anything witchy to him. But then she’s like, “If you do that, young man, the fire will go out and you’ll freeze.”
And the knight realizes that, number one, she’s probably right, and number two, she hasn’t turned him into a newt yet, so maybe he’s okay. He tries to calm himself, because he’s here, and there’s nowhere to run, and if she’s going to turn him into a newt, there’s not much he can do about it, but at least it’s warm at this fire. And after a while he starts to get curious. So finally he asks the old woman how this fire keeps burning with no fuel. And she smiles and says, “Wait a bit.”
Sure enough, pretty soon the fire starts to die down, and the knight starts to feel the cold. Then the old woman smiles again, and she makes herself all comfortable and clears her throat. And then she tells the knight this story about a hare and a fox and a cauldron of fat, which—
“What happens in that story?” I asked.
“I have no idea,” said Carrie. “It doesn’t say. It just says that’s the story she told, ‘The Hare and the Fox and the Cauldron of Fat.’ It’s not important, anyway, okay? Just stay with me.”
So the old woman gets to the end of the story, and as soon as she finishes, the fire sparks up and it’s warm and cozy again.
The two of them sit there, enjoying the fire for a while, and then after a bit the flames start to die down. Once again the old woman clears her throat, and this time she tells the knight the story of the traveling musicians and the Devil Himself. And when she finishes—
“What happens in that one?” I asked.
“How should I know,” Carrie answered. “It doesn’t say, okay? The point is that she tells another story. May I continue?”
So the old woman finishes that story, and the fire flares up again, and they’re all warm and toasty for a little while. But then the fire starts to die down again.
This knight, he’s not an idiot. He’s starting to figure out how this works. So he’s like, “Let me try.” He tells the old woman the story of the three jealous maidens and the one gold coin. After he’s done—
“Wait,” I said. “Are you just going to skip that one, too?”
“This is the story, okay?” said Carrie, clearly frustrated at being interrupted for a third time. “It doesn’t have other stories in it. Do you want to hear the end of it or not?”
So the knight gets to the end of the story of the three jealous maidens and the one gold coin, and sure enough, the fire turns warm and cheery.
And so the two of them pass the night that way, telling stories back and forth every time the fire gets low. They tell—and I don’t know any of these stories, Marjan, so don’t ask—the one about the well that leads to the heart of the world, and the one about the boy with the magic thumb, and the one about the frog who learned to sing, and a bunch more I can’t remember. Finally the sun starts to rise and the cold night ends. And when the sun comes up, the fire dies, and the knight turns to the old woman and says, “Who are you?”
The old woman doesn’t say a word. She just stands up and turns into a nightingale and flies away.
“Wait, what happens to the knight?” I asked.
“I don’t know,” said Carrie. “He keeps looking for the Grail, probably. It doesn’t say. It’s just a fragment, and the rest of the story is lost, and it was in French, and it was late, so I did my best, but I might have fallen asleep a few times, so I’m actually not sure if I’m even remembering it right. But the point is, what if that old woman was the Bird of a Thousand Stories?”
“How?” Her words and ideas were coming out so fast that it was hard to keep up.
“Who says there are rules about where and when the Bird can show up?” Carrie asked. “It’s a story, right? And the Bird has appeared many times, and every time is different, right? And stories get passed around all over the world, just like the one you told me yesterday. So why couldn’t it be her?”
“I mean,” I said, my head spinning with Carrie’s story and with being still only half-awake, “I guess it could.”
“It totally could,” she said in a voice that was proud and wired.
After she hung up, I sat in bed thinking about her story, and her theory. She was right. Why shouldn’t the old woman in the desert be another of the thousand versions of the Bird that have come and gone? Maybe she was a clue. But what did it mean?
The thing that kept the knight warm, that kept the fire burning, was stories. Maybe that was what the Bird brought to the world. And maybe, if the orphans failed to protect the Bird, that’s what the world would lose.
Its stories.
I sat up in bed, my head suddenly full of even more questions. What would happen if the world ran out of stories? The stories I’d heard were important to the work I did. They gave me a purpose. If I lost my stories, the mark on my chest wouldn’t mean anything. Nobody would need my help. And if they did, I wouldn’t know what to do. I would have nothing to lean on, no wisdom to draw from.
If I lost my stories, I wouldn’t be anyone.



| CHAPTER TWELVE | 

A POSY OF ALKALOIDS
When I came downstairs that morning, Malloryn was bustling toward the door with a big canvas bag slung over one shoulder and gardening gloves on her hands.
“Gotta gather hex supplies,” she explained. “No time to lose—no, Zorro, you can’t come.” She gently slid Zorro away with one foot.
“Mal,” I said. “What do you think would happen if we lost all our stories?”
She paused. “All of them? Like, just forgot them?”
“Hypothetically.”
“And we couldn’t make new ones?”
“I guess not,” I said.
“Well,” she said after a moment, “we’d be really boring.” Then she shrugged and was gone, the door slamming behind her, leaving Zorro, me, and the question she’d only barely answered.
What would happen if we lost our stories?
I didn’t have a summer job like Malloryn, or Grace, who was working part-time at her parents’ hardware store. I wasn’t as academically motivated as Carrie. And I didn’t feel reliable enough for anything steady. Once in a while Dr. Paulson called me to fill in at the veterinary clinic that had been my dad’s, and then briefly mine. But I’d never asked for anything more permanent, and she’d never offered. Nobody would want to hire me. And if they did, they wouldn’t want to keep me, after I disappeared for a week with no word. The Hyrcanians—the ones I knew—were their own bosses. It was the only way.
A kid in our class had told me about making money by taking online surveys. It sounded easy enough—a mindless side hustle that you could do on your own time. I’d signed up on a bunch of survey sites, and I spent a few hours a day checking boxes and writing short answers. It was dull work, and tricky, because you had to outsmart the screening questions if you wanted to make any money, but once I started figuring out the patterns, it paid for groceries.
Today it took my mind off knives and faeries and birds. It distracted me from regret and fear. And amid the mindless clicks and the little lies, I wondered what I and the people I cared about would be, without stories.
Malloryn’s head was full of spells and the stories that went with them. Carrie was driven by the stories in college brochures, stories of a certain kind of excellence and achievement, told in grades and résumé bullet points. Grace had a way of cutting through stories, of taking control of a moment by challenging the stories that had created it. And I—my whole purpose was built on stories. When things got weird, stories were my only guide.
Without our stories, we simply wouldn’t be.
Malloryn came back that afternoon with foxtails and burrs stuck to her clothes, and her canvas bag full of flowers and plants and other supplies. She set herself up at the low table in the living room, where she separated the plants into piles, and then began snipping them down with garden shears and tying them with butcher’s twine into tight, narrow bundles. While she worked, Zorro paced around her in anxious little circles, his tail up and twitching.
“Can I help?” I asked.
“I wish,” she said, equally amused and exasperated. “This is wildflower magic. Very old. Powerful stuff, definitely not for amateurs. No offense.”
“What are they?” I said, pointing to the bundles.
“Bramble hexes,” she said. “Hemlock, belladonna, and foxglove bound in hemp with a witch’s clove knot. An ancient ward against evil.”
She wrapped a length of twine over her finger, looped it back around (“always widdershins, never sunward,” she muttered to herself), and then did something I couldn’t quite follow with the other end of the twine, and the bouquet was done.
“Scopolamine, digitalis, and coniine,” she proclaimed proudly, holding it up. “A posy of alkaloids for our enemies, a humble gift of delirium and renal failure.”
“Wow, that’s dark,” I said.
“This is protection. Protection’s a dark business.”
I was allowed to help place the finished bouquets. We hung the bundles in every room of the house, and laid them across every windowsill. Malloryn crossed a pair of hexes and hung the cross over the front door. Then we swept up all the trimmings from the table, sprayed it down with the strongest kitchen cleaner I could find, and washed our hands three times with soap. Neither of us particularly wanted a posy of alkaloids on our dinner.
Malloryn wiped her hands on her pantlegs and then drew her forearm across her brow. She nodded in satisfaction, a proud grin on her face.
“So that’s it?” I asked.
“That’s it,” she said. “Warded to the teeth. Nothing’s getting past these babies.”
Her confidence was infectious. I could look at the bouquets and see the power bound up in them. I could almost see them actively warding away evil: the foxglove, each purple flower a silent, openmouthed taunt; the constellations of nightshade berries, like dark eyes staring an unblinking challenge; the pale hemlock stalks rising into clouds of deadly white.
You wouldn’t dare pass.
As I was admiring the bouquets with a mixture of awe and dread, my phone started buzzing. Grace.
“What’s up, G?” I asked.
For a moment the line was quiet. Then, “The store.” Her voice was strange, confused.
“What store?” I said. “What’s going on?”
“The store,” she said again. “My parents’ store.”
“Is everything okay, Grace?”
“They’re fine,” she said. “I’m fine. But the store. It’s on fire, Mar. It’s burning.”

The fire had started shortly after her parents had closed the shop for the night and gone home. It had spread quickly. By the time the fire department showed up, there was little left to be saved.
“Fifteen years,” said Grace, her voice hollow. “Fifteen years they’ve run it.”
We had come to her house, a duplex in west Berkeley, by bicycle, respirator masks on to hold back the corrosive evening. Her parents had gone to the store to take pictures and assess damage, and her aunt from Taipei was sleeping in Grace’s bedroom, apparently jet-lagged. Malloryn had packed a plastic tub with cookies, and now the three of us were eating them in Grace’s kitchen.
“What happened?” asked Malloryn.
“Don’t know,” said Grace. “They think maybe there was an electrical fault. And it just…” She made an explosion with her hands.
“What are you guys going to do?” I asked.
“They have insurance, so…” Grace shrugged. “Start looking for another spot, I guess. They’re always telling me I can’t let anything stand in my way. They’re gonna have to walk the walk now. They won’t admit it, but they’re really sad. Pretty much every day, at least one of them is there. I can’t believe it’s gone.”
She lapsed into silence and took another bite of the chocolate chip cookie in her hand.
“I’m sorry, G,” I said.
She smiled sadly. “It’s not your fault.”
Much later, alone in my room, I considered the kettle-and-serpent sigil on the card Karl had left, and I wondered if Grace’s words were true.
That night I dreamed of a cold forest washed with snow, of hot breath misting into steam on an icy night. I dreamed of a voice, far off, calling a name I knew to be mine, and for a moment it felt like the scene would continue, like it wanted to continue, like there was more it was trying to show me. But then the dream shattered into a broken-crystal cry of sorrow and rage, and I opened my eyes and felt the tremble of a wild, helpless grief, the death fury of the fae, carried from somewhere far away in the chambers of tiny throats, rippling into my room from across the world.
I didn’t know what the forest meant, or what the dream was trying to tell me. But I knew those sounds. Even if I didn’t understand how I was hearing them, I knew exactly what they meant.
Another murdered faerie.

In the morning the air remained thick with the bitter haze of distant fires, and one not-so-distant fire. I felt hopeless—the song that had woken me from sleep the night before still haunted my bones. Grace’s store, burned. Another dead fae. The world, screaming for help, for justice. And me, too slow and too stupid to help.
It was still early enough that the rug shop in Istanbul should have been open. I tried the number again. Again it rang and rang. No one answered.
Maybe he’s with a customer, I thought. Maybe he’s home sick.
But for all the excuses I gave him, it felt more like he was ignoring me.
Malloryn made oatmeal for us and then went to work. I spent an hour cleaning the house, and another hour doing surveys. My mood was dark, and I felt powerless.
Around noon there was a knock on the door that made me jump out of my chair, heart thumping. I looked around for exit routes, got ready to run for the back door. A moment later I heard a familiar voice from outside.
“Hel-LOOOO!” It was Francesca Wix, my next-door neighbor. She was also my legal guardian, which generally meant that she signed documents, occasionally brought food over, and otherwise let me live my own life, as long as there were no drugs involved. My racing heart relaxed a bit, and I went to open the door.
Francesca was standing on the doorstep, five-foot-two with her salt-and-pepper Afro. Her big eyes were shining with inquisitive notions in her walnut-brown face, and her mouth was tight, severe, skeptical. She was wearing Chuck Taylors, loose jeans, and a T-shirt with a smiley face and SMASH PATRIARCHY printed around it in happy bubble letters. She held a to-go box out to me.
“Pierogis,” she announced.
I took the box from her, invited her in, and shut the door behind her.
“How are you, Marjan?” she asked without preamble. “I’m here to check in.”
She sat down on the couch in the living room and watched me through glasses that made her already-big eyes even bigger. This was how she legal-guarded me. Occasional unscheduled check-ins, accompanied by food. It worked for both of us.
“I’m fine, I guess,” I said. “I was just doing some surveys.”
Francesca raised an eyebrow. “You know that’s no way to live, Marjan. Giving away all your private information for a few dollars.”
“They’re mostly lies,” I said.
“So that makes it better, does it?” She raised a stern eyebrow.
“No.” I opened the box and forked a steaming pierogi. “But I’m not hirable, Fran. You know that.” I took a bite. Spinach and feta cheese.
“Oh I know,” she said. “I’m not saying you have to become an entrepreneur overnight at the age of sixteen. But you’re wasting your time and your brains doing those dumb surveys, and you know it. Anyway. What else is going on with you?”
“Not much,” I lied. I don’t think Francesca knew exactly what I did, or where I went, or with whom, and yet she seemed to understand that it was important. She never asked difficult questions or stopped me from going. And if she saw through my small dishonesties, she did so quietly.
She looked around the room, and noticed for the first time the hexes we’d hung the night before. She stood and walked over to one of them, pushed her glasses up, and studied Malloryn’s knot work up close.
“You did these?” she asked.
“Mal did,” I said. “I helped hang them.”
Francesca looked at me carefully, brought her glasses down again. “Everything okay, Marjan? Anything I should know about?”
“We’re fine. She just wanted to be extra safe, I guess.”
“I guess,” said Francesca, tracing one of Malloryn’s knots with her finger, and then frowning in appreciation.
Zorro came padding into the room, and Francesca knelt down to greet him. Seeing her, Zorro yipped with delight, then dashed over to lick her face. The lie stuck in my side like a mean little knife. Francesca didn’t know everything about me and my dad’s work, but she knew enough. The only reason she didn’t know more was that I didn’t tell her, and she didn’t ask.
“Oh,” she said once Zorro had greeted her to his satisfaction. “I wanted to tell you, we’re organizing a public gathering tonight at Sproul Plaza, in solidarity with the women and girls of Iran. Six o’clock. You should come.”
Francesca was always organizing gatherings and actions. She was always phone banking and making protest signs. And she was always looking for help, more hands, more people. She took a folded-up flyer out of her pocket and handed it to me. On it was a silhouette of a woman with her head uncovered and her hair blowing free, a fist raised, superimposed onto the outline of Iran’s borders.
“Maybe I will,” I said.
I knew about the girl who had died in custody. I knew there were protests, that women and girls were in the streets, their heads uncovered in defiance of the law, calling for freedom and justice. I knew the song everyone was singing. But even though I had family in Iran, even though the girls who were marching in the streets in Tehran looked a lot like me, it all felt far away.
Francesca stood up and gave a long look around the house. “Okay, well, I have to go to work now. Enjoy those pierogis. And, Marjan. You let me know if you need anything.”
“Thank you, Fran,” I said. She smiled, scratched Zorro on the head once more, and left.
I tried to go back to my surveys, but Francesca was right. It felt like a waste.
The problem was that I didn’t know what else to do. Everything that mattered was a question. And I had no answers.
I opened up the flyer, smoothed out the creases, and looked at it again. Maybe I should go, I thought. Maybe one more person would make a difference. Maybe the protest would mean something to me. Maybe I would meet more Iranians. Maybe—
My phone was buzzing. An unknown number. I considered letting it go. But if it was someone who really needed me, I couldn’t ignore them.
I answered.
“Hello, Marjan,” said Karl.
“Karl,” I said.
“You are well?” he asked.
“Yeah, I’m well.”
“So that is good,” said Karl. “You are well. We worry, when a calamity strikes so close to home. We worry that you suffer.”
“What are you talking about, Karl?” I asked. But my blood was already starting to go cold, because I knew what he meant, and I just needed for him to say it.
“You have good friends,” Karl replied. “I am sure you are a good friend to them when they need you.”
“Why are you saying that, Karl?”
“I hope there will be no more calamities among your friends,” he answered.
“The fire—”
“A calamity,” said Karl. “It is most fortunate that no one was hurt. Tell me what you took from us. Tell me what it means.”
My mouth was dry. My throat was tight.
The fire.
The fire was my fault.
“No, Karl,” I said. “Don’t do this. This isn’t fair. She didn’t do anything wrong. She doesn’t deserve this.”
“Tell me what you took from us.” Karl’s voice calm and even. “Tell me what it means.”
“You burned down the store,” I said. “Why would you do that?”
“Something important is happening,” said Karl. “I believe you know what it is. Tell me what you took from us. Tell me what it means.”
“Why would I ever help you again?”
“Because things will only become worse. Remember the potter of Kashan. You need not march yourself to Antioch, Marjan.”
“That’s just a story,” I said. “It doesn’t mean anything.”
“All stories mean something,” said Karl. “And some mean everything. You, more than anyone else, should know that. Tell me what you took from us. Tell me what it means.”
“You’re evil,” I said. My hands were shaking. My heart was pounding. My voice trembled with rage and fear. “Your whole family is evil.”
And then I hung up.
Airless silence poured into the house. I felt like I was made of sticks. The fire was my fault. Could I look Grace in the eye ever again? Could I still be her friend?
Could I be anyone’s friend, ever again?
I sat down at my desk. The wing of a faerie and a lock of Death’s hair sat before me, looking like a twisted homework project that I had put off until the last minute, until it was too late.
Karl would terrorize me, would terrorize my friends until I had none, or until there was nothing of value that I could give him. Which left me with exactly two options—cut off all my friendships now and forever so that I didn’t bring my friends any more harm or heartbreak, or make sure that the Bird was beyond the reach of the Fells for good, so that they would have no reason to hurt anyone else.
When I looked at it that way, the choice was simple. I had seen what happened when someone cut their ties to the world. My dad, driven by fear, always trying to make things simple, even if it meant hurting the people closest to him. Amu Reza, who’d only acknowledged me as his relative when I’d been threatened at knifepoint.
No, I would not be like them. I would be something different. I would keep my friends.
And I would keep the Bird safe, out of the hands of the Fells.

I had some idea that the wing was a window that would reveal extraordinary people and animals if I looked at them through it. I had no idea what the fur was supposed to do. When I held it in my hand, I could feel the numb, even flatness of death. But what was I meant to do with that feeling? How would it help me find the Bird? I undid the ribbon and let the fur fall into a neat little pile. Then I stirred it around with an idle hand, half wondering if some image or pattern might appear among the strands. But nothing emerged, and after a while I gathered it back together and tied it up, frustrated and no closer to understanding it than when I’d started.
Malloryn came home a little while later. Before she said a word to me, she checked all the hexes, one by one, to make sure they were still holding up. Once she was satisfied, she huffed to herself and then turned to me with a smile, her curls bouncing eagerly.
“Shipshape!” she proclaimed with pride. But when her eyes landed on me, her smile flattened out. “Uh-oh. Something’s bothering you. Don’t try to hide it, Mar. It’s not gonna work.”
Of course she was right. But I didn’t know how to explain the dead faeries, and I wasn’t ready to tell her that I had been the cause of the fire at Grace’s parents’ hardware store. Fortunately, those weren’t the only things bothering me.
The lock of fur was bugging me too. I was convinced that it was important. But I had no idea how I was meant to use it.
Maybe a witch would know what to do.
“Stay here,” I said. Then I ran upstairs, took the lock of hair in my hand, brought it back down, and handed it to her.
She looked at it carefully, held it to the light, smelled it. She offered it to Zorro and watched him with great interest as he sniffed it once and then shrank away and slunk off to a corner. She drew out a single strand, dropped it, and watched it drift to the floor.
“Hmm,” she said. Then her eyes lit up. “I know!” she exclaimed. “Pilomancy!”
“Pilo-what?” I asked.
“Pilomancy,” she said. “It’s a kind of divination. Using hair. Very old magic. It’s out of fashion these days because there are plenty of other divination methods that are easier to clean up. Also, I’ve never done it before.”
“How does it work?”
“Well,” said Malloryn, “Laghmani the Dervish says that the proper method is to run naked down a sand dune at sunset, letting the hair fly into the wind, and reading the shapes that it makes in the light.” She paused. “Hmm. Saying it out loud, that’s probably not our best option.”
“No,” I agreed.
“There’s also Liu Chao’s Prophetic Discipline,” said Malloryn, “which says that you’re supposed to mix the hair with clay, bake it into a ceramic cup, fill it with wine, and then smash it. The advantage of that one is that you don’t have to take off all your clothes.”
“There are a few obvious disadvantages,” I said.
“True,” said Malloryn sadly. “But it sounds so exciting, doesn’t it?”
“Isn’t there anything that’s a bit more, I don’t know, practical?” I asked.
Malloryn huffed and rolled her eyes. “You mean boring? Yeah. We could just toss it all up in the air and see where it lands.”
“Let’s do that one,” I said.
“You’re no fun,” said Malloryn with a fake pout. “At least let me light some candles.”
“Will it help the spell?” I asked.
“It will help it be more awesome,” said Malloryn. “So, yes.”

That night we pushed the couch and the table to the far wall of the living room and turned off all the lights in the house. I was allowed to sit on the couch and watch as Malloryn lit seven candles, her eyes twinkling with delight in the flickering fire.
“Magic is everything,” she said as she placed the candles one by one at strategic points around the room. As she spoke, Zorro stalked the perimeter of the room, his eight tails unbound and trailing behind him like fiery little slow-motion streamers. “We walk through it every day, and most people never notice. They never question the prickle at the back of their neck or the tingle in their blood. Magic. It’s birth, it’s fleeting life, it’s the whole world, it’s death, it’s transformation. It passes through us. It’s everywhere around us. And if we listen, it can tell us things. It can tell us the secrets of the universe. It can reveal the past. It can show us the future.”
She set the last candle in place and then went to the center of the room, where the lock of Death’s hair lay by itself, tied in the ribbon Malloryn had given me.
“Tonight,” said Malloryn, “we’re going to look for a message. We’re going to capture a snapshot of the magic that’s around us, in the way that this hair falls to the floor. Tonight, magic is going to speak to us.”
She picked up the lock of hair. Zorro paused midstalk and turned his amber eyes up to watch her.
“Not a word until the divination has been read, or it won’t work,” she said. Then she made an emphatic zip-lip gesture at me for good measure.
Then she undid the ribbon so that only the loose hair remained in her hand. She closed her eyes, raised her hand up toward the ceiling, and let the hair sift out from between her fingers and fall lightly to the floor.
Did I, in that moment, feel a tingle in my blood?
The drifting fibers landed in a broad, chaotic cloud, blanketing a substantial patch of the floor in dog hair. Malloryn’s eyes danced across the spread. Carefully, so as not to disturb its precise arrangement, she bent her knees without moving her feet, crouching down to get a closer look, tracing with one trembling finger shapes that only she could see.
She stood, about to speak, about to pronounce her divination, and as she did, a terrible smell hit my nose. A smell like moldy bread being toasted. A smell like—
“Fire,” I said, before I could stop myself.
Malloryn’s face fell, disappointment instantly extinguishing the twinkle of magic in her eyes.
“Fire!” I said again, because even though I’d said it the first time, it still hadn’t quite registered with me. “Fire, where?”
I stood up, because the spell was broken now. The divination was over. Somewhere, something was burning.
Malloryn, still looking crestfallen and shell-shocked, began to cast her eyes around helplessly for the source of the smell. I felt bad for her, but then again, fire. And even through her frustration at another spell foiled, she could smell it too.
I spotted it first, a thin line of smoke cutting directly across the room, close to the floor. Following the line of smoke, I found a single hair that had been singed at one tip and was now smoldering slowly. I took it by the good end and held it up to examine it more closely.
It was burning, the straight strand curling into a craggy, fragile shape. But it was burning much too slowly. And the smoke coming off it flowed insistently in one direction only, a straight line heading west. Even when I chopped my hand through its wispy thread, it re-formed in exactly the same place, pointing in exactly the same direction.
“Mal,” I whispered.
“There it is,” said Malloryn, her disappointment forgotten, at least for the moment. “There’s the magic.”
“What does it mean?” I asked.
Malloryn stepped carefully over the fur on the floor and followed the filament of smoke to where it pooled against the wall. She put her hand into the line of the smoke, and it gathered against her palm before flowing over and continuing in the same direction. She stretched her arms out parallel to the line, then pointed west, the direction it wanted to flow.
“I think it means,” she said, “go that way.”
Now my blood was most definitely tingling.



| CHAPTER THIRTEEN | 

ALL THE WATER IN THE WORLD
This is about danger, isn’t it
Grace followed her response to my urgent request for a ride with, My aunt’s still in town. My parents are still trying to get stuff out of the store. I don’t want to do danger tonight.
And then, a moment later, Where are we going
To which I could only respond, I don’t know yet
And then, Yes probably danger
Ten minutes later the Blue Whale was rumbling in my driveway, and my stomach was twisting up with guilt. Grace was the only one of us who had a car, so she was the only one who could take us wherever the smoke was pointing. I tried to avoid eye contact as I slipped into the passenger seat.
I had Shuck’s fur tied up again, and Malloryn had a book of matches. Mal sat in the back.
Grace looked with confusion at the things we’d brought with us. “What’s that for?” she asked as Malloryn struck a match and lit a single strand of hair. “I’m not really in the mood for more fire right now.”
“I think it’s kind of like GPS,” I said. “But weirder.”
Malloryn blew out the match quickly. The hair was already smoldering.
“The smell!” exclaimed Grace.
“You get used to it,” I said weakly. I wasn’t used to it. It still smelled awful—even worse than the smoke that already filled the air.
Malloryn rolled down her window, and the smoke reached out, a pale blue filament stretching off into the night.
“So,” I said, pointing in the direction of the line of smoke, “we need to go that way.”
The smoke led us to the park at the edge of the San Francisco Bay. We got out of the car, walked to the water’s edge, and lit another strand. The thread of smoke drifted out across the water, toward the land on the other side, or toward the ocean on the other side of the land.
“I guess we have to keep driving,” I said.
I could feel Grace rolling her eyes at me, more annoyed than wonder-struck. I kept my own eyes on the horizon. Guilt was a lead ball in my chest.
“You realize that Taiwan is also that way,” said Grace. “I’m not driving you to Taiwan.”
“Thank you for coming out tonight,” I said. “I know things are messed up right now.”
She sighed. “I needed a break anyway. My dad is taking it the hardest. He built that store up from nothing. It’s, like, his American Dream story. He doesn’t even know what to do with himself.”
“Sorry, G,” I said.
Grace looked older. Her eyes were darker. She’d been crying. I felt small and toxic, a poisonous snail on the bottom of the sea.
We drove across the Richmond bridge. The angle of the smoke rotated, angling toward the south. We followed it down the freeway and then into a sleepy town, past neon-lit motels and dark salt marshes, through a flat neighborhood of quiet homes, and then up a road that led to the winding edge of a steep valley, sloped into darkness. Grace slowed down so that we didn’t drive off the edge. The smoke kept pulling us west, toward the deep darkness ahead of us, where the stars overhead disappeared. The Blue Whale’s old tires made strained squealing noises on the turns.
We were close. There was something insistent about the smoke now. It wasn’t just a line anymore. Sometimes the ember at the end of the burning hair would flicker and send out an emphatic puff that followed the path of the line. I imagined a little smoke-person stamping their foot, like we needed to pay attention, like the exact spot where they wanted us to be was very nearby.
A turnoff to a beach presented itself at the mouth of the valley, and the smoke puffed us toward it. We drove on a narrow, ragged road beneath a canopy of arching trees, past an old English-style pub and a pair of horses in a paddock, and then across a bridge that spanned a creek. The parking lot to the beach was closed, but whoever had closed it had done a halfhearted job, and one of the gates was still open.
Grace gave me a dubious look as she drove around the gate that was still closed. “If I get a ticket for parking here, you’re gonna pay it.”
We got out of the car and stood for a moment in the dark parking lot. We were the only car, which was both comforting and terrifying. Except for the stars above, the night was breathtakingly black. A metal footbridge crossed a marsh full of frog croaks and invisible small things that skittered away among the foliage. On the other side of the footbridge, a dirt path led to the shoreline. Craggy cliffs loomed up on both sides of the beach, and the inky ocean curled into low, simmering breakers that slid sheets of glistening foam up the sandy shore.
This was where the smoke wanted us to go.
As we stepped onto the empty beach, Malloryn pointed to the waves and gasped. Beneath the churn of the break, the water seemed to glow. We approached the shore. Our footprints glowed in the wet sand.
“Magic,” Malloryn whispered, breathless with wonder.
“Plankton,” said Grace, no less awed. “Bioluminescence. They light up when they’re disturbed.”
The water came up the beach in a shimmer of pale, glowing green wreathed with white foam.
“Hello,” I called out. “I’m here, world. I followed the smoke, and now I’m here.”
The waves continued to rumble and hiss. The water continued to glimmer in its wildest patches. A white pelican swooped overhead and out over the ocean. But the world didn’t answer.
“Maybe this is the wrong place,” said Grace, a sliver of worry creeping into her voice.
“This is exactly where the smoke led us,” I said.
“Yeah,” said Grace, “but it’s smoke. We hate smoke. Plus, how bad did it smell? How do you know you were supposed to listen to that smoke? Maybe you were supposed to do the opposite of what it told you to do. Maybe the smell was a clue. Like, don’t do exactly this.”
“World,” I said loudly, “please ignore my friend, who’s a great driver and an awesome person but doesn’t understand how this stuff works.”
I took my shoes off and walked into the chilly foam, mesmerized by the way the soft sand around my feet lit up with each step. The night still smelled of wildfire, but the ocean air had its own taste—a rugged saltiness that was sweet in comparison to the bitter weight of smoke.
“Mar, what are you doing?” Grace asked, back up the beach.
“I’m trying to see what it wants,” I said over my shoulder. Then I turned to the ocean. “What am I supposed to do?” I asked. “What did you want to show me? What did you want me to know?”
A wave swished in around my feet, and the water shimmered blue and green with bioluminescence. Malloryn and Grace hung back beyond the reach of the surf, silhouettes against the dark valley behind them—Grace watching me with her arms crossed, Malloryn looking eagerly in all directions for a sign. I glanced around in the sky for signs of the fae, but all I saw were stars beyond the dark walls of the cliffs on either side of the beach path.
“There,” cried Malloryn, pointing out across the water.
A little ways out in the ocean, a patch of water was beginning to phosphoresce.
“It’s just a wave,” said Grace.
“I don’t think so,” I said.
The glowing water began to churn. It seemed to lift away from the surface of the ocean, a broad, outsized swell that brought its glimmering glow with it. A moment later the water sloughed away from something dark, smooth, serpentine, and huge that curled over and splashed down close to the edge of the beach and lay there, taller than me, wider than a car, as heavy as stone, and stretching away into the ocean at either end. Its sleek surface, wreathed in seaweed and pocked with barnacles, gleamed in the starlight, revealing a pattern of rounded, diamond-shaped scales.
“Mar,” said Grace behind me, “get out of the water.”
But I didn’t. Because this was what the world wanted. This was why I’d been sent here. So instead of getting out of the water, I waded in a little deeper.
It was icy cold. The waves crashed above my knees, soaking my pants. But the great creature that had just come ashore could come no farther, and so I went to it, and the ocean swirled around me.
Up close it was even taller than it had seemed. It was more than twice as tall as me. Its bulk sagged under its own weight like a beached whale. In its land-side shadow the waves were gentle, but I could still hear their frustrated crashing on its oceanside, and occasionally a large swell washed over it and sprayed shimmering luminescence and chilly damp down onto me.
There was no face to be seen, no eyes, no mouth, no ears. If those things existed, they were under the sea. But somewhere it was breathing, because the great coil rose and fell, rose and fell.
“Hello, world,” I whispered to whatever ears might hear me. The sand on the shore glimmered, and the wash of sea around my feet glimmered, and something deep inside me glimmered too. I reached out a hand and touched the smooth, cool scales.
I felt an embrace. Not that I was being embraced but that I was embracing. I felt the contours of the earth, the entire earth, in minute and exact detail, beneath me, beneath a vast sensory surface that touched all of it. I felt the infinite cold and the crushing pressure of the whole ocean. I felt the nattering of a million little fish, nibbling at clinging seaweed, siphoning up microscopic parasites. I felt impenetrable darkness, the roaring silence of the deepest places on earth. I felt the rumble of distant volcanoes and the murmur of tectonic plates, the pattering claws of abyssal crustaceans, the gentle snow of whale fall.
I felt the world gripped within me, and the ocean, an icy blanket of life and death, covering me. I felt a brumating consciousness that was slow and patient and endless, that had grudgingly stirred from a glacial slumber to shift one tiny sequence of vertebrae ashore to greet me.
And right exactly in one particular place, far away from this beach, I felt an itch, a burn, a drawing of my attention to a spot exactly there, a spot I could feel with clarity and absolute precision. I felt that spot, and the path that led from here to there, for a moment, and then for a moment longer.
Then the whole coil shifted away, corralling the sea behind it until the shimmering water washed over it and covered it up, until the swell of the sea had flattened, until all that was left was the ocean, and the stars, and the waves and sand, still shimmering with the ordinary magic of bioluminescent plankton.
That, plus two more things: the exact memory of a place and the snaking path from here to there, and a single scale from the creature’s hide, the size of my hand and reflecting the stars in its smooth silver surface, so that it looked like I was holding a piece of the night in my palm.
“What was that?” said Grace in a small voice.
I was about to answer, when I realized that the memory was all I had room for in my head, and even then it was more than I could hold. It was too big and too complicated, and if I didn’t get it exactly right, it was useless.
“I need a globe,” I announced. “I need a globe and a Sharpie now, before I forget.”
I was rushing out of the surf, stuffing the scale into my drenched pocket, scooping up my shoes, running barefoot across the beach. Malloryn and Grace were racing to catch up to me.
“What are you talking about?” said Grace after we’d all climbed into the Blue Whale.
“Don’t say anything,” I said. “Don’t say a word and don’t touch me. I need to hold on to it.”
“She had a vision,” said Malloryn, quietly awestruck. “Visions are delicate. We need to get her a globe and a Sharpie.”
“Where are we supposed to find—” said Grace, but Malloryn shushed her. Grace started the car, shaking her head, disbelief and confusion in her eyes.

There was a box store off the freeway a little ways south, and it was open late. Grace parked the car beneath the icy wash of an LED streetlight, and the two of them left me sitting in the passenger seat.
“You, globe,” I heard Grace say to Malloryn as they marched into the store. “Me, Sharpies. Go.”
I sat motionless, trying to keep every twist and coil clear in my head, every contour of the earth that led from the beach we’d just left to the insatiable itch. And every moment, my own mind tested me with questions, with intrusive thoughts.
What had I just felt? What was that creature?
Was the itch the place where I’d find the Bird?
Even this question was disruptive. I pushed it aside, focusing every available faculty on holding the path clearly, setting it firmly, locking its convoluted course so that I could capture it.
I was so intent that when the door of the car opened, I jumped, and nearly lost everything I was trying to hold. Malloryn was ripping a globe out of its cardboard packaging, and Grace was tearing open a box of Sharpies. Both objects came to me at the same time, and I took one in each hand. I spun the globe until I found the rough location of our beach, and put a finger on it. Then I snapped the cap off the Sharpie with my mouth, closed my eyes, and began to draw.
Each section of the path’s length felt like something—the rocky swoop of an undersea mountainside, the silty silence of the deep floor, the wash of currents overhead. Every now and then I opened my eyes for a peek, to see where I was, and then closed them again to let the memory guide me. I drew a line that twisted and turned, down the West Coast of North America and then South America, out into the Southern Ocean, curling around in a long, lonely dogleg shape. I felt the shifting of scaled skin, the vast bulk dredging new canals into the ocean floor. The line climbed up the eastern coast of South America, the itch growing nearer and nearer, until I came to hug the shoreline just below the continental shelf, and there I stopped.
Rio de Janeiro.
That’s where the itch was leading me.

Ten minutes later we were getting back onto the Richmond bridge. I was still staring at the globe and the crooked, twisty line I’d drawn on it, and I hadn’t said a word.
Now that my mind had been freed from the work of holding this shape exactly in place, my thoughts had collapsed into a flatness that was as even and empty as the feeling of death. I wanted to sit in that stillness for a while, to feel the comfort of nothingness. The world needed something from me, and I would try with all my heart to be the person that it needed. But first I had to rest. The muscles that had held this path, this message intact were exhausted.
Grace, however, needed something different.
“What does it mean?” she asked, glancing at the globe in my hands. Her words were mostly an accusation and only barely a question.
“I think I have to go here,” I said.
“Okay,” she said, the lights of the bridge swinging swordlike across her face. “So, what I saw was a big tentacle-looking thing coming out of the ocean. And you for some reason decided to approach it. And somehow now you have a map to… something. What am I missing, Mar?”
I glanced up from the globe. Grace was watching the road, but her expression was angry and confused.
“I don’t know,” I said. “A lot, I guess. It wasn’t a tentacle. It was its body. Part of its body.” Even that was an effort.
“That thing could have crushed you,” she said. “It could have grabbed you and pulled you out to sea. And you just… walked up to it.”
I tried to laugh. I tried to make a joke. “You sound like Carrie.”
But Grace wasn’t laughing. “You made us watch you do it,” she said, her voice now trembling. “I don’t want to watch my friend get swallowed up by an ocean monster.”
“Nothing happened, G,” I said. “I’m fine.”
“You think nothing happened?” she said. “You really think nothing happened? I’m going to be seeing that for weeks. You, just marching up to a… a… what even was it?… And with the waves coming all around you? Do you know who walks into the ocean alone in the middle of the night? People who don’t want to walk back out. Mar, I thought you were going to die. I thought I was going to watch you die. And you didn’t even seem like you cared.”
I should have heard the fear in her voice. I should have shut my mouth. Or maybe I should have apologized for something, for anything at all. Maybe I was too tired to hear. Maybe the world’s message, ringing in my bones, was drowning out everything else. Or maybe I just felt guilty.
Whatever the reason, I snapped.
“You didn’t have to look,” I said. “I didn’t tell you to watch. I had to go out there. I had to see what it wanted. That’s my job, and sometimes it’s scary, but I have to do it because there’s no one else who can. And if I don’t do it, bad things happen, and I have to live with knowing that I failed—not just myself, or some poor animal somewhere, but maybe everyone, everywhere. So I’m sorry I scared you, but I’m not sorry I went out into the water, and I’d do it again right now if I had to, even if you were watching.”
For a second I saw the hurt in her expression. I saw someone who was grieving, who was wounded and tired. I saw her dark, watery eyes looking at me as if I’d just slapped her.
And then it all closed down, and the only thing I saw was a hard, cold fury, sliced through with whooshing bridge lights and trestle shadows.
“Well, don’t worry,” she said quietly. “Because I’m not going to watch again. I’m done.”
“Fine,” I said.
“Good,” said Grace.
I hugged the globe, and she drove the car through the slashing swords of light, and no one said another word the whole ride back to my house.
I had stood at the bottom of the ocean. I had felt the weight on my shoulders of all the water in the world.
The silence inside the Blue Whale was heavier.



| CHAPTER FOURTEEN | 

HELLO, AND ALSO GOODBYE
“You didn’t have to be so mean to her,” said Malloryn once we’d gotten inside the house.
“She has no idea how hard and confusing this is,” I said, holding up the globe and hiding away the dark worm of guilt in the center of my heart. “Anyway, whose side are you on?”
“She’s scared, Mar,” said Malloryn. “She’s scared, and she’s hurt. And I don’t blame her. You ask a lot of your friends sometimes. More than you realize. And, you know, I don’t mind, but I’m not like everyone else. I’m not like Grace.”
I knew that Malloryn was right. But I also knew that one reason I’d gone into the water was to protect my friends from the Fells. And the only way to do that was to make sure the thing they wanted from me was no longer useful. The Bird had to be safe and out of their reach, and if that meant I walked into the ocean alone at night, then I was going to get wet and cold, and anyone who cared about me was just going to have to deal with that.
“Don’t try to guilt me, Mal,” I said. “I did what I needed to do. That was hard enough without both of you guys acting like there’s something wrong with me.”
Malloryn’s expression softened. “I’m sorry. There’s nothing wrong with you. And what you did was amazing.”
I set the globe down, and as I did, I felt something in my pocket. The scale… I’d forgotten about it. I took it out and looked at it. Its surface was smooth and reflective. I was a little surprised to see a troubled expression looking back at me, an expression that melted into curiosity the moment I noticed it.
I looked over at Malloryn. She was kneeling on the ground, nuzzling Zorro and whispering into his ear. I looked back to the mirrored scale. Again the face that looked back at me was pained and troubled. And again, as soon as I noticed, the expression became one of confused curiosity.
“Anyway,” I said, “you should be happy. Your spell worked.”
She stood up, a gracious half smile on her face. “I guess you’re right.”
I tilted the scale toward her. The Malloryn in the reflection was not smiling. The Malloryn in the reflection was clearly disappointed. I looked away from the reflection. The real Malloryn still wore the same half smile. But was the smile real? The reflection showed a different face.
“Mal? What’s wrong?”
The smile clouded over and she shook her head. “It’s nothing. Like you said, the spell worked.”
“I know something’s bugging you.”
She sighed, and then sat down against the wall next to Zorro. The fox climbed gingerly into her lap and snuggled up.
“It’s just,” she said, “the spell. It… didn’t work. Not really. Like, the spell didn’t work. The hair worked.”
“But we wouldn’t have figured that out without the spell,” I said. “Without the candles. Which were your idea.”
“It’s not the same thing.” And now the face in the mirror scale and the face of my friend matched, and neither one was happy.

I couldn’t sleep that night. I was angry at Grace for not seeing how hard and scary all of this was for me, and I was full of self-loathing for keeping my secret from her. Our argument in the car continued in my head. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw Grace, glaring, accusing me, slashes of light battering her glowering face, the rhythm of the bridge thumping beneath the Blue Whale’s ancient suspension. The later in the night it got, the faster went the thumps of the bridge and the slashing swords of light on her face, and the less sense her words made, and the harder it was to respond. I felt like I was speaking underwater, and it didn’t matter what I said, because the bridge never ended, and Grace was always angry and disappointed, and I always just felt rotten.
When I opened my eyes to the darkness, the only thing I could see was the line on the globe, leading me to Rio. I knew what I had to do, but I had no idea how to do it. The money I’d gotten from selling my dad’s clinic had mostly gone to paying off my dad’s debts. The Fells had paid me for my work, but those funds had gone toward the mortgage, taxes, and utility bills. What little money I had left over I hated, because there was never enough of it in my bank account to do anything, other than laugh at me every time I checked the balance.
I would have spent all of it to get to Rio, just to make it shut up. But there wasn’t even enough for that.
So I tossed and turned, and felt the night getting smaller and smaller, and when the sky started to turn the dirty pink of smoky sunrise, I sat up in bed and gave up.
“You look terrible,” said Malloryn when she came downstairs to find me sitting at the breakfast table, eating a bowl of cold cereal like a zombie.
“I don’t know what to do,” I said. “I need to get to Rio.”
“Why don’t you ask the people who usually fly you all over the world?” said Malloryn. She set some water to boil, pulled two mugs out of a cabinet, and dropped a tea bag into each one.
“I can’t,” I said. “If I ask them, they’re going to want something that they can’t have.”
Staring at my cereal, an awful thought occurred to me.
“That thing you did, when you brought me home,” I said.
“Millmallow did that,” said Malloryn.
“Could… could she do it again?”
Malloryn was quiet. Then, “Are you asking her to take you to Rio?”
“I don’t know what I’m asking. I need to get there. It’s, like, really important.”
“She’s still resting,” said Malloryn. “But even if she wasn’t, the answer is no.”
“Why not?”
“Because,” said Malloryn, “there’s a difference between bringing you home and sending you off alone to a place where you don’t know anyone and there’s nobody to help you. I will always bring you home.”
“But you won’t let me walk into the ocean at night,” I said. “Even if it’s important.”
“That’s not fair, Mar.”
The kettle on the stove began to hiss, and Malloryn took it off and poured water into both mugs. She placed one next to me and then sat down opposite me, her mug in her hands.
“Anyway,” she said, “even if Millmallow did carry you, you’d be stuck there. See how much energy it took to bring you back the last time? If she took you there, she’d be gone for days and days, and you’d have no way home, and no one to protect you.”
I watched, exhausted and entranced, as a slow curling cloud of clear amber spread from the tea bag in my mug.
“Malloryn,” I said, “who is Millmallow?”
“She’s a friend,” said Malloryn. “I told you that already.”
“Why haven’t I met her yet?”
Malloryn sighed, a sigh of weariness or pity, I couldn’t tell. “She’s not like us,” she said. “She’s different. But she’s kind.”
“Explain ‘different.’ ”
“I can’t explain it,” she said. “And she’s not strong enough to speak for herself yet. But she will be soon. Nothing is far away.”
“Rio is far away,” I said.
“Every place is exactly the same distance from every other place,” said Malloryn.
“That doesn’t mean anything,” I said.
“It means maybe you’re not ready yet.”
“Ready for what?”
“Whatever is being asked of you,” she answered.
I didn’t like what Malloryn was saying, and I didn’t like the quiet, assured way in which she was saying it. But I also didn’t want to be in a fight with all of my friends. So I swallowed my resentment and drank my tea. Then I ate my cereal, went back to bed, and somehow managed to sleep until the knocking on the door woke me up.

Tap tap tap
It was early afternoon. Malloryn was at the occult shop. Grace probably wasn’t interested in talking. And Carrie didn’t have a car. Which left Francesca Wix as the only person I would want to see at the door. Anyone else was trouble.
But it wouldn’t be Francesca, either, because she worked at a bookstore that, though run by anarchists, kept normal capitalist hours.
Karl. It had to be. Another chance to change my mind. Or maybe another creature. Maybe a creature in Rio. Maybe even the Bird. At this point I would have been relieved, even if it meant that the Fells—and not the mysterious man with the wild, sad eyes and the growing wake of dead fae—got their claws into the Bird of a Thousand Stories. They were evil, but I wanted their evilness off me and my friends more than I wanted to fight it.
If it was Karl, I would be ready. I changed my shirt, put my shoes on, threw some clothes and my passport into a bag, zipped it up, slipped it over my shoulder, and then headed downstairs to do my job.
Tap tap tap went the door.
I opened it.
“Hello,” said the person who stood in the doorway, giving me a look, up and down, taking in my shoes and my bag in particular. “And also, it seems, goodbye?”
It wasn’t Karl.
It was Amu Reza.

By Amu Reza’s standards, the tea offerings available at my house were shameful, and I should have been ashamed. He took out every box in the cabinet and discarded most of them. Finally he grudgingly accepted a bag of Earl Grey that was marginally less repulsive to him than the other options, only to be scandalized afresh a moment later by the fact that there was no rock candy in the house.
“You are Persian,” he grumbled. “You should drink better tea.”
Still, a few minutes later we were sitting across from each other in the living room, drinking my unacceptable tea and catching up on the events of the past few days.
Amu Reza had left Istanbul in a hurry, the day after me. The Fells had come looking for him, and rather than risk accidentally giving them useful information, he’d run. He’d gone first to London, where he’d spent the night at the airport. Then to Toronto, to the home of an old client, and finally here.
“An old man is not meant for such travel,” he said. “Fortunately, you were not hard to find. Perhaps that is good. Better that someone who needs your help can find you.”
“I’m done with the Fells,” I told him. “They went after my friend. I’m done with them forever.”
Amu Reza’s face was soft with pity, and I suddenly felt like a small, sheepish child coming out the other end of a temper tantrum.
“They want what they want,” he said. “You are never done with them.” Amu Reza glanced around, and it seemed like his eyes lingered on one of the bramble hexes on the wall. “But I see you have taken steps to protect yourself.”
I told him most of what had happened since I’d left his shop. He took in every word with patient attention, occasionally looking away to sip his tea and grimace politely at the taste. When I told him about Shuck, he smiled warmly at the memory of the shaggy dog. After I shared Carrie’s theory that the Bird was the guardian of our stories, he frowned, intrigued.
“I know how the Bird story ends,” I said. “My friends and I found it in an old book.”
Amu Reza smiled. “It is an old story,” he said. “A story that has found its way into many corners of the world. And wherever it goes, it always seems to fit in.”
“It’s a fairy tale,” I said.
“And you put a faerie into the earth,” he said solemnly. “Perhaps this is a time to heed their tales.” I must have made a surprised expression, because he smiled and continued. “How do you think such stories have traveled such great distances? They fly. Well, since you already know how it ends, let us agree that the ending is not so important, but how we shall arrive there may yet be.”
As I described the beast I’d met at the beach the night before, he leaned in closer, like he didn’t want to miss a single detail. He didn’t once stop me to tell me that I was being mean, or selfish, or reckless. He understood in a way that none of my friends could.
I did not, however, tell him about Millmallow. Whoever or whatever she was, I didn’t know how to speak about her and the things she seemed to be capable of. I just didn’t have the words.
When I got to the end of my story, Amu Reza didn’t bombard me with questions. He didn’t tell me I was wrong. He simply sat quietly, biting his lip in thought.
“You have been listening to the whispers of the universe,” he said. “The smoke of Death’s hair gave you the Serpent of the World, and the Serpent gave you the city of Rio. It seems you are needed there.”
“What about the mark on Shuck’s skin?” I asked. I had described it, but now I got up, found a pencil, and sketched it out on a scrap of paper. I showed it to Amu Reza. “I think it might be connected to the guy who was in your shop. It… felt the same.”
He held the page up. A shadow seemed to pass across his face. Finally he handed it back to me. He looked even older. “You were ready to go somewhere when you opened the door. That is good. We will go to Rio as soon as we can.” He must have seen some flicker of uncertainty in my face, because he added quickly, “I will pay for our travel.”
“What does it mean?” I asked. “The mark, what does it mean?”
Amu Reza shook his head wearily. “I am already in debt one story, and now I owe you more. But that will have to wait. We shall arrange our travel, and then I must rest. I’m an old man, and I’ve come a long way in a short time. Once I have rested, I will tell you about Volhallan.”
After that he was mostly quiet. We booked a flight to Rio, and then I showed him to my dad’s old bedroom, where he set down his bag with silent reverence. The exhaustion on his face was obvious. What he needed most was the bed directly behind him, so I shut the door to the room and walked softly back down the hall and down the stairs, balancing the strange new word that Amu Reza had promised to explain.
Volhallan.
I tried it out in whispers. It felt like something that would explode if I didn’t say it just right.

Amu Reza was asleep in my dad’s old bedroom when Malloryn came home from work.
“Something’s different,” she said the moment she walked in. She began walking around the house, checking her hexes carefully, as if something in them might have changed.
“My uncle’s here,” I said. “He showed up this afternoon. He’s sleeping upstairs.”
She stopped in her work and shot a look over at me. “Do you trust him?”
“Uh, yeah?” I said. “He’s my uncle. And he’s going to fly us to Rio.”
“Us?” Malloryn asked.
“Well, me and him, I guess,” I said. “I didn’t ask about… I just figured that…”
“It’s fine,” said Malloryn quickly so that I wouldn’t have to flounder any longer. “I totally understand. When are you going?”
The earliest flight he’d been able to buy tickets for was in two days’ time. I only hoped it wouldn’t be too late.
“I’m sorry, Mal,” I said. “I know this is happening really fast.”
“No, no,” said Malloryn, smiling. “I’m sure you know what you’re doing.”
“Do I look like I know what I’m doing?”
“Honestly,” said Malloryn, “not even remotely. But that’s how some things are. Sometimes the most powerful magic happens by accident.”
“So you’re saying I have a chance.”
“If anyone has a chance, it’s you.” She glanced upstairs. “Your uncle, is he going to be hungry? Because I’m making eggplant parm.”

Whether it was the sounds of pots and pans clattering in the kitchen or the smells of roasting eggplant and simmering tomato sauce that woke Amu Reza, I don’t know. But when dinner was served, he was at the table, rested and quite hungry.
“So you are a witch,” he said to Malloryn after everyone had been served. “These hexes are your work, then.”
She smiled proudly. “Mar helped hang them.”
“And this fellow must be your familiar,” he said as Zorro sniffed at his feet. “A most unusual house this is, but a wonderful one. Thank you for welcoming me.”
“Mar says it’s a short stay,” said Malloryn.
At this, Amu Reza cocked his head, a gesture that was both agreement and apology. “There is work to be done. I believe you know what sort of work.”
“Zorro had heartworm,” said Malloryn. “Mar helped him out. That’s how we met.”
“Malloryn was at the beach last night,” I said. “She’s been other places with me too.”
“Then you have seen a world that most never know exists,” said Amu Reza. “A lucky witch indeed. And an excellent cook.”
Malloryn beamed with incandescent pride.
After dinner Amu Reza and I sat down in the living room, the mark with the jagged line and five slashes set on the table between us, while Malloryn did dishes. I had offered to do them, but she’d shooed me away, saying in a kind voice, “I got these. Go spend time with your uncle.”
Now we were sitting, and Amu Reza was looking down, as if gathering strength from somewhere deep inside the earth.
“So,” he said at last, “Volhallan.” He said the name in a low, slow voice, as careful with it as I had been.
“What is it?”
“Who,” said Amu Reza. “He is long dead now. Many, many generations dead. He was a chieftain in a cold land. But to know his story you must first know about the old name of the bear.”



THE OLD NAME OF THE BEAR
ONCE WAS, ONCE WASN’T.
In a certain village in the far north of the world, there lived a people who worshiped the wild beast that lived in the dark woods near the edge of their settlement.
The beast had a name, but no one spoke it, for fear of summoning him. Instead they spoke around him. They called him their friend in the forest, the brown one, the honey eater. Their friend was rarely seen, but he left his broad, clawed tracks in the mud and snow, and so the villagers always knew when he had passed by.
The villagers left fruits for him in the harvest times, and meat after hunts, and in the winter when he slept, they sang songs to the forest to calm him. They believed that their friend protected them. Perhaps he did. But he was not always kind. Sometimes a villager would disappear, and everyone would shake their heads. For of course their friend did not eat only honey.
All who lived in the village were quite frightened of the beast, all except for one young man. This young man had a name too. He was called Volhallan, and he believed in his heart that the friend in the forest was no friend at all but a cruel tyrant who had made them his servants through fear. And so one day he set out to find and destroy the beast in the woods.
After much walking, he reached the darkest part of the wood, and he challenged the beast in a loud voice, not as a friend but by its old name, which was never spoken. And a moment later the beast emerged from the darkness, its thick brown fur matted with dew and festooned with pine needles. It stood up on its hind legs, its nose twitching with the smell of fearless youth, its massive forepaws with their curling claws hanging almost to the ground. The youth drew his sword, and the beast dropped to all fours, so that the ground shook, and the fat and muscles of its shoulders shuddered with the impact of its immense weight against the earth. With a roar it lumbered toward Volhallan.
The battle was short: a single swing of a heavy paw, and a single perfect thrust of the youth’s sword. The beast’s heart was pierced, and it died. The young man’s collarbone had been shattered, and the beast’s claws had ripped ragged furrows down his chest. Bloodied and in pain, he limped back to the village and declared that they were free of the beast’s reign.
If he expected a celebration, he was mistaken. The villagers greeted Volhallan with awe, but there was also a deep sadness in their eyes. The friend in the forest had been feared but also cherished. If it was gone, then the village had lost its protector, something special and rare, even if it was also occasionally terrible. They had lost the story that had defined their world. There came to the lives of the villagers an emptiness, a void.
Volhallan, meanwhile, grew into a man and was respected by all for his bravery and strength. Perhaps he was feared. After all, who but an even fiercer beast could ever have slain their friend in the forest? As Volhallan grew older, the villagers turned more and more to him for counsel, for protection, for leadership. And one day Volhallan became their chieftain, and over their village he flew a flag that bore the mark of the beast—a thick jagged line crossed with five more lines.
Eventually, as the years went by, Volhallan came, little by little, to fill the void he had created. His deeds became a new story, and then a legend. He became the thing that made their village special, the slayer of the beast.
He became, at last, their hero.
But there is a secret to heroes. They are sculpted by cutting away the parts of them that are strange, or confusing, or wrong. Those heroic tales didn’t mention, for instance, that Volhallan never smiled, not once, after he returned from the woods. Or that, though his bones healed, he never slept well again but was plagued by nightmares that followed him to the end of his days. Nor did these tales mention a curious habit that the people of the village adopted, of speaking of him only in grand titles and honorifics, calling him Slayer of Beasts, and Great Guardian, and Man of the Sword, so that at last his true name was spoken in whispers only.
And as for the beast of the woods, the friend in the forest, the eater of honey—it became a monster, and its name was never spoken again, for fear that it might return.



| CHAPTER FIFTEEN | 

THINGS THAT NEED REPAIR
“So that is Volhallan,” said Amu Reza.
“And this is his mark?” I asked, holding up the symbol.
“So the story tells us,” said Amu Reza.
“The woods, the bear,” I said. “I think I felt them. What does it mean?”
“Old stories do not explain themselves,” he said. “Perhaps there is a bear among us. I imagine our friend from the shop could shed some light on things, if he were inclined. I take it you have not seen him again.”
Shuddering at the memory of his bloodshot eyes, of the blade appearing from within the ragged folds of his clothing, I shook my head. “Why does the world want us to know this?” I asked.
“The world is not in the business of holding our hands. The story of the chieftain Volhallan is important. For now that is all we know.”
“Amu Reza,” I said, and his eyes crinkled up just a bit at the sound of his name. “Is this going to be dangerous?”
He sighed. “The work has always been dangerous. We handle people’s greatest dreams, and their deepest fears. The stakes are always high for us, Marjan. And the world is always watching.” He paused, and when he spoke again, there was a note of shame in his voice. “The world’s eyes can be very heavy indeed. It is why I left… why I left your father to carry on the work alone. After a while it was… too much for me.”
“So you just left him?”
“He knew enough. I thought he knew enough.”
“What about me?” I asked. “Do I know enough?”
“No,” said Amu Reza. “That is why I came. You should have what I did not give him.”
For the first time I felt anger toward Amu Reza. The only other living person who understood the work, and he’d been a ghost for my whole life. He was only here because I’d tracked him down and then continued to bother him, and even then it had taken someone pulling a knife on me to get him to admit who he was.
“Wow,” I said, “I guess it’s a good thing I went looking for you in Istanbul.”
He smiled, a hurt smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “You deserve to be angry with me.”
“Thanks,” I said. “Thanks for giving me permission to have feelings.”
“Let me say it another way, then,” he replied. “I deserve your anger. Better?”
“Yeah,” I said. “Better.”
“There are many things that need repair in this family,” he said, his voice quiet. “I hope I have the chance to fix some of them.”
Later that night, lying in bed, I wondered what he thought was broken, and what he thought he could fix.

I spent an hour the next morning packing my bag more carefully. A few more bits of clothing, another tiny fold of cash that I’d found at the back of a drawer. And three more things.
The wing of a faerie, pressed between the pages of The Peregrine. A lock of Death’s hair, tied with a ribbon. A scale from the serpent that holds the earth, wrapped in a red bandanna.
The world had handed me these things. I wasn’t about to leave them at home.
Malloryn came into my room just as I was zipping up my bag. Without a word she dropped her own bag, fully packed, onto the floor. Then she looked at me.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“What’s it look like?” she answered.
“But you don’t have a ticket.”
Her expression, placid and patient, was her only response.
“How?” I asked.
“I bought one,” she said in a quiet, steady voice.
For a moment I was speechless. All my questions answered themselves before I had a chance to speak them. “It—it might be dangerous,” I stammered at last.
“I know,” she said.
“What about Zorro?” I asked. “He can’t come.”
“He’ll stay next door. He loves Ms. Wix.”
“Mal, you don’t have to do this. I think I do, but you definitely do not.”
“You might need me,” she said.
“I don’t want you to get hurt,” I replied.
“I know,” she answered. “But that’s not up to you.” Her voice was soft and calm. She wasn’t looking for a fight. There wasn’t anything to argue about, was what she was saying.
“Why?” I asked, and something in my throat cracked, and something in my heart felt warm and loved and afraid.
“Because you shouldn’t have to do scary things all by yourself,” she said. “And because I can help, and because if I don’t help when I know I can, then I’m not really your friend. And I am your friend.”
There were words I was supposed to say, like “Thank you,” but my voice was momentarily broken. It turned out, though, that I didn’t need to say anything, because Malloryn was already hugging me tight, and I was hugging her back, and that was really all that either of us needed to know.
After a long time we both let go.
“You should talk to Grace,” said Malloryn.
“She doesn’t want to hear from me.”
“She does,” said Malloryn. “Trust me, you don’t want to leave without trying to make things better first.”

Amu Reza spent the morning doing his laundry and mostly staying out of my way. I wasn’t angry at him anymore—not the way I’d felt last night—but I appreciated the space. The truth was that, even if he was family, I barely knew him. Our relationship consisted at this point of each of us barging in on the life of the other and just hoping it would be okay. I was glad to take things slowly, especially since we were about to embark on a journey halfway across the world together.
I was also glad Malloryn was coming, and not only because things with Amu Reza were uncertain. Whatever we were walking into, I wasn’t going to be alone. Someone who knew me, and cared about me, would be there too.
After thinking things over for a while, I decided Malloryn was right, and I called Grace. She didn’t answer, but a minute later my phone rang, and I answered, and for a few seconds we were both quiet.
“G, I’m sorry,” I said into the silence. “I didn’t know what would happen, and I get that it was scary to watch. I’m sorry that I put you in that position.”
“You’re okay,” she said. “And… I don’t get what you have to do. But I know it’s good. I know it helps people. And it’s not my job to tell you what to do. I was just… worried, Mar. That’s all.”
“I know,” I said. “Thank you for saying that.”
A pause.
“You at home now?” she asked.
“Yeah.”
“Stay there,” she said. “I’m coming over.”
She hung up before I could protest. I met her on the front stoop half an hour later.
“The house is a mess right now,” I lied.
The truth was that I didn’t want to worry her all over again with Amu Reza and the fact that we were about to leave for Rio. She gave me a wary, searching look, which felt worse because a trip to Rio wasn’t even the most awful or dangerous thing I was keeping from her. After a moment she relented, ran back to her car, and returned with two bobas and a cellophane-wrapped plate of green-onion pancakes her aunt had cooked the night before.
“This is how they taste in Taipei,” she said. “Auntie’s been trying to cheer everyone up.”
We sat on the hood of the Blue Whale and ate and drank together. The pancakes were probably delicious, but I couldn’t taste them. I tasted ash, and I tasted the sourness of guilt.
“I’m glad you called,” she said. “I felt terrible all night long. I think I’m mad about the store.”
She looked off down the street, toward the past, toward the whole texture of her life up until three days ago. I wanted, right then, to tell her the truth about the fire in her parents’ store. I wanted to be free of the secret. I wanted Grace to be angry at me again, to be angry at me forever, to not be my friend anymore, so that I couldn’t cause her any more pain.
So when I opened my mouth, when I finally responded to her pain, the words that actually came out tasted like the smoke in the air, poisoned and wrong.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
She looked over at me, her tough eyes softening, relenting. Something inside me shriveled up in disgust.
“It just seems so unfair,” she said. “I don’t get it. And I know it doesn’t matter, because everyone’s safe. It’s only stuff. It’s only a little room, and it doesn’t actually matter, but it just seems so unfair. Like, all they’ve ever done is work hard. They didn’t deserve this. We didn’t deserve this.”
I found myself staring at the ground, staring through the ground, trying somehow to put my eyes on something even lower. Maybe it was my heart. And to my horror and shame, I started talking again. “I understand.”
“What do I do?” Grace asked.
“It’s scary,” I said. “Everything is scarier because nothing feels exactly safe anymore. But you’re right. No one’s hurt. Your parents will open another store, and after a while things will start to feel normal again. It’ll be a different kind of normal, but you’ll get used to it.”
Grace was quiet.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “You didn’t deserve this. You didn’t deserve any of it.”
I wanted to say more. Maybe I was almost brave enough in that moment. Maybe if another few seconds had gone by, I could have become the person who admitted to things that are hard to admit, who took responsibility and accepted consequences.
But the door opened just then, and Malloryn came out with Zorro in his case.
“Why’s Zorro in a box?” asked Grace.
“We’re going to be gone a few days,” said Malloryn. “Didn’t Mar tell you?”
Grace managed a smile, but her eyes had gone cold.
“Oh,” said Malloryn. “Okay, sorry, I’ll come back.” She ducked back into the house.
“When were you going to tell me you’re leaving?” Grace asked without looking at me.
“I didn’t want to worry you, G,” I said.
“Worry me?” said Grace with a chilly laugh. “Why would you worry me? You just do whatever you want, all the time. No parents, nobody to make sure you go to bed on time, nobody telling you to do your homework, nobody telling you not to go walking into the ocean alone. You know what I hear you saying, Mar, when you say you don’t want to worry me? I hear you saying you don’t want me to get in your way. You don’t want me to tell you not to go. You don’t want to know how stupid and dangerous it is, how you’re risking your life and you might not come back. And you’re taking her with you?” She nodded toward the door, toward Malloryn.
“Yeah,” I said. “Well, technically she volunteered. I didn’t want to take her.”
“No, of course not,” said Grace. “Because that would mean you were responsible for someone other than yourself. Very convenient that she volunteered.”
“That’s not fair, G,” I said.
“You’re not fair,” said Grace. “None of this is fair.”
She stood up, her eyes glittering with angry tears.
“Get off my car,” she said. “You do whatever you want, Marjan. I’m going home.”

Malloryn was waiting for me inside the door, her face stricken.
“I’m so sorry, Mar,” she said.
“No,” I said, “it’s okay. I deserved it.”
“She’s scared,” said Malloryn. “She doesn’t mean it.”
“Maybe,” I said.
She picked up Zorro’s case, and together we walked through the smoky air to the little house next door where Francesca Wix lived with her rotating pack of foster dogs.
We knocked on the door and listened to the joyous chorus of dog barks on the other side, followed by Francesca’s brusque clapping and an even more brusque command of “Silence!” The dogs instantly obeyed.
The door opened, and Francesca stood there. “Yes?” she said, sliding her glasses on to see us clearly.
“Uh, hi, Ms. Wix,” said Malloryn. “I was wondering if you’d watch Zorro for me, just for a few days?”
Francesca smiled warmly at the cat carrier. “You know I love that fox.” Then she looked from the case to Malloryn, and then at me. “I suppose you’re taking Malloryn on one of your camping trips.”
“Uh, yeah,” I said. “Camping trip. Same as last time.”
She gave me a long eye. She studied Malloryn’s face, then mine, like she was trying to find something wrong with them. “Tell you what,” she said to Malloryn. “Don’t you worry about Zorro. He’s going to be just fine while you’re gone.”
Then she turned to me. She took my hand in both of hers and squeezed it, tight enough that her knuckles turned pale and the bones and veins stood out.
“You don’t have to explain anything to me,” she said. “I know where your heart is. But you be careful.”
Then she took Zorro’s case and food and disappeared into the house, leaving Malloryn and me on the doorstep. We turned back toward our house. Somehow, with Zorro gone, everything felt far away, and every step felt like part of the journey ahead.
“Are you ready for this?” asked Malloryn.
“Are you?” I asked her.
“Course I am,” she said with a smile.

That night Malloryn Called Her Parents.
This was a ritual that usually took place once a week and required a quiet room and lots of space afterward. She didn’t talk much about her parents or her siblings. I knew they lived in a little town up north. I knew that they were evangelical Christians. I knew that they had named her Mallory. I knew that they didn’t approve of witches, and that was at least partly why Malloryn had run away.
The calls left her exhausted. From the little I heard on Malloryn’s side, I had the sense that the conversations involved a combination of scolding, guilting, pleas to return home, threats of eternal damnation, promises of welcome and forgiveness, and tears. Malloryn took all of it with patience and calm, assuring her parents every week that she was safe, that she was taking care of herself, that she loved them, that she would not change for them. Nobody ever came out of those calls happy or satisfied. But nobody gave up either.
While Malloryn and her parents spoke, Amu Reza folded his clothes and set them into his bag, humming to himself as he worked. I did the dishes from dinner, because it was my turn tonight, and because it felt wrong to leave the house empty with dishes undone. The clink of silverware; the tune of Amu Reza’s song; the faint, muffled cadences of Malloryn’s words. (“It’s ‘Malloryn’ now, Mom. With an n.”) All of it filled our home with a sweet, fragile melancholy, as full of heart and hurt as faerie song.
Everything was arranged. A car was coming for us early in the morning. We would fly first to San Salvador, then to Lima, and then finally to Rio, where Amu Reza had reserved us two rooms at a hotel near the airport. The trip would take almost an entire day.
I finished the dishes and then went out to see Amu Reza, who was sitting on the couch looking very still, his bag packed beside him. He glanced up when I came in, and smiled.
“There is a lightness to the hours before a journey,” he said. “It has always felt to me like the mind begins to depart first, and the body follows.”
“Are you nervous?” I asked.
He shrugged. His eyes were warm. “You?”
“I think so,” I said. “I don’t know what we’re doing. So I guess I’m curious, too.”
“Your instincts have so far led you to the right places. I have confidence in them.”
“I’m glad someone does,” I said.
“Sit,” he said.
I sat down on the chair opposite the couch.
“When the world feels uncertain, that is a good time for a story,” he said.
“But I already know how it ends,” I said. “They get the Bird, they become royalty.”
“Old stories change,” said Amu Reza. “Every time they are told, they are a little different. Perhaps this one will surprise you yet.”
Malloryn’s muted words padded down the stairs and lay beneath Amu Reza’s, so that the tale of the two orphans and the Bird of a Thousand Stories rested gently upon a warm, soft undertone of wounded care.



THE BIRD OF A THOUSAND STORIES
MANY MORE DAYS THE ORPHANS WALKED, despairing with every step that their quest was hopeless. At last they came to an old, dead tree and sat down to rest.
“How can we find this Bird,” said one, “if we don’t even know what sort of bird it is? It is big, it is small, it is fire, it is thunder, it is wind, it is the sun.”
“And yet its song is always the same,” said the other.
An old owl who lived in the hollow of this tree was listening, and he took pity on the orphans. “Perhaps I can help,” he said. “There is a castle, not far from here, called Come-and-Never-Go. In that castle is kept a single bird, in a gilded cage whose lock is held with enchantments. I have heard that its song is the most beautiful song in the world, but none may ever hear it. Perhaps it is the Bird you seek.”
“Then we must go there at once!” cried the orphans. “Tell us, Owl, which way to the castle of Come-and-Never-Go?”
“It is not far,” said the owl, “but it is dangerous to go there, for this bird is guarded by a giant who never sleeps.”
“How will we sneak past a giant who never sleeps?” asked the orphans.
“Near the castle dwells a witch,” said the owl. “It’s said that she knows many powerful spells. She may be able to help you. But be careful, for she is not to be trusted.”
Following the owl’s instructions, the orphans came to the home of the witch and knocked on her door. The witch greeted them warmly and asked their business. They told her that they sought the bird that was held prisoner in the castle of Come-and-Never-Go.
At this the witch’s eyes brightened. She smiled and told the orphans that she would help them to outwit the giant, if they would only bring the bird to her. In return she would use her magic to undo the enchantments that held fast the lock of the bird’s cage.
The children agreed, and the witch taught them a spell that would put the giant into a slumber for long enough that they might slip in and out of the castle unharmed. Armed with this magic they left the witch’s house and made their way to the castle of Come-and-Never-Go.
The witch watched them and smiled to herself. For it was she who had enchanted the bird’s cage, and she who had placed it in the castle, and she who had summoned the giant to guard it, all in the hopes that someone such as these two orphans might one day come to rescue it.
You see, the witch also desired something from the Bird.



| CHAPTER SIXTEEN | 

CENTRO
The next day was a long, slow trudge through airport after airport, each one exhausting in its own way. In San Francisco our gate was changed three times, and we scuttled back and forth across the terminal like desperate little crabs chasing our flight. In San Salvador a small bird had somehow managed to become lost inside the terminal, and we sat mesmerized in the waiting area, watching its many futile attempts to fly through a glass pane that looked out on a low, green forest, and unable to do anything to help it. In Lima, Amu Reza slept on a bench, and Malloryn and I ate dried-out cheese sandwiches that somehow left us both feeling hungrier.
And everywhere we went, my brain did somersaults, trying to make sense of the fact that my two traveling companions were a runaway witch who had somehow become my friend and roommate, and an uncle whom I’d met only days ago in a city thousands of miles away.
Just before sunset our last flight took off. The low, clay-colored expanse of Lima’s sprawl fell away, and soon we were pointed east, and pale mountains were rising toward the darkening sky. Then the sun went down behind us, and the cabin lights dimmed, and the earth below us disappeared into night. Malloryn and Amu Reza both fell asleep, but I couldn’t get my eyes to stay closed.
So instead I looked out the window, and an imaginary landscape unspooled itself in the darkness: row after row of invisible mountains, dressed in scree, capped with snow, hiding cold, lonely lakes in the folds of their gowns. Beyond the mountains was a vast rain forest veined with rivers and tributaries, overflowing with life, with secrets. And finally, hours later, when the lights of Rio began to glimmer in the distance, I saw the globe, saw our whole path across it, saw the line that had led us here, saw, in the ocean of darkness beyond the lights, the twisted coils of the Serpent of the World, connecting everything to everything else.
Every place is exactly the same distance from every other place.
And then we were landing in Rio, and shouldering our bags one last time past bored and weary-looking customs officers, and into a warm, humid night that smelled of many things, but not wildfire.
A shuttle bus drove us a short distance to a long, narrow building with five floors, a motorized gate, and a big glass lobby. Then a sleepy receptionist presented us each with a room key and gestured toward a cramped old elevator barely big enough for all three of us. We got off at the third floor. Amu Reza said good night to Malloryn and me and headed off in one direction while we went the other way.
Our room was small, with a leaky faucet, two narrow beds, and a window that looked out on a highway. We both dropped our bags by the door. Then I turned off the lights and lay down almost at once.
“I can’t believe we’re here,” I said.
“I think it’s going to work, Mar,” said Malloryn as she climbed into her bed, her voice sleepy and remote. “I really, really do.”
I lay awake for a long time, holding Malloryn’s words—that golden confidence that she could summon from thin air—in my head. I wondered what she thought would work, what she expected would happen. I realized that right then it didn’t even matter if I believed her or not. We were here. We had come this far. Tomorrow we would go further. That was all that mattered.
Just before I closed my eyes to sleep, I looked out the window one last time. It was hard to be sure, and I didn’t have the wing close by to check, but I thought I saw a faerie hovering in the air outside our room, its dark eyes shimmering in the light from a flickering streetlamp. But when I looked again, it was gone.
The last sound I heard as I slipped into the dreamless sleep of travel exhaustion was the patter of the faucet in the bathroom.
Tap tap tap
Tap tap tap
Tap tap

I woke up to a sunrise bursting in through the window. Malloryn was already awake and dressed, including shoes. She was sitting up oddly straight at the foot of her bed, looking directly ahead, her hands resting on her knees.
“Morning,” I said.
“Yes,” she answered without turning.
“You okay?” I asked, sitting up.
She relaxed. A peaceful smile slid across her face. “Course I am. She’s close, Mar. I can feel her.”
“Who?”
“Millmallow,” she said, her voice almost vibrating with wondrous excitement. “She’s ready, Mar. She’s ready to help us.”
“That’s great,” I said, because I wasn’t sure what else to say.
I got out of bed, dressed, and took my small backpack out of my travel bag. Into it I put The Peregrine with the faerie wing inside, the lock of Death’s hair, and the scale from the Serpent of the World.
Malloryn watched each item go into the bag, and then went back to her oddly rigid posture, and to staring at the wall, while I laced up my shoes.
Backpack on my shoulder, I waved a hand in front of Malloryn’s face, and it eased again into her familiar smile.
“Ready to go?” she asked.
“Uh, yeah. Are you?”
“Definitely,” she said, eyes gleaming with eagerness.
Amu Reza was waiting for us in the lobby with three small cups of incredibly thick, dark coffee, and three amber-colored cakes.
“Oh, I’m not hungry,” said Malloryn breezily.
There was a lounge area in one corner of the lobby, with couches and low tables. The three of us sat down. I took a coffee and one of the cakes. It was cornmeal cake, so syrupy sweet it made my teeth numb. Fortunately, the coffee was bitter and bracing, and together they worked. Amu Reza downed his coffee in one quick shot, and after again offering Malloryn the remaining cup (she shook her head with a polite smile), he knocked that one back too.
“So,” he said, “somewhere in this city is our Bird.”
“I’m sure this is where the serpent showed me,” I said.
“It is a big city,” said Amu Reza. “Perhaps we should start in the middle.”
“The hair,” I said. “Maybe we can use it to guide us.”
“Let us see how things are when we get into the heart of Rio,” Amu Reza answered.
Malloryn sat with the same rigid posture, her eyes jumping brightly between Amu Reza and me as we spoke. She said nothing. A flat, almost vacant smile seemed frozen on her face.
“Mal,” I said. “Do you have any ideas?”
Her brow lifted as she craned her neck forward, a curious expression that seemed to be asking a question rather than answering one. Then she shook her head. Her smile never changed.
“Is everything all right?” I asked.
“Everything is amazing,” she said in a voice of calm authority.
“Uh, okay,” I said. “Well, then I guess let’s start in the middle.”
Malloryn stood up and walked toward the door. Amu Reza gave me a questioning glance, and I shook my head and shrugged. At least I wasn’t the only one who thought she was acting strangely.

The hotel claimed to have a fleet of shuttle buses that would take you into Rio. What they in fact had was a beige minivan with no air-conditioning and a driver named Vinicius who spoke no English. The three of us got into the van, and Vinicius asked us something that sounded like it meant “Where to?” We managed to agree on the word “Centro,” and Vinicius started up the van.
We crossed a bridge, and then another, passing rows of palm trees; cement walls ornamented with swooping, candy-colored graffiti; and favela homes built three stories high out of bricks and metal siding. The road became a wide highway, and traffic tightened around us. At one turn the view opened up and we saw a whole hillside tumbled with red brick and creamy stucco, squares upon squares, windows upon windows, balconies upon balconies, each one different, each one unique, more detail and density and stories and life than my head could hold.
Vinicius must have seen my eyes go big in the rearview mirror, because he laughed and said something in Portuguese. I didn’t understand, so I smiled and nodded and felt a tiny bit helpless. Did we really have a plan? Was “starting in the middle” even going to work in a city so huge and sprawling? We had no local fixer, no resources other than Amu Reza’s credit cards and my pitiful bank account.
We were an old man, a witch, and me. We had three gifts, and no idea how to use them. And somewhere in this city there was the Bird.
In the driver’s seat Vinicius tapped his fingers against the steering wheel, in time with the music on the radio.
Tap tap tap

Centro was a district of office buildings, plazas, pastel-colored colonial apartments, and streetcars. The sidewalks were full of men in button-down shirts, women in skirts and dresses, students with backpacks slung over their shoulders. Narrow cobbled alleys cut between the broad main streets. Buses rumbled up and down the avenues. Bicycles zipped by, rippling the humid air in their wakes. We were standing on the street corner where Vinicius had dropped us off, trying to decide which way to go first, when it hit me.
“This isn’t going to work,” I said out loud. There was no way a thread of smoke was going to guide us to what we were looking for in a city like this. Even if we could tell which direction it was pointing us, there was no way of knowing how far away we were, or if a particular street was even getting us closer, or leading us to a dead end. We could be miles from the Bird. There could be literal mountains between us.
Amu Reza looked around, frowning. “No,” he said. “No, I don’t think it will.”
“Maybe if we were higher up,” I said.
“Yes,” said Amu Reza, looking up. And then again, with conviction, “Yes.”
I followed the direction of his gaze, past the skyline of tall buildings, to the dark green ridges beyond, and to the tallest of them, to the white figure gleaming on top, arms outstretched, embracing the world.
“Let’s go see Jesus,” I said.

We hailed a taxi and pointed at the statue of Christ the Redeemer. The driver took us through the city streets and up onto an elevated freeway that curved along the base of a mountainside. The sky was a clear, electric blue, shockingly pure after smoke-filled Berkeley.
I wondered if the fae were watching us now. I wondered where they went on a day like this, when the sunlight seemed to reach into every shadow, and the cloudless sky offered no place to hide. Were they crouching on rooftops? Were they huddled in the fronds of the palm trees?
Our driver stopped in a neighborhood thick with eager and disoriented tourists, cameras and selfie sticks out. The slope of Corcovado loomed over us, and a set of clattering train tracks crept up into the dense jungle foliage. In an act of unfathomable patience and kindness, the driver actually parked his car, got out with us, walked us over to a ticket booth, and pointed out the tickets to purchase.
Amu Reza bought us three round-trip tickets and three bottles of cold water, and when the little train came rattling up to the platform a few minutes later, we climbed aboard and sat next to one of the windows. I was already thirsty from the humidity and the bracing sunshine, and Amu Reza drank half his bottle immediately. But Malloryn held hers without opening it, looking at it as if she had somehow forgotten what a water bottle was, and how it was meant to be used.
The train lurched away from the platform and rumbled up the hillside, and soon we had left the neighborhood behind, and the sky disappeared behind a canopy of broad green leaves, and there was forest all around us. The train climbed higher, passing between clearings of bright, sweeping vistas and lush chambers of dark understory that fluttered with forest birds and nimble monkeys.
Amu Reza took out his phone, opened up a map, and began zooming in and out, trying to understand the swaths of city that revealed themselves through the trees. Malloryn looked out the window with the same placid smile that she’d been wearing all morning. I peered into the rain forest, looking for secrets, looking for fae in every shadow, behind every tree.
The train climbed higher, and gradually the trees opened up on both sides of the car. We were at the top of a steep, sloping blanket of deep green, surrounded at the bottom by the city of Rio and the twinkling ocean. And standing above us, alone in the sky, was the giant stone Christ, as tall and straight as a rocket, arms out like wings.
My heart began to race. If this was going to work, if this wild plan was going to show us anything, it would show us here, and now. And if it wasn’t, we would know, here at the very top of this city, that we had come a long way for nothing.
We got out of the train and followed the stream of morning tourists up an escalator to the viewing platform. The warm air felt lighter here. At the top of the escalator, Amu Reza drank more of his water. Malloryn looked at her bottle again, and then set it down on a railing, as if it was simply too confusing for her.
“Is everything okay?” I whispered.
She gave me a funny look, and then wandered off to look at the view, leaving her water behind.
“Something is not right with her,” said Amu Reza, picking up the bottle.
“She’s probably jet-lagged,” I offered.
“Be careful,” said Amu Reza.
I watched Malloryn for a moment. She had slipped past a group of tourists taking selfies with giant rocket Jesus, and appeared to be gazing out at an empty patch of sky.
“Keep an eye on her,” I said. “I’m going to see if I can find anything.”
I pushed my way through the crowds to the railing at the edge of the platform. The mountain swept down and away, steep and dangerous and thick with plants. Far below, the city crept up against the forest, each one winding tendrils into the other. I unshouldered my backpack and opened it. The gifts lay at the bottom—the lock of hair, the wing pressed in Amu Reza’s book, the scale. I reached first for the hair, but as I imagined its effects, I paused.
A thread of smoke might point toward something, but before I could hope to follow it anywhere, we would have to get down from here. Another train ride, another taxi ride, and by then we would have lost our bearings again. I had a different idea.
I took out The Peregrine and opened it. The wing lay there, tucked into the pages, shimmering faintly. I glanced around at the people on either side. They were all distracted by the view, or by the Christ behind us. I took out the wing and held it up, and then I looked through, and the world beyond it was transformed.
The first thing I noticed was the ocean. Far offshore, a greenish glow, an aurora just beneath the water’s surface, tracing a shape I recognized—the World Serpent, stretching off in both directions past the horizon. Looking inward toward the city, I saw twinkles here and there, brilliant little sprites in blue and gold, flashing in apartment windows, on rooftops of tall buildings, in the twisting streets of favela neighborhoods. In the forest I could see a blazing presence moving slowly between the trees, a hungry yellow flame that appeared and disappeared beneath the canopy.
Everywhere there were secrets. Everywhere there were creatures.
And then I saw what I was looking for.
Over a ridge to the east, tucked into a deep, forested gully, an unmistakable bloom of pulsing red. I’d seen that red before, coming off the flower in Amu Reza’s shop. It was the same color, and more than that, it felt the same.
Amu Reza jostled up behind me as I slid the wing back into the book.
“There,” I said to him, pointing at the spot. He peered over the rail and checked the location against the map on his phone.
“You’re sure?” he asked.
“Positive,” I said. “That’s where it is.”
“Good,” said Amu Reza quietly. “You have done very well.” He was looking at me with a sad sort of pride in his eyes.
I’d never needed anyone to be proud of me. It had just never been an option, and I’d never hoped for it. No one had ever said anything like that to me before. No one who understood had ever seen me connect with the creatures, with their secrets, and then told me I had done well.
But now that I was seeing it, feeling it, I felt like a whole life had been denied to me. I felt like a secret sensor in every nerve in my body had suddenly been woken up, and now everything felt warm and soft. No one had ever told me the world didn’t always have to be sharp corners and vigilance. No one had told me it could also feel like this.
You have done very well.
It wasn’t hard to imagine those words in my dad’s voice, because Amu Reza’s sounded so much like his. But also it was impossible to imagine them, because he’d never had the chance to say them. He’d never given himself the chance to say them, had never given me the chance to hear them. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
Just like the stupid tears that were stupidly trying to sneak their stupid way out of my stupid eyes and down my stupid face.
“Thank you,” I said. And then, because I didn’t know what else to do, I hugged Amu Reza. For a moment he was as still as stone, surprised, maybe. And then he hugged me back, and whispered something into my ear so softly that I could almost pretend I hadn’t heard it. Almost pretend that my stomach wasn’t dropping out of my body and all the way down the mountain, and taking every good feeling with it.
I backed away. “Say that again,” I said.
He shook his head. His face was frozen, that same sad, proud look, but his eyes were doing something else.
I shoved The Peregrine back into my bag and pulled out the scale, then held it out like I, too, was taking a selfie with giant rocket Jesus. And when I looked at the reflection, I saw the guilt on Amu Reza’s face, and I saw three people dislodge themselves from the crowd and start to make their way deliberately toward us, and I saw another tourist look up from his guidebook, and it was Karl, and I turned around as the Fells approached, and met Amu Reza’s frozen expression.
“Why,” I said as the world fell around me.



| CHAPTER SEVENTEEN | 

WE’RE HERE ABOUT THE BIRD
There was nowhere to run, of course.
The Fells agents had positioned themselves to cut off any possible escape routes. And anyway, there was only one path off the platform, and there was probably another agent or two waiting there in case I got that far. So instead of trying to run away, I turned away from Amu Reza and tried to enjoy the view.
Karl was at my side a moment later.
“There are no hard feelings, I hope,” he said.
“Yeah, why would there be?” I asked.
“Your uncle cares about you very much,” said Karl.
“I doubt it.”
“You would be surprised,” said Karl. “Guilt makes everyone vulnerable. The one thing nobody wants to do is make the same mistake two times.”
“So you threatened to hurt me,” I said, “because he feels guilty about not helping my dad.”
“Something like this, yes,” said Karl. “And see, here were all are, in this beautiful place, and no one is hurt.”
“I guess you know why we’re here,” I said. “What happens now?”
“Now,” said Karl, “you will come with us. We will go to find your Bird.”
“So you can sell it,” I said. “Probably to the wrong person.”
“We are an expensive operation,” said Karl. “It must be paid for somehow.”
“Maybe it shouldn’t be paid for anymore,” I replied.
“This is our world,” said Karl. “Always it has been our world. Your opinions will do nothing to change that.”
I looked out over the ocean, to the place where I’d seen the glowing presence of the Serpent of the World.
“You’re wrong, you know,” I said.
Karl laughed. “What is it I am wrong about?”
I turned to face him. His expression was amused and smug. Now it was my turn to laugh. “Wouldn’t you like to know.”
The sourness that came over him was almost worth every stupid awful thing that had made it possible.
“Time to go, I think,” he said. He turned to Amu Reza, who was standing in the shadow of Jesus and refusing to look me in the eye. “Everyone is coming.”
The agents moved in as Karl led the way toward the escalators and the train. Amu Reza and I were herded along behind him. I glared at my uncle with every ounce of anger I could fit into my eyes, and he kept looking at the ground, his face small with shame.
And because I was glaring at him, I saw the moment when his eyes widened. I saw when he froze midstep. I saw what he was looking at.
Malloryn’s water bottle. Full and untouched in his hand.
His eyes shot up, and he looked around.
Now he looked at me and held up the bottle, his eyes wide with worry and panic. A bit late for that, I thought. But I didn’t know where she was either. I shook my head and glanced around. There was no sign of her. Malloryn wasn’t at the railing. She wasn’t on the platform.
She wasn’t anywhere.
One of the Fells, a tall, broad-shouldered man, nudged me forward.
Where was Malloryn? Had the Fells already grabbed her?
You don’t know them, I’d said to her, the night she’d hung the bramble hexes from the walls of our house.
No, she’d replied. They don’t know me.
“Wait,” I said. Ahead of me Karl stopped. He started to turn around, but as he did, I felt a hand on my shoulder, turning me sideways, not to Karl or to Amu Reza or to giant rocket Jesus, but to everything.
Malloryn was standing there.
“Shhh,” she said, only her voice sounded different. Somehow she was standing right there, when a moment ago she’d been nowhere. And something else was different too. The world around us seemed flatter, like everything had been twisted at an angle. She’d done something, when she’d put her hand on me. We were right there, but we also weren’t.
“What’s going on?” I asked. At least that’s what I thought I was saying. The words sounded like gibberish, though, even if they meant exactly what I wanted them to mean.
Malloryn smiled, letting me know she’d understood perfectly. But it wasn’t Malloryn’s smile. It went in the wrong direction, and it sat wrong on her face.
“You’re not Malloryn,” I said, in words that shouldn’t have made sense but somehow did.
“Who cooks for you?” she said. “Who cooks for you, Marjan?”
“Malloryn cooks for me,” I said. “She’s a good cook. Is she okay?”
“Witchety, witchety,” said Malloryn. “Today I cook for her.”
“You’re Millmallow,” I said.
“Millmallow am I, Chorus of the Dawn,” she said. “Pleased, pleased, pleased to meet you.”
“Where are we?” I asked.
Amu Reza was still standing there. The Fells agents were standing there. But everything felt far away.
“A little behind, a little between, veer, veer, here, here,” said Millmallow.
Karl was just now noticing that I was gone. His men had stopped. They were looking around the platform. Amu Reza, too, had a look of confusion and panic on his face. Words were coming out of the flattened, faraway world, a murmur of gabbling tourists, and Karl’s voice just pecking through as he barked at his men to find me. They were running around me. Amu Reza was looking exactly where I was, and somehow also around me, like reality itself was curving around the place where Millmallow and I were standing.
Millmallow took my hand and led me to the edge of the platform. I could see the spot the faerie wing had shown me.
“See, see, see,” said Millmallow. “Shall we hurry?”
I looked back over my shoulder. Very far away now, Karl was furious. And Amu Reza was scared. I was angry and hurt, but it felt wrong to leave him behind.
“Poor will,” said Millmallow sadly, following my eyes. “No need, no need. We’ll go, you and I. Cover-it-up, pull-it-up, pull-it-up. We’ll find our Bird, one more bird, hip, hip, hurrah!”
I wasn’t sure I wanted to be alone with Millmallow.
“He should be here,” I said. “He knows more than I do about all of this.”
Millmallow looked at me through Malloryn’s eyes. “Teacher, teacher,” she said. “You need a teacher. Here, here, come right here, dear.” In a couple of skipping steps, she was behind him, the world curving around her as she went. She put her hand on Amu Reza’s shoulder and turned him.
His eyes widened for a second. He looked from Malloryn to me, and he didn’t say a word.
“Amu Reza,” I said, “I don’t understand what you did, and I’m really mad at you, and I don’t forgive you.” I tried and failed to say more.
“What has happened?” he said at last. “What is going on?”
“This is Millmallow,” I said. “She’s helping. We’re going to get the Bird before the Fells do.”
“Pleased, pleased, pleased to meet you,” said Millmallow. “Now yank, yank, yank. Hurry, hurry.”
She pulled Amu Reza over to me, put a hand on each of our shoulders, and then ripped us away, air and city and forest whooshing and warping around us, bird cries filling our ears.

When the world unblurred and unflattened around us, we were standing at a quiet intersection of two cobbled roads on a hillside, a small, dense neighborhood surrounded by forest. Big green ridges rose up on either side of us, covered in dark foliage. Behind us and below, I could see the ocean, and a lagoon, and around it a stretch of city. I couldn’t see the Jesus statue anymore.
The buildings that surrounded us were built out of bricks and cinder blocks. Some had roofs of metal siding. Others had clay tiles. On one of them I saw solar panels. In front of another, a small windmill, its blades still. A chicken ambled across the road in front of us, pecking at invisible crumbs in the grooves between the cobbles.
A deep, involuntary breath rushed into my chest. Our flight had sucked the oxygen out of me. I was empty, and gasping to fill the emptiness. Blood thundered in my ears. My skin felt strange, like my whole body had been raked with dry twigs. Amu Reza looked as disoriented and overwhelmed as I felt. Only Malloryn—Millmallow—seemed unshaken by the travel.
“Where are we?” Amu Reza asked. “Where have you taken us?”
“Here, here,” said Millmallow. “Millmallow flies true, stoops neat, see, see?” Her cold, proud smile looked entirely wrong on Malloryn’s face.
Amu Reza looked at me, then at Millmallow. “These words are…,” he said, like they were confusing him even as he spoke.
“No worry, no worry,” said Millmallow. “Singing, only sing-ing-ing.”
I had my breath back, and the strangeness of our swift passage had eased a bit on my skin. But my head was still pounding, a thudding, nauseating pulse in my temples that made it hard to concentrate on anything else.
“Where, where?” said Millmallow, her head whipping around, her eyes snapping to mine. “See it?”
I wanted to tell her that I didn’t see anything, that I didn’t even know what she was talking about, but I couldn’t get the words to form. The thumping in my ears was scattering my thoughts. And every time I moved my head, the throbbing shifted.
“Marjan,” said Amu Reza. “What is it?”
“My head,” I mumbled. “It’s just…”
I made a fist and punched the air in time with the pulses.
One. Two. Three.
And then I gasped again, and froze, and closed my eyes and let my head hammer from within.
One. Two. Three.
The sound of the world, telling me something important.
I turned my head, and the hammering rolled around with it. Because the feeling was inside me, but it was coming from outside me.
“It’s here,” I whispered. “It’s right here.”
One. Two. Three.
Tap tap tap
“This way,” I said. “We’re coming, Bird. We’re coming.”
The feeling was strongest coming from the road that climbed away from the intersection, toward the top of the narrow valley around us. The forest pushed against the edges of the road on both sides. Vines wrapped around streetlamps and utility poles. Shrubs poked out from between the cobbles. Monkeys skittering in the high branches paused to watch us pass below. I had the sense that even stranger eyes were watching us too, gliding silently in the depths of the trees.
There were houses on the sides of the road—a mix of pale stucco walls and exposed brick, roofs of tile and wood, rising two and three stories high out of the foliage, all built against the hillside. There were footpaths and stairs leading to them and around them, in dirt and concrete. I saw more solar panels, more windmills. Another chicken muttered to itself as it struck at the dirt with quick, startled jabs of its beak, its pecks matching the pounding in my head.
The hammering was closer, louder here, so loud that it made my eyes water. Where the trees opened up, the sun beat down, and everywhere the air was thick and damp. And when the forest closed in, the shadows were heavy with humidity and the palpable presence of unseen life, stalking us, watching us.
“We’re close,” I said through gritted teeth.
“Sweet, sweet,” said Millmallow. “Quick we go.”
A little farther down the road, we reached a house surrounded by forest, with a small yard in front and a path of stones leading to the front door. There were two raised planting beds, one on either side of the yard, made out of old bottles and growing what looked like tomatoes. I took a step along the stone path, and my head banged again, even louder. Another two chickens milled in the yard, watching us with wary, jumpy little eyes.
“This is it,” I said. “It’s here.”
“You’re sure?” asked Amu Reza.
I nodded, unable now to speak.
Amu Reza stepped up, straightened his shirt, cleared his throat, and knocked on the door.
And of course the knocks went tap tap tap, because that’s what everything did now.

The boy who answered the door wore a T-shirt and shorts, and no shoes or socks. His dark hair fell in messy curls to his eyes but was cut neat and short around the sides and back of his head. Everything about him was long and lanky—his face, his thin arms, his bony legs. He looked to be about my age, but there was something about him that felt much older too. His eyes, hard and sharp as black diamonds, stared at us with suspicion and doubt.
“Hello,” said Amu Reza. “We’re here about the Bird.”
The boy stared blankly at Amu Reza.
“Don’t worry,” said Amu Reza. “Please, we’re friends. We want to help.”
But the boy shook his head in mute confusion. He didn’t understand a word.
“Oh dear me,” said Millmallow. She reached out and touched the boy on the shoulder, and a shudder passed through him. “Pleased, pleased, pleased to meet you,” she said.
He almost fell backward into the house with shock. “Who are you?” he shouted, and the words didn’t sound like English or Portuguese or any other language I could identify, but I understood them just the same.
“We’re not here for trouble, I promise,” I said.
His dark eyes were wide with dread. “How do I know that?” he said.
“You understand us now,” said Amu Reza.
“Who are you?” he asked again. “What’s happening? What just happened?”
“I’m Marjan,” I said. “This is my amu Reza. And that’s…”
“Millmallow, Chorus of the Dawn,” said Millmallow with a curtsy.
The boy looked from one face to the next. “Why do I understand you now?” asked the boy. “Why do I sound like this? What did you do?”
“It’s the language of the birds,” said Amu Reza. He turned to Millmallow. “Isn’t it?”
“Sure, sure,” said Millmallow. “What cheer! What cheer!”
“It’s the oldest language in the world,” said Amu Reza. “The language beneath all others. That’s what the stories say.”
“How am I speaking it?” asked the boy. “How are you speaking it?”
“Everyone is speaking it, always,” said Amu Reza. “But now, thanks to our friend, I think we can hear it too. It is a rare privilege.”
“I didn’t ask for this privilege,” the boy replied.
“No,” said Amu Reza. “No one asks for such things. But they happen, and when they happen, it is our duty as human beings to understand why.”
“Go away,” he said. “I want you to leave.”
“There’s something in this house that needs help,” I said. “Please, just let us see.”
The boy began to pray. I could tell it was a prayer because he crossed himself. But the soft, swift words that came out were meaningless to me. Maybe prayer was its own special language, a secret understanding between the one praying and the divinity.
Or maybe birds just didn’t know how to pray.
“You’re demons,” he said when his prayer was done. “You’re evil spirits.”
“I’m from the United States,” I said. “I’m in high school. I live in California. I’m not a demon, I promise. The world has been trying to get me to come here, to find you, because you have something that needs help. A bird. I know that sounds unbelievable, but it’s true.”
“What bird?” he said.
“I don’t know exactly what it is,” I said. “But I think I know what it’s been, before.”
“And how do you know that this bird is here?” he asked.
“Because I hear it,” I said. “I’ve been hearing it for days, and I know it’s close.”
The boy looked at me for a long time, first wary, then curious. Finally he spoke. “What do you hear?”
I knew that tone. I’d heard it before. That was the voice of someone struggling to understand the strangeness of the world. That was the voice of someone who wanted help.
“It sounds like…” I tried to say, Tap tap tap, but it came out in bird language, and in bird language what I said was, “Am I safe?”
As I said it, my head banged again, once for each word. I winced in pain.
“That’s not what I meant to say,” I said quickly.
“Perhaps not,” said Amu Reza. “But you have said it. And so it is probably true. Young man, please let us help.”
The boy looked at Malloryn. “What’s wrong with her?” he asked.
“She’s a witch,” I said. “She’s doing magic.”
“I don’t believe in magic,” said the boy.
“Yo no creo en las brujas, pero que las hay, las hay,” said Amu Reza. “We would not understand each other if it weren’t for magic. You could not tell us you don’t believe in magic, were it not for this magic.”
“Something’s wrong with her,” said the boy.
“She can stay away,” I said. “Just show me. Okay?”
“Pity, pity,” said Millmallow. “Suchapitty.”
The boy gave Malloryn a final dubious glance, and she shrugged cheerily in reply. Then he motioned everyone into the house.
The inside of the house was neat and cozy. The floor was tiled, the walls were painted a bright, creamy white, and the sun came through an open window and lit up the whole room. There was a couch against the wall, a chair, and a bookshelf with a few books. I couldn’t read their titles—the language of birds was clearly only a spoken one—but one of the books was obviously a Bible. There was a print of Jesus on the wall, his face calm and welcoming, his hands clasped in prayer. There was a kitchen nook, with a refrigerator, stove, and sink. There was a bedroom off to one side, with two bunk beds and a desk.
“I am Inácio,” said the boy. “My brother and I live here.”
“Thank you for welcoming us into your home,” said Amu Reza with a soft bow.
Inácio motioned to the couch. Amu Reza sat down, and I sat down next to him. Inácio moved the chair to opposite us and sat down. Malloryn stood, still and rigid with her head cocked to one side in a posture that was so un-Malloryn-like that I had a hard time even looking at her.
“Why do you want to see the”—Inácio paused—“bird?”
“Because it’s been asking for help,” I answered. “I hear things and feel things that most people don’t. And I’ve felt it.”
Inácio looked at me for a long time. “I can show you where it is,” he said. “But you might not be allowed to see it.”
“Why not?” I asked.
“It is guarded,” he said.
“Who guards it?” asked Amu Reza.
“A being as old as this forest,” he said. “Its name is Boitatá.”
“You know its name,” said Amu Reza.
An unmistakable glow bloomed in Inácio’s eyes—the glow of possibility that comes just before a story.
“I know more than that,” he said.



THE FOREST THAT RETURNED
THERE IS A TERRIBLE PART TO THIS STORY. And there is also an incredible part.
I came to Morro do Hélio when I was just a little boy. My brother brought us here. He is ten years older than me, and he’s always looked after me. We are all the family we have, but it is enough.
Our father was a miner, and an alcoholic. He left after I was born. Our mother was a teacher. She pushed us to learn, to think, to inform ourselves, and to help whoever we could. She taught us to always hope for a better life. She died in a bus crash.
This is not the terrible part of the story. It is unfair and sad and it hurts every day, but this is just life.
Morro do Hélio is a small favela. We are not easy to get to. There used to be a granite quarry here, and the people who lived here used to be miners, but the quarry closed down, and now there is just the forest. There are no cartels here, and no militias. We grow vegetables. We keep chickens. The community has built its own sewage treatment system. We have some solar panels that have been donated to us. The city does not support us because we are small and poor, but we all take care of each other. Everything we do here comes from the hope that one day we can make our lives better, and the world better. Our mother taught us to help and to hope, and so this place felt like a home to us.
There was a forest here once, long ago. When the Portuguese came, they cleared it away, to make room for their estates, and then for their pastures, and their coffee plantations. They worked the land until it turned sour, and until the water in the streams ran dry. And then they realized they had made a mistake. So they did something amazing. They decided to plant the forest again.
And they did it. They brought back the native plants, and planted them again, and cared for them, and it worked.
Here is the terrible part of the story.
The new forest was planted by people who were enslaved by the imperial government. I think about them every day that I look at these trees. I think of their lives, and how angry and sad and powerless they must have felt. I think of the pain and suffering that brought this forest back, and I cannot separate the people from the forest. I wonder if the trees remember the sorrow in the hands that laid them in the ground. I wonder if they understand the injustice that gave them life.
Then I say, they healed the land. Because they did. And I wonder if there is something holy in that. And I find myself asking if the men and women who turned this soil, who carried the seedlings up the hills and set them into the earth to grow, could see beyond the injustices of their lives and know that their work was healing work.
And even then, even if they did, it still seems so unfair and so wrong. But there is a forest now, when once there wasn’t. And their holy hands planted it. And I sit in the shade of the trees and am grateful to them, and sorry.
It is hard to hope, sometimes, when even the most beautiful things can come from such terrible evil.
The people who planted this forest again sought to fill it with native species, with the same life that was here before the Portuguese came. They brought seedlings of the trees that had once lived here. But someone, perhaps one of the enslaved workers, brought the seeds of another kind of life too.
And that is the incredible part of this story.
I first learned of Boitatá from an old miner named Ulisses who stayed in Hélio after the quarry closed. When I was new here, he told me a tale that was hard to believe. Now I will tell it to you, and you can decide for yourselves.






BOITATÁ

BOIGUAÇU WAS NOT A KIND BEAST.
He was a snake who hunted the animals of the old world. One day there came a great flood, and the sky was dark for months and months, and no one saw the sun, and many creatures were drowned and lost forever. But Boiguaçu survived, and in the darkness he continued to hunt.
More even than food, Boiguaçu craved light. He craved the warmth and heat of the sun. So he ate the eyes of his victims, because they held inside them, like a locked treasure, the memory of the sunshine. He ate so many eyes that his insides burned with all the light he’d swallowed.
But still the world was dark, and so still he ate, and though the eyes fed his hunger for warmth and light, they did not feed his body. His skin became pale and translucent, so that all the eyes he’d swallowed looked out from inside him. Still he hunted, eating only the eyes of his victims, trying to fill himself with the light that had gone out of the world. Finally his body was so weak and depleted, and the light inside him was so powerful, that his outsides simply dissolved away, and all that was left was the light he had eaten.
Just as the eyes remembered the light, the light remembered the snake. And when the sun returned to the world, the great snake returned to the forests, not as a hunter of flesh and blood anymore but as the spirits of the hunted, as a protector of light and fire, burning away anyone who dared to harm the trees and the creatures who lived there. From then on the snake was known as Boitatá, which, in the old language of the people who lived in the forest, means “thing of fire.”
And until the white men came and cut down the trees, this was Boitatá’s forest.

When the forests were cut down, Ulisses explained to me, Boitatá disappeared. But somewhere, someone must have saved some piece of Boitatá—an ember, a seedling, to be planted again when the time was right. And perhaps that someone was enslaved by the empire, and perhaps they passed that seed down and down for generations and generations. Or perhaps they carried that ember deeper into the forest, farther and farther inland as the empire advanced and claimed more and more of this land. No one knows the hands and hearts that held and cared for that ember. Those people hid themselves, and they remain hidden.
But when the forest was planted again, someone set that piece free.
Because when the trees came back, Boitatá came back.
Now Boitatá guards the forest again. It is a younger Boitatá, a new-growth Boitatá, just like the trees of this forest. It is perhaps not as strong or as bright as the Boitatá that was before. But it is growing.



| CHAPTER EIGHTEEN | 

AM I SAFE
Inácio fell silent, and Amu Reza smiled.
“You have a storyteller’s heart, young man,” he said.
“It is this strange language,” said Inácio. “I don’t know if I could have told such a story otherwise.”
“Tic-tic-tic,” said Millmallow, her voice irritated and stained. “Quick, quick, give us a rain check. We cannot hold this together forever. No words, no birds.”
“I think we understand,” said Amu Reza. “Our witch is working very hard, and we have been indulgent. We are here for the Bird, after all.”
“If you want to see your Bird,” said Inácio, “I will show you where to look. But it is up to Boitatá whether you will be allowed to approach.”
He stood up and led us through the kitchen to a back door made of thin wood. At the door he pulled a tub full of grains and seeds down from a shelf, opened it, and took a handful. Then he replaced the tub on the shelf and took down a small pocket flashlight.
The backyard was a small patch of cleared land. It was surrounded by forest, dense and deep in all directions. There was a chicken hutch in one corner. There was another small raised bed, again made out of empty bottles, with some kind of lettuce growing inside. There were two more chickens puttering aimlessly around the small square of land. When they saw Inácio coming out, they skittered over. He tossed the seeds here and there, and the chickens fell to pecking at them.
“We share their eggs with our neighbors,” he said, turning to the three of us waiting in the doorway of the house.
He watched the chickens eat for a moment, then walked across the yard to the wooden hutch. He undid a wire latch and opened the door, revealing a warm darkness inside. Then he looked out at the trees.
Am I safe
My head felt like it was going to explode with the force of the pounding. I tried to breathe through the pain, and then I walked out into the yard. Millmallow and Amu Reza stayed at the doorway. As I stepped outside, the forest seemed to grow and swell around the yard. The open hutch seemed to be drawing me toward it, and something bright and feral flowed with gliding grace among the trees, weaving in and out of the trunks, getting nearer.
“It appeared two weeks ago,” said Inácio. “It was here, in the center of the yard.” He showed me a patch of earth. “I moved it.” He pointed to the hutch.
“Trees, trees,” said Millmallow from the doorway. “Fire, fire.”
“Boitatá,” said Inácio. “It has been watching ever since.”
The presence in the trees glowed a bit more brightly at the sound of its name. Then, like a predator striking, it swept out from the foliage to block my path, a lithe, snaking, burning gleam so bright that it made my eyes ache. It circled around me, and I closed my eyes and felt its heat and hunger radiating into me, felt its thousand eyes seeing me from all sides, seeing all the way through me.
Memories, and echoes of memories, rippled across my thoughts. The longing of beasts condemned to darkness, the longing of the land for the forest that once was, the longing of hearts and souls for freedom, for love, for justice. The longing of this ember of Boitatá for the Boitatá from which it had sparked.
All of it rolled through me, hot and sad and angry and proud, and when the fire had set me free, I was trembling all over, and my heart was racing, and the Bird was calling to me from the darkness inside the hutch, in the only words it knew.
Am I safe
The hutch was a low, dark space, made from shipping pallets and vinyl tarps. There were bars on either side for the chickens to roost. The bottom of the hutch was lined with palm fronds.
In the very center of the hutch was an egg.
Of course it’s an egg, I thought. How else would a bird come into the world?
It was much larger than a chicken’s egg and unlike any egg I’d ever seen. It was banded with swirls of grays, oranges, and reds, a tiny, oblong Jupiter. Beneath the swirling palette there was the hint—possibly the illusion—of color, of a cool electric blue that was maybe glowing from inside, and maybe causing the air around it to vibrate in strange ways.
Tap tap tap, said a beak against a hard, brittle shell.
The impacts hit me like ocean breakers, in the center of my chest, a rising and falling shudder in the spaces between my organs.
And in the very center of those waves, like a falcon hiding in the sun, the words, rattling my bones.
Am I safe
Boitatá traced whorls of fire in the air behind me, its wake crackling with heat.
“What is it?” asked Inácio. “What is inside that egg?”
“The future,” said Amu Reza from across the yard.
“Why is it here?” said Inácio.
“It must begin somewhere,” said Amu Reza.
Malloryn stepped out of the doorway, her stride languid and flowing, her eyes locked on the hutch. Instantly Boitatá was upon her, tracing a wall of flame between her and the egg, and holding her there.
“The witch and her passenger can go no closer,” said Amu Reza from the doorway. “And I will stay here myself, as the serpent has enough on its mind already.”
“Whit, whit,” said Millmallow in frustration as Malloryn’s arms batted at the snake. “Scape and conqueree!”
“Just stay there, Mal,” I said. For a second I saw Malloryn’s eyes—her real eyes—looking out of her face at me, through the dancing flame of Boitatá. They looked like the eyes of someone hanging on to the edge of a cliff. Boitatá drifted across her face, and then Malloryn’s eyes were gone and Millmallow’s flat, bright gaze met mine.
“Here I am, here, here,” said Millmallow, obviously disappointed to not see the egg up close.
“Tell me what you see, Marjan,” said Amu Reza.
“It’s ready,” I said. “It wants to come out. That’s what it’s been trying to tell me.”
“Then we are very lucky,” said Amu Reza in a soft, reverent voice. “You must let it know that it will be welcomed.”
I crouched down and placed my hand on the egg’s smooth surface, and felt more raw power beneath my palm than I’d ever known. Vast storms raging across continents. Forests burning. The weight of oceans tossed against rocky cliffs.
But it wasn’t destruction that I felt. The fire cleared the land, the storms watered the forests, the waves stirred teeming life below the surface. I felt things moving in circles, in cycles, birth, life, death. I saw the city of Istanbul, built and built. I saw the hills of Rio, razed and planted again. I felt the world spinning, the tides rising and falling, everything around and around in a dizzying maelstrom, hungry to begin again.
The Bird had lived a thousand lives, each one rolling its knowledge into the next, burning down and mulching into the raw material from which it would be born again. Simurgh, Bennu, phoenix, thunderbird: the thing alive inside the egg had no name. It knew nothing yet, except a hunger to breathe, to see the sun, to open its throat and cry out loud. But it was saturated in the wisdom of a thousand stories, all of them true. It would rise from that wisdom, from that truth, baptized by it, shaped by it into something new. It was yearning, and it was possibility. It was power. And it was change.
It was hope.
That was why it was here. That was why it had chosen Hélio. Maybe that was why it had chosen Inácio, a boy who knew the power of hope, who used it every day to make the world around him a little bit better, a little bit kinder, a little bit warmer.
Am I safe
“Yes,” I whispered. “You’re safe with us.”
As if in reply, a tiny fracture appeared in the egg’s swirled contour. A shaft of brilliant light bloomed out of the crack in the egg, lighting up the darkness of the hutch. It seemed as though the whole world shuddered around me, a breath held for a long time being exhaled, everywhere. Behind me I heard Millmallow gasp. Inácio crouched down beside me to watch, his eyes wide with wonder. I moved over to give him room.
The Bird pipped the shell again, and the fissure spread. More light shone out of it. I could feel it on my skin, like there was a second secret sun burning here in this little wooden shed. The crack widened, the egg shook, the light grew brighter. Even the chickens had paused to watch.
Amu Reza’s soft, careful footsteps approached. Boitatá let him pass. The egg shivered, the crack reached around its circumference, and the light shot out in all directions.
“Welcome,” I whispered. “Welcome back.”
The top of the egg lifted haltingly from the broken seam. The membrane split beneath the hard shell. A burning light flooded out with the force of a punch. I staggered back, snapping my eyes shut, blazing rainbow shapes tattooed into my vision. I heard the egg crack once more, and then I heard the shell come apart.
I opened my eyes. Inside the egg was a small blazing singularity—not a bird at all but a pinprick of impossible burning light, too hot and bright at first to even look at. It rose out of the broken fragments of its shell and drifted past me out into the yard. Luminous shimmers fell behind it in a dazzling trail as it floated tentatively along, just above the ground. The yard and everyone in it was silent with awe, and the sounds of the world—the city’s constant hum, the cries of forest birds, even the rumble of a single lonely motorcycle on the cobbled stones of the street—all felt very small and far away.
As the light passed me, I heard the crackle of flame. It was burning, but it wasn’t burning up. The light, the flames seemed to turn themselves inside out, revealing—or maybe creating—a pair of fierce, sharp eyes lined with fiery contours that burned themselves into the intricate shapes of feathers, the edges of a body, a pair of wings spread wide, a curved raptor’s beak. And as the light burned away further, it seemed to grow, like the burning glow was creating more and more space in the world, and the Bird behind it was rushing to fill that space with its presence. It was becoming, and all the while the heat, the blazing intensity never left the centers of its eyes—eyes a thousand stories old.
It swooped around me again, now as big as a pigeon, and growing, transforming, manifesting itself.
“Welcome,” I said again as its sun-bright eyes flashed over me.
I felt warm inside. Despite the lies and betrayals that had brought us here, despite the chaos and disorder of my life and the world, things would be okay. The Bird had returned. It was safe. It was becoming, and somehow everything would be fine.
What happened next was a startled clatter of events, all tumbling one over the other. There was the sound of the back door to Inácio’s house slamming open. There was a cry of surprise that seemed to come from everyone. There was a blur of shambling motion that swooped across the yard. There was a crack as Boitatá shot out after it. There was a shimmering explosion of feathers. There was a horrible, strangled bird-scream. There was a roar of rage and pain. There was the smell of burning flesh.
The chaos of three seconds smashed to a halt in a staggering, smoldering train wreck. This was what it looked like.
Millmallow, standing unsteadily but no longer held at bay by Boitatá. Amu Reza and Inácio, frozen in shock and horror. The ragged man from Amu Reza’s shop in the center of the yard, his eyes wide and trembling, Boitatá wrapped around one outstretched, smoking arm, and the Bird of a Thousand Stories gripped tight in his other hand.
With an awful bellow the man wrapped the fingers of his constricted arm around Boitatá and squeezed. The serpent struggled, and the man’s skin sizzled. The man roared again, closing his fist more tightly around the serpent’s body. Then the man gave his arm a single wrenching, violent shake, and Boitatá came apart in a shower of embers.
“No!” cried Inácio.
The man stood, huge and terrible, surrounded by falling sparks, his eyes wild with agony and fury, his one arm scorched and smoldering all the way up to his shoulder, T-shirt burned away; his other hand holding the Bird in a vise grip. The Bird’s eyes still sputtered with wildfire, but its body was no longer unfolding. It was a small raptor, one wing pressed against its body, the other awkwardly flailing in the air, trying and failing to conjure the simmering power of flight, and getting weaker with every passing moment.
“So,” said the man, his voice barely a whisper through gritted teeth, “they will all feel. I’ll squeeze them cold.”
And as he stalked past us toward the open back door, something in me snapped. I jumped up and ran to block his path. He paused for just a second, holding the Bird far away from me. I saw the wince of recognition in his eyes, and then he gritted his teeth and pushed me aside with one hand.
Drifts of white in an ancient forest. A voice calling an old, forgotten name. The icy surge of steel. Snow, falling harder.
The images came in a jumble, out of order, falling apart like everything else around me. I saw on the edge of the ragged man’s shoulder, where his shirt had burned away, the corner of an old scar. A jagged line across his collarbone, crossed with swooping parallel slashes.
“Volhallan,” I whispered. His eyes locked on mine for just a moment. Then they were gone, and so was he, and so was the Bird.
But the rage and fear inside them went on forever.

An eternity later, five seconds later.
A motorcycle started up on the other side of Inácio’s house and sputtered away into the distance.
Inácio knelt over the embers of Boitatá.
“It wasn’t strong enough,” he said. “It tried, but it wasn’t strong enough.”
Then he said something I couldn’t understand. Another prayer, maybe.
Amu Reza looked at me, shaken and dazed. “You saw his mark,” he said.
“What did he mean?” I asked. “ ‘They will all feel.’ What did he mean?”
Amu Reza shook his head.
Inácio ran inside, and came out a moment later with empty bottles and jars. He began scooping the embers into them. He was speaking rapidly, asking for help. But the words didn’t mean anything.
I looked over at Malloryn. She was leaning against the house for support.
“Tic-tic-tic,” she said with a weak shrug. Then she sat down against the wall and slumped over.
“Mal!” I ran to her and shook her by the shoulders. After a moment she opened her eyes and looked at me.
“Mar,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“I’m really tired,” she said. And then she closed her eyes again.
From the other side of the house, there was the sound of a car coming to a halt, its door opening, footsteps on the path, and then a familiar voice called out, “Hello. I am looking for Marjan.”
Another voice said something that sounded similar, but in Portuguese. Inácio stood up from the scorched dirt, vigilant and distrustful. But it didn’t matter anymore that Karl had found us.
Only, how had he found us?
I glanced at Amu Reza, who was helping Inácio gather the surviving embers from the ground. His expression was pure shame.
“My phone,” he said. “They have been using it to track us.”
Inácio took the jars and put them on a high shelf in his kitchen. Then he walked through the house. A moment later I heard the door open. And a moment after that, Karl and another Fells agent were stepping into the backyard.
I was too shaken, too exhausted to be angry anymore.
“You missed everything, Karl,” I called out. “It’s over. We lost. There’s nothing here.”
He looked around, his eyes stopping on the broken eggshell; on the scorched ground where Boitatá had come apart; on Malloryn, drained and unconscious against the side of the house; and then on me. All of a sudden he shouted something that was probably Dutch, and probably vulgar. Then, a little embarrassed, he composed himself.
“Pity,” he said with a shrug.
“You can leave me and my friends alone now,” I said. “I can’t help you anymore. I don’t know anything.”
Karl looked at me with concern. “I believe you,” he said. “But I suspect your help will be needed again. When it is, I will expect your cooperation, yes?”
He nodded to Amu Reza, who did not look back, and then to Inácio, who glared, and then to me. And then he was gone, and the car was starting up again and driving away.
“You should go home, Marjan,” said Amu Reza. “Take your friend, take your tickets, and go home and rest. I am afraid I have brought you nothing but trouble.”
I stood up and helped Malloryn to her feet. I glared at Amu Reza for a moment, but I didn’t even have the energy to stay angry. So I ignored him and walked over to Inácio.
“I know you can’t understand me anymore,” I said. “But I want you to know that I tried. I really, really tried. And I’m sorry. That man… We didn’t know. I didn’t know. I think he would have come anyway, even if we hadn’t been here.”
Inácio said something to me in Portuguese that felt like some kind of forgiveness, some kind of understanding. He went into his kitchen and took something down off the high shelf, considered it for a moment, and then handed it to me.
It was a small glass jar. Maybe it had been a spice jar before, but I couldn’t tell because all the labels and markings had come off it. Inside was a single dancing ember, a tiny spark of Boitatá.
“Are you sure?” I asked.
He took my hand, closed it around the jar, and pushed it toward me.
“Isso é esperança,” he said.



| CHAPTER NINETEEN | 

EVERYTHING’S A MESS
Inácio called us a taxi, and Amu Reza gave me some cash, which I grudgingly accepted. Inácio and I helped Malloryn into the car. But as I was about to get in, Amu Reza took me aside.
“Listen to me,” he said, “if you care about your friend. Either she is using powerful magic or it is using her. I’m afraid she doesn’t know how strong it is, or what it wants. She must be very careful. And you must be also.”
It was sound advice, and if it had come from literally anyone else, I would have thanked them. But since it had come from Amu Reza, a man who had now betrayed me twice in one day, I said, “Leave me alone.”
It was late afternoon when we got back to the hotel. Malloryn slept the rest of the day and all night, and didn’t wake up until it was time to leave for our flight home. I packed up the gifts that the creatures had given me, all except the ember from Boitatá, which puzzled me. How would I get a living flame in a glass jar through airport security? Eventually I decided to wrap it in a sock and keep it in the pocket of my hoodie.
Malloryn was still drained and groggy in the morning, but she trudged through ticketing and customs and security with a weary smile on her face, and a familiar and comforting brightness in her eyes. I sweated all the way through the security line, my hand gripped tightly around the warm little jar in my pocket. But when my turn came, I walked through the sensor, and the ember of a forest spirit made of fire did not trigger any sirens or flashing lights.
We sat side by side on the plane, taking turns at the window. As we flew over the Amazon, the jar in my pocket felt warmer, and I took it in my hand and held it tight. I wondered if the spirit of Boitatá lived among those trees too. I pictured a trail of fire snaking through the understory, wrapping up trespassers like it had wrapped up Millmallow in the yard yesterday. And then I thought of Amu Reza’s warning.
Either she is using powerful magic or it is using her.
“Mal,” I said, “were you there? When Millmallow was, um, driving?”
Her smile was pale and weak. “Course I was. Where else would I be?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I don’t really understand what happened yesterday.”
“She was kind of next to me,” said Malloryn. “Like, all morning. When I said she was close, that’s what I meant. And then, when we were up on the mountaintop, she whispered into my ear.”
“What did she say?”
“She said, ‘We’ll cook for you,’ and it was easy after that.” She looked out the window, as if the conversation were over.
“Easy how?” I asked.
She seemed almost annoyed by the question. She sighed and rolled her eyes ever so slightly. Then, as if she’d just realized that she was being rude and totally un-Malloryn-like, she smiled patiently. “It was like suddenly everything became a movie, and all I had to do was watch. But I could still feel everything. The way she turned us sideways. I could feel myself doing that. I could feel my hands turning you.”
Her eyes were soft with wonder at the memory. She looked down at her hands, and turned them slightly this way and that, trying to recreate the exact gesture that had pulled us sideways to everything. After a moment she gave up and set her hands back in her lap with a wistful sigh.
“Can I ask you something else?” I said.
“Always, Mar,” she answered.
“What about when we were with the egg?” I said. “You—or Millmallow, I guess—wanted to get close. But Boitatá stopped you. Her. What was she doing? What did she want?”
Malloryn was quiet, her brow furrowed, as if she were trying to remember, or trying to understand. “She probably just wanted to help.” Malloryn shrugged.
“But you don’t know,” I said.
“Things got a little fuzzy when the egg was close. It was harder to see what she was doing. Why are you asking?”
I shook my head. “I’m just trying to understand.”
We were both quiet. I think maybe we were both sitting with the fact that we’d come so close, and still failed. I looked out the window and wondered how many times I’d heard people talk about the Amazon and the terrible things that were happening to it. The ecosystems being disrupted and destroyed, the loss of millions of trees, the carbon ripple of their devastation, the slow throttling of the world by thousands of greedy hands. It had never seemed quite real to me—the stakes had always seemed too high, the obvious folly of it all had always seemed so plain. Right and wrong were so clear that it couldn’t be a real place. The Amazon that I knew was a fable, a made-up land from a story like the ones my dad used to tell me.
But here it was, spread out beneath us, its wonders and its tragedies all there, all happening in real time, probably happening right before my eyes but tiny and far below and hard to see.
I wondered what would happen to the world if the cycle of the Bird were to break. If we lost our stories. Would we feel it all at once? Or would that ripple simply join all the other ripples of cycles breaking down? Would all those broken cycles finally form into a single giant swell of calamity? Or would they intersect only rarely—rogue waves crashing over us, devastating and impossible to predict, but easy to ignore as fluke events?
How would it all end?
“What’s going to happen now?” Malloryn asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe nothing that we’ll ever notice. Or, you know, maybe everything’s about to change.”
One thing I’d learned from this work was how much stuff happened in the dark. How much amazing, terrible, world-shifting stuff happened that nobody ever got to know about. Maybe this was just another one of those things—one more invisible unfairness, one more unknown theft, tiny and far away. Maybe no one would ever know.
Or maybe the world would crack open.
For a while it seemed we would never get home. But by the sun’s last light we saw the plume of wildfire smoke stretching across California, and then we were landing in San Francisco, and then we were getting on a train to take us home. We walked the last few blocks from the BART station, both of us too exhausted to care that each breath clawed all the way down to our lungs and tasted of burned things.

When we got into the house, Malloryn glanced around and sighed, a disappointed look on her weary face.
“My hexes,” she said. “The hexes should have protected…”
“What are you talking about?” I asked. It probably came out a bit harsh—I was tired.
“Your uncle,” she said. “He came here knowing he was going to betray you. The hexes should have protected us from someone like that.”
She walked up to one of the bramble hexes and examined it. The flowers were dry and brittle now. When she poked it with her house key, part of it disintegrated to the floor.
“They didn’t work,” she said, almost to herself. “Why didn’t they work?”
“Mal,” I said, “if you’re going to be sad, there are bigger things to be sad about.”
She looked at me with wounded eyes, and I felt like a jerk.
“Let’s go see Francesca,” I said. “I’m sure Zorro’s missing you.”
We walked over to Francesca Wix’s house and knocked on her door. The usual chorus of dog barks rose up, accompanied this time by the unmistakable gekkering cry of a fox.
“Zorro!” cried Malloryn. “We’re home!”
The door opened a moment later. Francesca stood there, her face a picture of relief and concern, a scrum of happy dog energy at her feet, with one yipping little fox trying to dance his way through. Malloryn dropped to her knees and plucked Zorro out of the throng of wagging tails and tippy-tapping paws, then squeezed him tight.
“I’m so glad you’re back safe,” said Francesca. She looked from Malloryn’s face to mine. Her big round eyes narrowed into sharp, probing slivers. “Are you in trouble?”
“No,” I sighed. “Everything’s just a mess.”
A sad and knowing smile crossed her face. “Tell you what. How about I come over there and make everyone a cup of tea. Humbug needs a walk anyway.”
Humbug was one of her fosters, a mastiff-pit mix with a big droopy head and baleful eyes, and a body shaped like a cube. He was as sturdy and as active as a piece of furniture, and Francesca had taken a special liking to him. At the sound of his name, his nubby tail began to vibrate with excitement. Francesca clipped a lead onto his collar, and Zorro jumped obligingly into his carrier, and together we shuffled down the sidewalk in a strange little parade—two tired girls, a fox in a cardboard crate, a small woman with big hair, and a boxy mutt, going from one house to the next.
While Francesca heated water on the stove, Malloryn went around from room to room taking down the bramble hexes in silent despair. Soon the toxic bouquets had been stuffed into grocery bags to go out for compost, hands had been scrubbed clean of alkaloid crumbs, and the three of us were sitting at the table in front of mugs of peppermint tea: Francesca patient and concerned, Malloryn despondent, and me as hopeless as I’d ever felt.
“That bad, huh?” Francesca asked.
“Somebody tricked us,” I said. “Someone I trusted.”
“That’s one of the hardest things, isn’t it?” said Francesca. “When your own heart gets used against you. Hearts are sharp instruments. They should come with a warning.” She paused. “How deep did they cut you?”
“I just feel stupid, is all,” I said.
“Nothing makes you feel small like being lied to,” she said. “Some people lie because they don’t care about you. Some people lie because they’re scared of the consequences of speaking the truth. And some people lie because they don’t want to face themselves. I suppose you care about this person? Then you owe it to yourself to know which it is. Because maybe what they’re really telling you when they lie is that they need help.”
“I’m not helping someone who betrayed me.”
“I didn’t say you needed to help them,” she said. “But sometimes it’s easier to bear the pain of being deceived if you can see that it’s not just something that happened to you but actually part of a cycle that’s bigger than any one person.”
“A cycle.”
“The past is always hurting someone,” said Francesca.
“We can’t change the past,” I said.
“That’s true,” said Francesca, “but we can help heal it.” She sipped her tea, her eyes still watching me over the rim of the mug.
“How?” I asked. “It feels like all we do is let each other down. You’ll probably let me down someday. And I’ll probably let you down too. Maybe I already have. And the air is still poisonous, and the fires are still burning, and nobody does the right thing, and nobody tells the truth. Is everything always breaking?”
Across the table from me Francesca’s big eyes were forthright and serious. For a moment she said nothing. Then she spoke in a flat, matter-of-fact voice. “Yes,” she said with a rapid little nod. “Yes, it is.”
“Yes?” I said. “So that’s just… it?”
“Pretty much,” she said, wiping her face. “We live in a giant, hungry machine, built on the technology of imperialism and manifest destiny. It eats and eats, and it won’t stop until there’s nothing left. Everything that’s not propped up with fear and false strength is held together with lies and—” She paused and looked at Malloryn and me with sympathy. “You two have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”
“Not exactly,” we both admitted, nearly in unison.
“What I’m saying is, of course it’s always breaking.”
This did not seem to bother her much.
“So what’s the point, then?” I asked. “What’s the point of anything?”
“Nobody knows,” said Francesca. “Maybe there isn’t one. Maybe the point is to fix what’s broken. Or maybe it’s something else. Maybe the point is to change the world into something better. Or to change ourselves into something the world needs.”
“How do you handle it?” I asked. “Not knowing what we’re supposed to do, not knowing how to do it?”
“Me?” said Francesca. “I read romance. I pet my dogs. I march and I shout for everyone who needs a voice. I make you tea.” She took another sip, and Zorro nuzzled her feet. “Anyway, you’re sitting here now. You’re safe. That’s the most important thing.”
When the tea was done, Francesca got up, gathered Humbug from his snoring spot by the fireplace, and said good night. As the door shut behind Francesca, Malloryn picked up a fallen bouquet from the floor and examined it.
“I don’t understand,” she said, her voice small and wounded. “They should have worked.”
“It’s okay, Mal,” I said. “Let’s just get some rest. We’ll figure things out in the morning.”
She put the bouquet into the bag with all the other broken hexes. “How do they do it?” she asked, shaking her head.
“Do what?”
“Magic,” she said softly. “It’s like they just grab whatever happens to be handy, throw it together, and make it mean something, and it works. And then you try to do it, and it—”
“Who’s ‘they,’ Mal?”
“People who do magic.” She sighed and went up to bed, Zorro padding lightly behind her.
I turned off the downstairs lights one by one, made my way up to my bedroom, and flopped down onto the bed, feeling disoriented and hopeless.
Volhallan’s mark had been on the man’s chest. The story of the bear somehow belonged to him, the same way the story of the unicorn belonged to me.
The moment played over and over in my head—I tried to stop him. I failed. He walked away, taking the greatest treasure in the world with him. I thought about the Bird, roughly held in the man’s knuckly fist, its wings crumpled and awkward, the fire that had been shaping it suddenly stilled, its story arrested midsentence. I thought about scars, and wild-eyed faces wreathed in falling sparks, and all the things that had happened in old forests, that were still happening today, that had never stopped happening.
Every place is exactly the same distance from every other place.
Maybe Millmallow was right about that. I felt a million miles away from everything.
The little glass vial in my pocket brushed against my leg, and I took it out and put it on the nightstand. Boitatá’s light—this fragment of a fragment of it—glowed with a dim, distant fire.
Isso é esperança. Inácio’s last words to me. I’d looked them up while we’d been waiting for one of our planes.
This is hope.
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A NEVER-ENDING ELLIPSIS
Malloryn went back to work at the occult shop the next day. The house was uncomfortably quiet without her. I tried to busy myself with cleaning and straightening, but after a few hours the work was done and I was just moving things aimlessly around the house. Francesca came by that afternoon with two mushroom-and-olive pizzas. I asked her to stay, but she was on her way to another protest, so I sat at the table and ate pizza in silence. It felt like the days right after my dad had died, when things had been strange in a way that now felt small and ordinary, when I had thought that my inheritance was as simple as a house and a veterinary clinic.
The smoke hung, thick and thorny, over the Bay Area, a heavy shadow on every thought, an extra, invisible obstacle to every movement. An anemic sun peered through the haze in the daytime, and the moon smeared itself weakly over the nights. The air was relentlessly still. And somewhere Grace was mad at me, avoiding me, possibly done with me, and even now I was silently lying to her.
Three nights after we returned, Malloryn cooked for us. As she bounced around the kitchen, humming to herself and hunting down spices and utensils I’d put away in the wrong place, she seemed to be back to her normal ways. And when the complex and savory smell of the stew she was simmering began wafting through the house, it was easy to forget that we’d just been halfway around the world, watching the future pip its shell on a Rio hillside, and then watching an evil man steal it.
It was easy to forget that there had been someone else inside her skin, behind her eyes.
Malloryn’s cooking was always delicious. She had an instinct about flavors and temperatures. Maybe it was something like witchcraft.
After dinner we cleared the table together. I washed the dishes, and she rinsed and put them on the rack to dry, a neat little assembly line of two.
“Mal?” I said as I passed her a bowl. “What is Millmallow, really?”
Malloryn placed the bowl in the rack and then paused. “She’s a spirit,” Malloryn said after a moment. “That’s what she told me.”
“And you believe her.”
“Of course, silly,” said Malloryn. “She’s amazing.”
I squirted detergent into a glass and scrubbed it. I tried hard to keep my voice even, to not sound like a suspicious parent or a nosy teacher. “How did she find you?”
“She heard me singing,” said Malloryn as she took the glass from me. “She said she heard it all the way where she was, and she said it was so beautiful that she had to find the person who belonged to that voice.”
“Where, um—where was she, Malloryn?” I asked. “When she heard your voice? Where was that?”
“Oh, it’s a void,” said Malloryn casually. “That’s where she stays.”
“A void,” I said. I had stopped washing dishes.
“Like, an empty place,” said Malloryn. Then she added, “Where spirits hang out.”
“Good spirits?” I asked.
“Awesome spirits,” Malloryn replied. “You’ve seen what she can do.”
“Yeah, I have,” I said. “And, Mal, it is awesome. But it’s also really weird. And I don’t get why she’s helping you.”
“Helping us,” said Malloryn. “She’s, like, on our team now. In our coven.”
“But why? What does she want?”
“To rise horaltic,” said Malloryn.
I tried a couple of times without success to say something in response to a word that sounded like gibberish.
Finally Malloryn smiled patiently and continued. “It means like this, in the sun. Horaltic.” To demonstrate, she stretched her arms out wide and closed her eyes like the sun was shining down onto her face. “She’s in a void, remember?”
“But why’s she in a void, Mal?” I asked. “A void doesn’t sound like a good place.”
“Oh, it’s not,” said Malloryn. “She’s in a void because everyone forgot her.”
“Who’s everyone?” I asked.
An expression of amused exasperation settled onto Malloryn’s face. “Everyone, silly,” she said, and made a kind of hugging gesture that seemed to include the entire world.
“Does that not seem a little strange to you?”
“Of course it does,” Malloryn replied. “Everything that’s interesting is a little strange, isn’t it? It’s all a big mystery, right?”
“I just want you to be careful with her,” I said.
“You definitely don’t need to worry about me.” She took the final soapy plate out of my hands, rinsed it, and slid it into the rack.
“Right, no, I won’t,” I said. “One more question.”
“Shoot,” she said.
“When she introduced herself, Millmallow called herself ‘Chorus of the Dawn,’ ” I said. “Do you know what that means?”
“Course I do,” said Malloryn. “She’s a murmuration.”
“A murmuration?”
“Yeah,” said Malloryn. “She’s many, but one.”
“How is she many, but one?” I asked. “Many what? One what?”
“Birds, obviously,” said Malloryn. When I made it clear that that was not a satisfactory answer, she added, “It’s a spirit thing.” Then she shrugged, like it didn’t matter at all.

The occult shop seemed to be extra busy these days. Malloryn came home exhausted every evening. Meanwhile, Carrie and her family left town. They’d looked at the smoke map and headed for the nearest city with green air. I didn’t blame them. I was jealous of Carrie for many things, and her tight-knit, loving family’s extraordinary privilege was one.
Grace didn’t want to talk to me. I texted her a couple of times. She didn’t write back. Every time I wanted to talk to someone about the things I’d seen in Brazil, every time I wanted to complain about the air, even when I wanted to laugh with someone about Carrie’s family up and leaving town, Grace’s silence was a black hole, and nothing emerged from it.
I tried to talk about those things with Malloryn, but she was often tired, and anyway it wasn’t the same. I don’t know if she was different, but I saw something different in her, now that I’d met Millmallow. And I wasn’t sure I liked it.

One night, a week after we had returned, I lay awake and wondered what was happening to the Bird of a Thousand Stories. What was the ragged man with Volhallan’s mark doing to it?
My legs were restless, so I stood up and walked around the room. At the window I paused to look outside. The sky, washed with light pollution and wreathed in haze, was the purple-brown color of a fading contusion. There were almost no stars to be seen. The gibbous moon was softened by the smoke layer, and tinted to a rusty orange. It was impossible to be hopeful under a sky like this. Every day it reminded you that you had no power over the forces that shaped your life.
I was about to turn away, when I realized I was being watched. Just outside the window, utterly still except for its vibrating wings, a faerie hovered. Its dark eyes locked on to me with an expression both blank and ferocious.
“Hi,” I said. But the faerie’s face gave no indication that it saw, or heard, or cared what I said. It kept staring, unblinking, unmoving.
“What do I do?” I asked. “What do I do now?”
The faerie said nothing. Its stillness felt alien.
“What?” I said, my voice shrinking into my throat.
I backed away from the window, but its eyes followed me. So I opened the door to my room and slipped out into the hall, away from those eyes and that hovering, motionless body.
At the end of the hall, past Malloryn’s bedroom, was another window. There was a faerie there, too. A different one—its skin was mottled gray and brown. It, too, hung there, still and as limp as a corpse, its eyes silent and huge.
I climbed down the stairs, two at a time. At the bottom of the stairs, I stopped. Through the open doorway behind me I could see part of the kitchen. Through the window where just a couple of weeks earlier a robin had come looking for me, the streetlamp outside threw a shaft of amber across the floor.
Framed inside it was the shadow of another faerie.
“What do you want?” I whispered.
In the dining room, another one. In the living room, another. Their eyes, all dark and unearthly, all watching me, from every window.
I backed out of the living room until I was standing in the entry. The house was silent. The faeries made no sound at all.
“Mal,” I whispered up the stairs. My voice had gone hoarse.
Tap tap tap
Three knocks on the door, so soft that I heard them only because I was standing right beside it. I spun to face it, and waited.
Silence.
“Okay,” I whispered. “You want to talk to me, right?”
I glanced up the stairs again. Should I get Malloryn? What about Millmallow?
Tap tap tap
I jumped, my whole body a single taut nerve.
“Okay,” I said. “Okay, I’m coming. Just… you guys are being really creepy. Hold on.”
I slipped my bare feet into my sneakers by the door. My hand trembling, I undid the dead bolt. I put my hand on the doorknob and turned it.
The sidewalk was empty. There were no cars on the road. The night was still, and the fae were nowhere to be seen. My eyes were already beginning to ache from the smoke.
I stepped onto the stoop and pulled the door shut behind me. Everything was as still as a picture: the streetlight, the empty street.
They came to me as I reached the sidewalk. A dozen of them, drifting silently out of the bruised sky, all hovering with the same eerie, limp stillness, forming a circle around me, just above my head, just out of reach. A ring of dark eyes looking down at me, with a half-snuffed moon at their center.
“What do you want?” I asked. “What am I supposed to do?”
The circle of silence hung over me, black orbs reflecting the light of the streetlamp in a never-ending ellipsis.
All of a sudden the eyes disappeared as one, squeezed behind furious lids.
And the faeries began to scream.
It was a feral scream, full of wrath and desperation. It was a dozen spears, thrown down from the queasy sky. It rattled through me like lightning, and I screamed too, with all the air in my lungs, in my bones, in my blood. It ripped me hollow, and I couldn’t tell if it was terror screaming out of me, or something older responding to an ancient language. Car alarms went off up and down the block. Headlights blinked.
On. Off.
On.
The fae were gone. I was alone, cowering from nothing, the scream dying in my throat.
A light went on in the house across the street. I turned and staggered back up the steps, shut the door behind me, locked it.
Malloryn was racing down the stairs, Zorro following warily behind. Her blond rings were tangled with sleep. Her eyes were small with confusion.
“What happened?” she asked. “Are you okay?”
“I don’t know what it means,” I said. “I’m listening, I’m trying, but I don’t understand.”
“What are you saying, Mar?” she asked, putting a hand on my back to calm me down.
“They were screaming,” I said. “All of them at once, like they wanted me to—”
I shut my mouth.
They wanted me to do something.
I was no hero. I was a mess, and I would probably always be a mess. And I still wasn’t sure what to do. But the world needed me, and I couldn’t ignore it.
I was the carrier of the Hyrcanian Line, and the Bird of a Thousand Stories needed my help.
I breathed—the deepest breath I’d taken in days. The swirl of uncertainty around me stilled, stunned into silence by the screams of the fae, and by the scream that had come out of me. Whatever happened next, I was done with waiting. I had to trust that I had what I needed.
In the trash can beside my desk, I caught sight of the flyer Francesca had given me after I’d gotten home from Istanbul and Scotland. I pulled it out. I set it on the desk, behind everything else.
On the other side of the planet, a girl who looked like me was trying to change her world. Every day, she was waking up and doing something brave and terrifying. Every day, she was putting herself in danger because she cared about the future, about the girls and the women who would come after her, about the world that would await them.
I tried to imagine that I was the girl in the flyer, her long hair wild with the force of her own unstoppable momentum. I tried to imagine that I was as brave as her, that I believed in my own power to change things as much as she believed in hers. I made a fist, just like her, and raised it up to the sky.



| CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE | 

A PRINCESS TRAPPED IN A CASTLE
I couldn’t call Grace. And I didn’t trust Malloryn, after everything I’d seen and learned of Millmallow. And even though I was able to talk with Francesca about anything else, the creatures always felt off-limits with her. Which really left only one person that I trusted. In the morning, after Malloryn had left for work, I sat on the couch and dialed a number in my phone, and hoped that I wasn’t making a mistake.
Carrie answered on the second ring. “Hi, Mar. Sorry we skipped town.”
“It’s okay,” I said. “I did too, kind of. But now I’m back.”
Carrie’s family was holed up in a theme park hotel that looked like a medieval castle, in one of the few spots in the whole state where the air was still green. Her parents were both working remotely from cafés, her brother was out on a bike ride, and she was alone in their Bayeux Tapestry–themed suite.
“The people who work here are all dressed as knights and princesses,” she said. “They do sword fights in the courtyard every night. The pool is always full of little kids. And there’s a scavenger hunt in our room to unlock a treasure chest, but it’s super easy because it’s for five-year-olds, and now I’m wearing a plastic tiara.”
“You want to help me unlock something more complicated?” I asked. “Because I could use the help.”
“I am a princess trapped in a castle,” she said. “Please distract me.”
So I started talking. I told Carrie about almost everything. The barometz. Amu Reza. The man in the shop. The dead faerie. The flower. I told her about the Phalarope and Shuck. I told her about the World Serpent, the Bird, and Boitatá. I even asked her if she’d ever heard of the word “horaltic.”
I told her about everything except Millmallow, who somehow felt too strange, too inexplicable, and too private to speak of with anyone who hadn’t seen her for themselves.
Carrie listened. She didn’t ask any questions, but sometimes she asked me to wait a second. I had the feeling she was taking notes.
When I got to the end, I paused and waited for her to ask me if I had lost my mind.
“Care Bear,” I said when the phone had been silent an uncomfortably long while, “I have no idea what to do, and I don’t think I have much time.”
Maybe she felt sorry for me. Maybe she just liked solving hard puzzles. But even if she didn’t understand how there could actually exist a bird that lives, dies, and is reborn, again and again, all to keep the universe from freezing, or how it could possibly be my sole responsibility to see that it remains safe, one thing would always be true.
Carrie Finch understood a deadline.
“So the smoke,” she said, very slowly, as if she were using the words to feel her way through a dark room, “makes a line.”
“Yes.”
“A straight line, toward something you’re supposed to find, correct?”
“Uh, yeah,” I said.
“But you don’t know how far away that thing might be.”
“It could be a thousand miles away.”
“But you know which direction—like, exactly which direction—correct?”
“I think so.”
“Like a compass needle, but made of smoke, right?”
“Yeah?”
“You take a step to the right, the angle of the smoke shifts to compensate, yes?”
“Yeah,” I said. We’d watched it do exactly that in Grace’s car.
“And these people, the Fells,” she said, “they send you different places around the world.”
“You should see my passport.”
“Mar,” said Carrie, her voice glimmering with triumph, “I know how you’re going to find the Bird.”
And she told me exactly what I needed to do.
Instantly I knew she was right. Of course it wasn’t going to be easy. I would need help from the Fells. But I knew it would work.
“And by the way,” she said when she’d finished explaining her idea, “I don’t know what ‘horaltic’ means, but the bear’s name is probably Arktos or Arkturos or something like that. Same root as ‘arctic.’ That’s the old word for bear. They didn’t forget it everywhere. Just in the north, where people were more afraid of bears. In case you’re wondering.”
“How do you know?”
“I’ve been on this etymology kick,” she said. “It’s so good for learning new languages.”
“Thank you,” I said. “I’m sure you have lots of questions for me.”
“I do,” she said. “And you’re going to answer them. Later. Right now there are only two things you need to do. The first one is to save the Bird.”
“What’s the second thing?”
“Call Grace,” she said. “She misses you.”

I did not call Grace.
Not that I didn’t think about it—I pulled up her number and stared at it for a long time. What was I supposed to tell her now? That I was in even more trouble? That I was probably about to do something even more dangerous?
That I was the reason her parents’ shop had burned down?
I still couldn’t face her. I wasn’t ready. Maybe I couldn’t face myself.
As I sat there, Zorro padded over, panting, pink tongue draped over his sharp little white teeth. I put a hand on his head and scratched him behind the ears, where he always liked to be touched.
Normally Zorro was a bundle of wild little fox feelings—the smell of mice trails; the padded crunch of leaves under soft steps; the warm, cozy memory of a burrow under an oak tree. But today a bubble of unease caught in my throat when I touched him, like the air had suddenly gotten thinner around me. I looked at Zorro in alarm, and his amber eyes met mine, plaintive and expectant. He shuddered, and the shudder traveled up my arm, a jolt of icy chill.
As soon as it had rushed through us both, it was gone, but a sickly feeling remained, in Zorro and in me. There was a frigid rawness in the center of my chest.
The universe growing colder.
“I’m trying, Zorro,” I said. “I’m really trying.”
I petted Zorro and tried to soothe the unease away from both of us. But even though he seemed to enjoy the attention and the scritches, the bad feeling never quite went away.
It felt like being very slowly suffocated.

It didn’t take long for Karl to come knocking on my door again.
I wasn’t surprised when he showed up. I knew the Fells would need me soon, because every time I petted Zorro, I felt the same ambient dread, the same slow suffocation, and sometimes the icicle shock of stabbing cold.
“Well,” he said when I opened the door, “it is somewhat awkward, but I am here because…”
“Because you need my help?” I said. “Here’s the first rule, Karl. My friends are off-limits. Forever. You don’t mess with them. You don’t mess with their families. I need that in writing, or I’m not going anywhere.”
Karl sighed, then took a notepad out of his blazer pocket and scribbled something on it. He signed it with a frustrated flourish, then ripped the page from the notepad and handed it to me. “You see how important this is. I do not like to sign things.”
“You must be losing a lot of money,” I said, and Karl grimaced. I wondered for a moment exactly how much money they were losing. Enough to be willing to go along with my demands? “Now,” I continued, “let me tell you about the second rule—”
“You are ready to go?” he asked, cutting me off. I held up my bag. Packed and ready. “Good. Perhaps you can explain the second rule on the way.”
“On the way where?” I asked.
“We will begin,” said Karl, “in Tokyo.”
TOKYO
A small, cramped apartment, books and papers everywhere, a loft bed, torn and scorched. A pair of small, timid eyes watching me from a face with bandit markings, hidden among the chaos it had created. A black nose, a mottled brown pelt of spiky fur, crackling with electrical current.
A shock, and then another, strong enough to make anyone angry and jumpy.
Finally the little raccoon dog relented and let me get close. I pushed a hand through the fur and felt its skin.
Dread and anxiety with every breath. There wasn’t enough oxygen. Even with the window open, the air was thin and dangerous, like breathing smoke. Only, this smoke didn’t smell like anything or taste like anything. I just felt it in the pit of my stomach—the certainty with every breath that I was making a terrible mistake.
I felt that, and I felt cold.
RELANS, JURA DEPARTMENT, FRANCE
Bracing mountain air, cool and sparkling in my lungs.
A black goat cowered, shivering beside a quiet pond. The flame between its horns burned brightly. And still it shivered.
I shivered too.
RAS AL-KHAIMAH, UAE
In an indoor lagoon ringed with white stone and studded with bright green lily pads, a turtle with rainbow scutes remained below the surface and refused its food. I covered my head in a scarf, and the owner of the palace spoke to me only through Karl.
I couldn’t help the turtle. I couldn’t help any of them.
THE SECOND RULE
Wherever we go, I get some time alone. Nobody watching me. No questions. That’s the second rule.
In Tokyo the day was turning toward evening when I got to the park—the nearest open space I could find. Inside my bag was the lock of hair. I drew out a strand and lit it with a match. The smoke threaded out, reaching away in a straight line. I took out my phone and gathered the information that Carrie had said she would need.
In Relans I stood atop a boulder overlooking a forested river valley and watched the smoke trail away to the north. I recorded its direction.
In Ras al-Khaimah the smoke pushed a stubborn line through a hot, dry wind and pointed itself at a destination somewhere across the Persian Gulf. Once again I made a note of its angle of escape.

Karl looked deflated on our flight home. Every human we’d met had been disappointed and worried when we’d left them. Every creature we’d seen remained as pitiful and helpless as we’d found it.
“They are no better,” he said. “You did not fix them.”
“Not yet,” I said. “I’m working on it.”
“And how do you intend to make them better?”
“I’m not going to tell you that,” I said. “Not until I’m ready.”
Karl scowled but didn’t argue.
“What did you tell my uncle?” I asked. “How did you get him to betray me like that?”
“The same thing I told you,” he said. “I told him that if he didn’t help us, your life would become more difficult. And if he did help us, you would be protected.”
“And he caved,” I said.
“He cares about you,” he said. “This is a difficult life. It has been hard for many Hyrcanians before you. In the end it becomes a lonely life. If it were not my family putting you into this position, it would be someone else.”
“That’s a convenient excuse,” I said.
“I’m sorry?” said Karl.
“For being a bully.”
“You must understand the pressures I am under,” he said. “The family has expectations.”
“You don’t think I understand family expectations?” I asked. “I think you just don’t want to look in the mirror, Karl. I think you don’t want to see what’s looking back at you.”
Karl was quiet for a moment. Then he said, “We do not need to be opposed to each other, Marjan.”
“Speak for yourself,” I said. “I hate you guys for what you did to Grace’s shop.”
He shut his mouth and made a face like he had a stomachache, and didn’t say another word the entire flight.



| CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO | 

SACRED TREASURES
The next day, I woke up in my own bed with an eager buzzing in my chest. I took the lock of hair to the little park nearby, burned a strand, and noted the direction of the smoke, in exactly the way Carrie had told me.
There were a few kids playing on the playground. Their game seemed to move in slow motion. They kept forgetting the rules. They kept stopping to argue with each other. Maybe their story was slipping away. Parents and nannies sat on benches, looking at their phones. No one paid any attention to me, except for a solitary faerie, silent and still, crouched in the crook of an oak tree. Its shining black eyes watched me through a cloud of leaves.
“I’m working on it,” I whispered up into the tree. “Just don’t start screaming again.”
I called Carrie from the park and gave her all the information I’d collected. Her theory was this: One line didn’t tell us anything. But a bunch of lines would tell us everything. At a very specific point somewhere in the world, all the lines would intersect, and that was where the smoke wanted me to go.
That was where the Bird was.
I waited while she plotted the lines on a map on her computer. For what felt like an agonizing eternity, all I heard was typing. Then the typing stopped.
“I’m sending you a link,” she said. “And I found your word. ‘Horaltic’?”
“What did you learn?”
“It’s the pose a bird makes when it spreads its wings out to catch the sun,” she said. “Vultures and other raptors do it sometimes, maybe to kill bacteria, or maybe just to warm themselves up. But the word itself… It’s a mystery, Mar. No one knows where it came from.” She paused. “It’s an orphan.”
One more orphan. They were everywhere.
Before I could respond, my phone buzzed. I opened the link.
The place where the lines intersected was a remote area of Finland, near the border with Sweden.
A certain village in the far north of the world
The home of Volhallan.
“Great,” I said. “How am I supposed to get there?”
I knew, of course, how to get there. I just didn’t want to ask. The Fells could get me anywhere I wanted to go, and if they knew what was at stake, I would be there as fast as was humanly possible. But I didn’t want the Fells anywhere near the Bird. I didn’t even want them anywhere near me.
I had a feeling Millmallow could get me there too. But I didn’t want any favors from Millmallow, either. I didn’t understand her, and I didn’t like how she’d seemed to puppet Malloryn around like a sick marionette, like she didn’t quite understand the mechanics of a human body. Or how she talked in riddles and words that didn’t come from anywhere.
But I didn’t know how to get there without one or the other’s help. I just couldn’t see a way. It was too far, and I was too tired.
Maybe, I thought as I approached my house, I can lie down and sleep, and the glue will be gone from my eyes and my thoughts when I wake up. Or maybe the world would right itself all on its own while I slept. Maybe the Bird would find its own way to freedom, and everyone would just forget about me and leave me alone to be a normal person for a while. Or maybe this was just an unsolvable problem and I was doomed to carry it inside me until one day it became everyone’s unsolvable problem.
I could feel invisible eyes on me, even in the brightness of day. The fae above, the World Serpent in the cold depths, who knew how many others, peering out from the shadows, huddled in the clouds, ruminating beneath the waves. They were depending on me. They were waiting for me. It made my skin feel tight. It made my heart feel like a fist in my chest, squeezing, punching.
When I got home, there was someone waiting for me. It was Amu Reza.

He was sitting on the doorstep, his travel bag on one side, a grocery bag on the other, and a small wooden case between his feet.
“What are you doing here?” I said. “I don’t want to see you again.”
“And I do not deserve another chance,” he replied. “Nonetheless, that is exactly what I have come here to ask for.”
“You lied to me,” I said. “You tricked me.”
“I did,” he said. “I took advantage of your trust and deceived you.” I waited for him to say something more, to try to diminish what he’d done. But he stopped there.
“It’s not fair,” I said. “You coming here like this isn’t fair. You’re putting this on me now. I already told you what I wanted. And this isn’t it.”
“In that case,” said Amu Reza, “I will go. But I wanted you to have this.” He nodded at the wooden box. Then he stood up, took the travel bag and the grocery bag, and walked past me. I watched him go until he was halfway down the block. He didn’t look back, which was disappointing for reasons I didn’t quite understand.
The box sat on the steps. It looked like a jewelry box made of dark wood, with little brass hinges and a brass clasp. I undid the clasp and opened the lid to see what was inside.
“Wait!” I called out.
Near the end of the block, Amu Reza stopped. He didn’t turn around. He just stayed put.
“Come back,” I said.
Very slowly Amu Reza turned around. I looked inside the box again, then down the street at him. He was walking back with slow, measured steps, like the ground might give out under him at any moment.
“Why’d you bring this here?” I asked.
“I thought it might have been meant for you.”
I looked again.
It was a piece of the Bird’s egg.
“It’s just a shell,” I said. “And it’s broken.”
“Maybe it is just a shell,” said Amu Reza. “But even a broken thing can sometimes be useful.” He looked at me, and I could see the faintest glimmer of hope in his eyes.
“Fine,” I said. “Come inside.”
Amu Reza came into the house, set his travel bag by the door, and opened up the grocery bag with gentle reverence, as if it contained a priceless treasure. “Wonderful shop, not far from you,” he said. “The owner is Persian. Isfahani. We shall make such a lovely tea.”
I thought he would want to talk, to explain himself, to make excuses. I was ready to start hating him again. But Amu Reza wanted to make tea, and nothing else. He set to work boiling water on the stove in an open kettle. He put several carefully considered pinches of tea into a teapot. Then he ran some cold water into the pot, swished it around, and poured it out, making sure not to lose any of the tea leaves in the process. Then he set the teapot on top of the kettle.
As the kettle heated up, he produced a bag of rock candy and found a small bowl. The little crystals poured in with a dry, pleasing rattle. He set the bowl on the table beside the couch. Next he laid out a plate of pale, star-shaped cookies and set it next to the rock candy. The cookies were small and thick, and each one was topped with a green pistachio fragment. Lastly he produced a bag of little plums, some gold, some purple, and poured them into a bowl.
“My Isfahani friend’s mother picked these,” he said. “In any city or town where plums grow on trees, there is always a Persian grandmother filling a plastic bag with all the plums she can carry. This is a certainty of the universe.”
The water in the kettle began to boil. He turned it off and checked his watch. Then he clapped his hands together, and a thoughtful expression crossed his face. “You don’t know how much I’ve missed this,” he said.
“Don’t you drink tea, like, every day?” I asked.
“A proper Persian tea requires something more,” he said. “It requires a comfortable place to sit.” He gestured to the couch. “It requires sweets and fruit.” He motioned to the plate and the bowls. “And it requires family.” He looked at me, and his voice quavered, ever so slightly. “I have not had a proper Persian tea in many years.”
He took the teapot off the kettle and poured a little hot water in. After a moment he poured a little more, and then more, until he’d filled the pot to a level that satisfied him.
I had all kinds of angry things I wanted to say to Amu Reza. But it didn’t seem like they would matter. He was already wounded. He was already lost. He hadn’t asked for anything from me yet, except to sit for tea with him. And anyway, I felt pretty lost myself, so a little polite company—even his—wasn’t the worst thing in the world.
“Why don’t you ever talk to the rest of the family?” I asked. “Why don’t you go see them?”
He was quiet, watching the tea steep with a look of intense focus. “The Hyrcanian Line is fragile,” he said. “We who hold it must be cautious. We’ve survived so long because so few of us know what it is we carry in our blood. For me, there are always too many questions from those who don’t understand. It becomes exhausting. The lies we must tell. Did you know that the stress of a lie ages you? I think you must have some sense of this. It was easier, letting those connections dissolve. Easier to find an excuse not to go home, not to come to so-and-so’s wedding, not to attend your khaleh’s funeral. Easier, at last, to disappear.”
He began rummaging in cupboards, and finally found two small glass cups with metal handles that I’m sure my dad had brought from Iran. They hadn’t been used in years. Amu Reza wiped away dust with a paper towel, rinsed them in cold water, and then dried them. He set them on the table.
“Sit, please,” he said.
I sat. It was strange, being invited to sit in my own house. But this was Amu Reza’s tea service. I was a guest.
“My grandmother had the mark before me,” he said, sitting down beside me. “Can you imagine? A hundred years ago, a woman, doing what you do now? She told me she used to leave at midnight. She would raise a lantern from a beach near Bandar-e Anzali, and a boatman would meet her and ferry her north along the Caspian coast, then up the Kura River to Tiflis. There she would meet three men with horses, who would escort her wherever she needed to go. If anyone asked, it would be suggested that she was a Qajar princess, traveling quietly, and that asking more questions might be dangerous. My father knew nothing. He thought she dealt in textiles. She lied to her own son, and I lied to my father. This is how our family has always been.”
“Who were the men who protected her?” I asked.
“Fells, of course,” said Amu Reza. “The boatman, too. They are useful, but they are greedy and full of foolish people, and they are not our friends.”
He brought the teapot in from the kitchen, poured some tea into each cup, and then returned the pot to its place on top of the kettle. The tea had a rosy scent and a rich cedar tint. He held his cup up to the light and examined it, then smiled in satisfaction.
“When she died, I was the only one,” he said. “I knew some of what to expect, of course. But the weight was more than I was ready to hold. I was ready to do the work, but not ready for the responsibility that came with it. I was not ready to feel the eyes of the world on me, every day. It was too much. It is too much.”
He sipped the tea, and then set the cup down.
“As soon as I knew that your father was a carrier of the Line, I began to teach him everything I knew,” he continued. “Partly it was because I wanted him to go into the work with confidence. And partly I wanted him to take over. I wanted to be done. Looking back, I am not proud of myself.”
His eyes were watery.
“One day I told my Fells contact that my sense for the creatures was fading,” he said. “It was true, in a way. But it was also convenient. I told them to go instead to see your father. Was he ready? I wasn’t sure. But I knew he would say yes. When I knew him, he was earnest, in everything he did. I knew he would accept the challenge, even if it was beyond his abilities.”
He shook his head, disgusted with the thoughts inside it.
“It was so easy,” he said. “Jamsheed made it so easy. I told him what would happen, and he said, ‘Do not worry, Amu.’ And that was all. I walked away. I did not worry.”
Now his eyes met mine. They were wet with a fierce, relentless remorse.
“It will haunt me forever,” he said. “It was so easy. For years it was easy, and I was free, and then he died. I could have slid into a hole like a snake and never come out. I wondered—I wonder, every day I wonder—if I failed him, if it is…” He paused, his eyes wide and bright with horror at his own words. “I wonder if it is my fault that Jamsheed is dead.”
For a few long seconds neither of us said anything. His face, taut with emotion a moment ago, now seemed to sag with heaviness. I could see how old he was, could see how deeply the furrows creased his cheeks, his brow, his chin. My dad’s name floated in the air between us, and I felt all the history of my life crowding the spaces of this house, filling every room with moments that played back, everything I could remember, all happening at once.
It was overwhelming, and I didn’t know what to do or say. So instead I sipped the tea. It tasted of smoke and orange peel and rose petals, and suddenly there was a crack in the world, and everything was hot and bitter, and I was crying.
“Oh no,” said Amu Reza. “No, no, no. You have suffered enough. You must not suffer more because of me.”
But I couldn’t explain—none of this was because of him. I owned this sadness. I owned the part that would never heal. I owned the scar, and if he had bumped it, well, he’d bumped it, but it was always there, and it always would be.
He stood up and brought me a towel, then sat down again and waited until I was done.
“When the Fells came to me and threatened you,” he said, “I saw the past replaying itself in my mind. I saw myself walking away from your father again. I could have told that man to do whatever he wanted, that I was done with all of it, and that you and your life were none of my concern.”
“Well, maybe you should have,” I said. “Maybe that’s what you deserved.”
The bite in my voice surprised both of us. Amu Reza didn’t say anything. He looked frozen, which for some reason made me angrier. The anger, the exhaustion, the hopelessness, the pointlessness of it all, everything roiled up and crashed around me at once, and all I could see was Amu Reza, speechless, defenseless. And all I could feel was rage.
“Why didn’t you help my father?” I cried. “Why didn’t you do more? Why didn’t you protect him? Why are you here? IT’S NOT FAIR! IT’S—”
But I couldn’t continue. My voice was too harsh and raw in my throat. It barely even felt like mine. It felt like the voice of someone else, like the part of me that was speaking now had lived another whole lifetime in silence, like its silence had made it a stranger to me.
And now it was silent again, and for a second it seemed as if a stranger had spoken, like some hidden third person had just stepped out from behind a doorway to barge in on our conversation. To yell and wail at both of us, and make things awkward and awful for everyone. We were still as the moment deflated, as everything that had been put into the air came down like glimmering sparks.
“I’m sorry,” I said at last, my voice—my real voice—barely rising above a whisper. “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t be,” said Amu Reza in a low, kind tone. “The sorrow you carry is the fingerprint of your soul. It is sacred, and you have shared it with me.” He took a sip of tea, then set the cup down softly, thoughtfully. “If tea is meant for anything,” he said, “it is for the sharing of sacred treasures.”
We finished our tea in silence, and Amu Reza poured us both a second cup. I ate one of the pale, star-shaped sweets. It was dry and crumbly in my mouth, and when I took a sip of tea, the cookie dissolved into nothing.
“I know where the Bird is,” I said. “Will you help me save it?”



THE BIRD OF A THOUSAND STORIES
THE CASTLE OF COME-AND-NEVER-GO was a lonely and forbidding fortress on the top of a lonely and forbidding hill. Its walls were cold gray stone, and it had no windows. A single door was the only way in or out.
The orphans reached the castle door just as day was fading, and slipped inside, as quickly and quietly as could be. They found themselves in a long hallway, lit by torches. At the end of the hallway was a room with a golden cage in the center of it, and inside the cage was a small brown bird.
“Perhaps this is the wrong castle,” said one orphan. “This looks like just an ordinary bird. It cannot be the Bird we are looking for.”
“Perhaps,” said the other orphan, “but even if it is not our Bird, it must not like being trapped in this cage. Whatever it is, we should take it to the witch to set it free.”
But as soon as they had lifted the cage from its resting place, the orphans heard the sound of the giant approaching. His footsteps shook the hallway, growing nearer and nearer the room where the Bird was being kept. His voice echoed off the walls.
“Gristle and bone,
Thistle and stone.
A brace of thieves in search of plunder.
Marrow and briar,
Sweetbreads and fire,
And a pot to boil their bones asunder.”
The orphans shuddered, remembering the words of the owl—that the witch was not to be trusted. What if her spell was no use against the giant? The footsteps grew closer and closer, and the giant’s rumbling song grew louder and louder. There was no escape, except past the giant, so the orphans had no choice but to trust that the witch’s spell would save them. They prepared themselves, and when the giant entered the room, they performed the spell, just as the witch had shown them.
The giant at first seemed confused, then suddenly drowsy. He sat down in a corner of the room, shaking his head. A moment later his eyes were closing, and a moment after that he was snoring, in a deep, heavy sleep. The spell had worked.
The orphans grabbed the Bird in its cage, crept past the sleeping giant, and then ran as hard as they could away from the castle of Come-and-Never-Go, back toward the house of the witch.
“What happens next?” I asked. “What does the witch do when they get there?”
Amu Reza looked into his empty teacup, a blank searching expression on his face. His brows knitted together in concern.
“I’m an old man,” he said. “It’s been a long time since I last heard this tale.”
“Are you saying you don’t remember how it ends?”
He looked at me sadly. “Surely the orphans become princesses.” But his eyes were blank. The story was gone from them.
“We have to find the Bird,” I said. “We have to find it now.”



| CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE | 

BEHIND AND BETWEEN
Eight hours later three very tired people were boarding an overnight flight to London.
I sat in the middle, with Malloryn on one side and Amu Reza on the other. At my feet was a bag holding a change of clothes and the gifts I’d been given. In my pocket was my passport and a small amount of cash. I didn’t have anything else.
Things had come together quickly.
Malloryn had returned home that afternoon to find me and Amu Reza finishing tea. Anger didn’t come easily to Malloryn Martell, but in a masterstroke of cosmic unfairness, when it did come, it was adorable: Her nose scrunched up. Her brow furrowed. Her eyes narrowed. Her mouth pinched tight. She looked like a little kid pretending to be mad at a stuffed animal.
There were explanations and apologies. Amends were made, and everyone agreed to be friends again. Then there was a discussion.
I said, “We’re going to set the Bird free, Mal.” And then I said, “But I think we might need Millmallow.”
To which Malloryn replied without hesitation, her eyes glimmering with eagerness, “She would love to help.”
I thought I saw something play across Malloryn’s face—something uncertain and wavering at the edges of her smile and in the centers of her eyes—but it was gone in a blink.
Karl bought the tickets. “The Fells are not our friends,” said Amu Reza. “But they are useful. And so we shall use them.”
Zorro went to Francesca’s. It turned out Humbug had been missing him, and there was a delightful reunion with lots of teeth and tippy-taps and tails. “We’ll be home soon,” I told her.
“I know,” she said, and her confidence gave me a shot of hope, right in the heart.

That afternoon, before we left, I called Grace, and she came over.
We sat together on the Blue Whale’s broad, battered hood, and I told her I was leaving again. And then I told her the truth about her parents’ shop. I told her that I was still working with the people who’d burned it down. I told her that I hated it, and that I hated them but I needed them, at least a little while longer. And I told her that she should hit me if she wanted to, or leave if she wanted to, because I knew I would probably have done one of those things, or both, if our positions had been reversed.
She did neither. A whole cauldron of emotions stirred behind her eyes, and she said nothing.
“I don’t want to keep things from you anymore,” I said. “I want you to understand my life, and I want to be able to share everything with you. And I’m afraid that now that you know everything, you’re going to hate me. I’m afraid you’re going to drive away and I’ll never see you again. Grace, I don’t want to lose you today, but I don’t want to lose you later, either. And if I can’t tell you about my world, if I can’t share it with you, I’m going to lose you eventually. I’m sorry, G.”
She was quiet for a long time, her mouth pursed tight, her face painfully still.
“You knew, all this time,” she said. “You knew, and you didn’t tell me.”
“I knew,” I said, and each word hurt. “I knew, and I didn’t tell you.”
Grace nodded.
“But I never thought they would hurt your family,” I said. “I never imagined they would do anything like that. If I had—”
“What would you have done?” she asked. “Would you have stopped it from happening?”
“I would have warned you,” I said. “I would have stood guard outside your parents’ shop. I would have done anything to keep that from happening.”
“And what if you couldn’t keep it from happening? What am I supposed to do with a warning about an all-powerful crime family that nobody’s ever heard of? Call the police? And then what do I say? What am I even allowed to say?” Grace glared at me. Her words were harsh, and her eyes were angry. But I could feel the anger giving way to something else. Exhaustion, maybe.
“I’m sorry,” I said.
“I’m not okay with everything,” said Grace at last. “And I’m not going to be able to trust you the same way for a while. If you want my trust, you’re going to have to earn it back.”
“That’s fair,” I said.
“I’m not finished yet,” she said. “I’m not okay with you doing dangerous stuff. I’m never going to be okay with it. But I get that you have to do it, and I get that I have to accept being not okay with it, and that’s part of being your friend.”
“I wish it were easier,” I said. “I didn’t ask for any of this.”
“I know,” she said. “And you still do it anyway, because people need your help. I get that, too. And, like, I have to balance those two things in my head now. You risking your life, and the fact that people need you. And it’s hard because I can’t accept the first part and I don’t think I ever will, but the second part kind of makes you a hero. And I straight-up admire you for it. But it’s hard being your friend. And I might not always be good at it.”
“I’m not a hero.”
She looked at me, squinting through the bright, gauzy haze. “That’s the good part, Mar. Don’t deny the good part. Because the bad part sucks.”
“I know,” I said. “But I’m not. Heroes are… They don’t exist. Not really. Heroes are something people make up because they can’t handle the messy stuff.”
“Maybe I can’t handle the messy stuff either,” said Grace after a long moment. “But, I mean, I’m going to keep trying. Okay?”
We looked at each other, and we both smiled. And because it felt goofy to be sitting there smiling at each other, we both started laughing. And laughing felt good. Really good. When the laughter finally ebbed, Grace made a fake angry face and punched me in the shoulder.
“Be careful, you stupid,” she said.
It’s hard to love people sometimes. And then, all of a sudden, it’s the easiest thing in the world.

We were headed, via London and then Helsinki, to a remote area of the Finnish taiga. Satellite maps showed some kind of building surrounded by forest, loosely connected to a lonely highway by an even more lonely road that snaked and meandered through the woods. The nearest town was miles away. The next sunset would be in a week.
When the flight attendant turned off the airplane cabin lights, Amu Reza closed his eyes and was soon snoring. But I couldn’t get comfortable, and Malloryn seemed wired with everything that was to come.
“Mal,” I said quietly. “Do you trust Millmallow?”
“Definitely,” she said, without hesitation.
“Why?” I asked. “Like, what makes you sure she has good intentions?”
“Everything she’s done for us,” said Malloryn, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “She brought you home when you needed it. She saved you! If not for her, you would have been captured in Brazil.”
“I know that,” I said. “But why would she do that? She doesn’t even know me.”
“She knows me,” said Malloryn. “And she knows how much I care about you. So, of course she’d want to help you.”
Her voice was calm and almost soothing, but there was a prickle somewhere behind it. Annoyance, or offense, or something else I couldn’t identify. She didn’t like the questions I was asking.
“But—and don’t, please don’t, take this the wrong way—why you, Mal?”
“I told you,” she said. “She heard me singing. She said I was open, and most people are closed. She said I was special.”
“You are special,” I said.
“Millmallow says that when you do magic—real magic—it’s like dropping a stone into a pond. If you can do it, it’s that easy. Only, the pond is actually the entire universe. She says most people can’t do that. But there’s something about me that’s special.”
“You have Zorro,” I said.
“I know that,” she said, too quickly and too harshly. “But that’s not what she means.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I wasn’t trying to say—”
“I’m a witch, Mar,” she said. “I know what I’m doing.”
Malloryn was quiet for a long time. After a while I realized that she was done talking, and I felt bad that I’d let things end with me questioning her abilities. We all needed confidence now, more than anything.
“I trust you,” I said.
I said it to appease her. I said it because I’d touched something sensitive and raw and I didn’t want to lose another friend. And maybe I did trust her.
But really what I was thinking about was a stone dropping into a pond, and the ripples going on and on, bouncing off the edges, and then returning, an echo that went on forever.
At Heathrow Airport we were met by Karl, who seemed to somehow be immune to the effects of jet lag. His customary stiffness was made even more awkward by the fact that Amu Reza and I were clearly friends again.
“You were in Rio, were you not?” he said to Malloryn.
“Sort of,” she said with a mysterious smile, and a wink in my direction.
“She brings a special talent,” said Amu Reza. “It may come in useful.”
Karl regarded her with suspicion but did not question her presence further.
The four of us boarded a flight to Helsinki, where a car met us and drove us across the city to a small regional airfield. The deal I’d struck with Karl was this: if he got us there and back without interference, I would continue to help the Fells in the future.
“There are no major airports near our destination,” said Karl. “And so I have chartered us a flight.”
When we got to the airfield, my heart sank. There were five more Fells agents waiting there for us. Men and women in tactical clothes, with black duffel bags full of mysterious gear. This was not part of our plan, and Karl hadn’t mentioned anything about an escort detail.
“This looks a lot like interference,” I said.
“They are only here for our safety,” said Karl.
I guess we all had a few tricks up our sleeves.
I tried not to let my dismay show, though Amu Reza and I exchanged a frustrated glance.
The plane was waiting for us, door open with stairs leading down to the tarmac. We climbed the steps and stooped into the galley, a familiar hold of bare metal and bucket seats, with carabiners and netting hanging from the walls. The pilot never looked back, but I’d like to think she smiled when I got on.

This last flight was quiet, except for the hum of the engines. The Fells sat behind us, silent and alert. The Phalarope said nothing the whole flight, never even so much as glanced over her shoulder. Amu Reza rolled his jacket up, propped it against the wall of the plane, and slept. Malloryn was quiet in a different sort of way—the calm, sedate expression that told me Millmallow was somewhere close by.
We landed on the outskirts of a small town on the shore of an icy blue lake, surrounded by trees. The sun was high and bright. Time had lost all meaning—it would be daylight until we left, and I would be tired no matter what. As I got off the plane, I thought the Phalarope gave me a faint nod.
Karl had arranged for two SUVs to get us all to the location from the airstrip. One of the Fells was our driver, a stocky man with a sleepy, punched-in face that reminded me of Humbug. We left the village and were soon cruising down a quiet highway, with few other cars on the road.
Until this point, momentum and exhaustion had overwhelmed any other feelings I had. But now, on this last leg, the uncertainty of it all rolled over me, and I felt alone and scared. I didn’t know how much I could count on Amu Reza. Karl had brought more backup than any of us had expected. And Malloryn was busy making room for Millmallow. Everything felt just a little bit wrong, and we were too far along, too far north, too far away from anything that felt like order or reason or civilization, for me to fix any of it.
Soon—too soon—we were leaving the highway, entering the forest on a narrow, winding paved road. The trees were thin, and the ground was flat between them. Looking into the woods felt like looking into a maze of endless rooms with green floors and green ceilings—a million pathways between the trees, all leading deeper. The ground was rich with low foliage. Tough shrubs covered the forest floor, and moss and lichen climbed the slim, straight trunks. Here and there I saw pops of white among the greenery—little round mushrooms peeking out in the shady parts of the forest. The sun came through in patches that should have made the forest warm and inviting, but instead felt distant and mysterious and hostile.
We were in a wild place. Even the light felt wild.
The pavement gave way to dirt. A little farther, and Karl tapped the driver on the shoulder. The car ground to a halt, and my heart jumped in my chest.
“We will go on foot the rest of the way,” said Karl.
The second car came to a stop behind ours, and the rest of the Fells got out.
We walked a little way farther up the road, until it turned one last corner in the forest and then opened up.
We were here.

“Here” was a stone structure that looked like it had been built in the Middle Ages and taken care of only sporadically in the years since. It was something like a castle and something like a ruin. It sat atop a massive jut of gray rock brushed with moss and surrounded on all sides by forest. It had high, blank walls of pale stone, cracked and crumbling in places but sturdy and imposing in others. A few windows looked out, but there were wooden shutters on the inside, all closed. There was nothing to be seen within, and no sign of life, except for the buzzing of summer insects that filled the air, and a solitary pickup truck parked at the bottom of a worn set of stairs cut into the rock.
We huddled at the edge of the forest and peered around the trunk of a tree to watch the castle for movement.
“This guy,” I said to Karl, “the guy inside there, he’s not in a good place. If he thinks he’s in danger, if he thinks he’s outnumbered, he might do something impulsive. And then nobody gets what they want.”
I looked back at the Fells agents gathered behind us.
“Whatever this is,” I said, “they need to stay back. They need to stay out of the way.”
“They are only here in case they are needed,” said Karl. “If they are not needed, they will stay back, yes.”
“What do you mean, ‘needed’?” I asked. “I don’t want them. I didn’t ask you to bring them.”
“And I did not ask you to bring your friend,” said Karl, glancing at Malloryn. “And yet here she is.”
“Fine,” I said.
“I, of course, shall accompany you inside,” said Karl, fitting an earpiece into his ear.
“That wasn’t the deal,” I said.
“You are more than welcome to find your own way home,” said Karl, with a glance that took in the vast expanse of the forest surrounding us.
“You will stay out of our way, and you will under no circumstances speak to anyone we might meet inside,” said Amu Reza.
Karl looked offended but didn’t protest.
“Well,” said Amu Reza, straightening his jacket, “shall we?”
He glanced at Malloryn, who smiled vaguely back at all of us. Then she stood up and turned sideways, until she was gone.
“What has happened?” said Karl in alarm. “Where has she gone?”
“A little behind, a little between,” I said. “You’ll see.”
Amu Reza and I waited. A second passed, and then another. Any minute now I would feel her hand on my shoulder and the world would turn sideways, and Malloryn—Millmallow—would be there.
Only, nothing happened. Was she even still here, standing with us? What was happening, in that space alongside the world? Amu Reza looked at me, and even his calm face betrayed a hint of rising alarm. Where was she?
Then, at last, I felt the weight of a hand on my shoulder, and a moment later the world spun, and Millmallow was standing there, looking at me through Malloryn’s eyes.
“Who cooks for you?” she said.
“You took a long time,” I said. “Is everything okay?”
“Cheer-up, cheer-up,” she said with a smile and a cock of her head that looked alien on Malloryn. “We’re here, we’re here.”
“Is Malloryn there too?” I asked. “Is she all right?”
“Peek, peek,” said Millmallow patiently. “Sweeter and sweeter. She’s here, she’s here, witchety watchety.”
“Does that mean she’s watching?” I asked. “Can she give me a sign, so I know she’s okay?”
“Sure, sure,” said Millmallow. She looked away, then back, and Malloryn’s eyes were there.
“What are you doing?” she hissed. “We shouldn’t be here like this. I’m fine, okay?”
She looked away again, and when she looked back, it was Millmallow behind her eyes. “See? See?” said Millmallow. “All well. Drink your tea.”
“Fine,” I said. “Let’s get Amu Reza, and I guess Karl, too. I know you can’t do this forever.”
“Tic, tic, quite right,” said Millmallow. Reaching out, she placed a palm on Amu Reza’s shoulder and turned him sideways, and then she did the same for Karl, whose earpiece immediately began to squawk so loudly that he scrambled to rip it from his ear.
“Hello again,” said Amu Reza to Millmallow.
“Who cooks for you?” said Millmallow.
“What has happened?” said Karl, now shaken and thoroughly disturbed.
“This is how we’re going to walk into that castle,” I said. “That’s Millmallow. She’s… um… cooking for us.”
Karl eyed Millmallow with wariness and disgust.
The four of us left the safety of the woods, and for a moment I felt exposed. But no one could see us. We were somewhere between our world and another place that I didn’t understand—a little behind, a little between. The forest and the castle and the Fells we’d left behind seemed oddly flat, like I was seeing them from some impossible angle that shouldn’t exist in a three-dimensional world. My feet seemed much farther away than they should have been, but the ground was still firm beneath them.
Millmallow had a longer gait than Malloryn, and a light bounce that was almost like a dance. But even as she floated along, there was something awkward about her movement that showed itself every few steps, like she wasn’t used to a body of Malloryn’s dimensions.
We crossed the clearing to the rock, passed the truck—its features now elongated and strange—and began to climb the steps.
“No one can see us when we’re in here,” I said to Karl.
“What is this place?” he asked, as flustered as I’d ever seen him, but still managing to keep up. “How is it we are here?”
“Poor Sam,” said Millmallow, shaking her head. “Poor Sam Peabody.”
“We’ll come out once we’re inside,” I said, “once we know what we’re up against.”
The steps were narrow and worn smooth in their centers. Balancing up them was extra difficult when my feet felt like they were miles away, like I was trying to stand on chopsticks. Millmallow seemed to have no trouble, though. She flitted up the steps, wafting past us and then lilting ahead until she reached the top, where she stopped to wait for us.
“Tic, tic,” she said.
“I know, I know,” I said. “We’re doing our best. We don’t want to be here any longer than we have to either.”
The forest floor seemed impossibly far away, even though I knew the rock on which the castle had been built wasn’t even that tall. I reached down with my hands, and crawled the rest of the way up the stairs on all fours.
“Creep, creep,” said Millmallow. I had the sense that she was making fun of me. She made a pouty, bored expression and then said dramatically, “I am so laaaazeeeee.”
“Oh stop it,” I said. “It’s not funny.”
“Poor Sam,” she said.
Amu Reza reached the top of the steps, followed by Karl, his earpiece hanging loose and still squealing with high-pitched static.
A heavy wooden door on iron hinges had been built into the looming castle wall. Above the door was the head of a bear, carved out of stone.
“This has got to be the right place,” I said.
“And how shall we open the door?” asked Karl.
“Cheer up, cheer-a-lee,” said Millmallow, clapping her hands across all of our shoulders. “Slip, slip, slip, to-whee!”
The world stretched around us, and then slid past us, just a few feet, so that when it coalesced again into the behind-and-between reality, we were standing on the other side of the door, in a narrow courtyard with ruined and crumbling walls on either side. The ground was overgrown with weeds. Halfway down the courtyard a section of the high part of the wall had collapsed, and the fallen stones lay scattered among the grass and shrub that had taken root. Wasps buzzed from a crack in the wall. Bunches of stinging nettle clustered in corners and alcoves.
Across the courtyard was a keep built of stone, crumbling too. It was two stories tall, with a pointed roof. Vines crept up the walls. The bricks were rimmed with moss. The windows were shuttered. An arched doorway led inside, into darkness. Atop the arch the worn, cracked stone head of a bear looked down.
The door was open. We crossed the courtyard and went inside, and in all that time in the courtyard nothing moved, nothing breathed, except the wasps and the nettle leaves shaking in the breeze, bristling with spines.



| CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR | 

THE CASTLE OF COME-AND-NEVER-GO
The inside of the castle was cool and dark and silent as a tomb. We entered beneath the head of the bear into a hall with a ceiling of thick wooden beams wreathed in cobwebs, and walls of weathered stone. A few weeds struggled through cracks in the stone floor. There was no one here.
Once we’d decided it was safe to leave the behind-and-between, Millmallow turned each of us, one by one, back to the world where things had three whole dimensions and our legs were normal-sized. Karl went first, then Amu Reza, and then it was my turn.
Millmallow went to put her hand on my shoulder, but I stopped her, my hand on her wrist. As my hand touched her skin, I saw black stars bloom in front of my vision, and I heard a twisted chorus of terrible bird cries. She looked at me, puzzled and disappointed, like I’d seen something I wasn’t supposed to see.
“What was that?” I asked.
“Hopes, fluttering hopes,” she said, and I detected a hint of sadness and pain in her voice. Then she snapped to blank alertness. “Tic, tic, tic. Not much longer.”
“Millmallow,” I said, and her whorling eyes met mine, “both of us go back together. I’m not leaving Mal behind.”
“Sure, sure,” she said with a vacant smile. “All together down the hill.”
She took my hand, and I heard the birds crying out, hungry and desperate, and then we were both turning sideways, until the world popped back into place. Malloryn staggered on her feet and leaned against a wall for support.
“Mal,” I whispered, helping her to stand. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine,” she said. “Just don’t talk to me right now. I’m trying to hold a lot of things together. She’s still close.”
“We don’t need her anymore,” I said. “You can let her go.”
But Malloryn just glared at me and shook her head, and a chill ran down my spine. It was her, but there was something not right. Something empty in her eyes. I looked to Amu Reza for help, but he was already starting to pad softly down the hall into the darkness ahead. And a moment later Malloryn was trailing after him, her fingertips drifting along the cold, dry wall.
As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I could see that the hall extended back a hundred or so feet. At the end of the hall, a wooden staircase led up to the second floor. It seemed as if a faint light was coming from the upper level, but it was so dim and so far away that it almost felt like a trick of the eye. The air felt dry, as if the stones had sucked all the moisture from it. But there was something clammy and wrong about the darkness ahead. When I looked down the hall toward those stairs, I felt like there was a layer of grease beneath my skin.
After checking that his earpiece wasn’t hissing wild noise anymore, Karl gingerly slipped it back in. I started to follow Amu Reza and Malloryn, but he pulled me back, a look of baffled wonder on his face.
“Your friend,” he said, “has she ever considered selling her services?”
“No,” I said. “Definitely not to you.”
Karl shrugged. “Perhaps I should ask her myself.”
I pulled away from Karl and made my way down the dark hall, and the awful slippy feeling under my skin grew stronger. Up ahead Amu Reza had stopped to gape at something on the wall. It was a wide, crooked jawbone, mounted to a pair of iron hooks. The teeth were a mix of sharp canines and broad molars. I tried to imagine the animal it might have come from, but nothing seemed to fit. It was too big, its shape was too off, and there were too many teeth.
Amu Reza ran his finger over the points and ridges of the teeth and whistled in bewilderment. We continued on down the hall, and a little farther, another grim trophy stopped us. A stretch of long, stringy hair, like a mane, had been knotted around another iron hook. The hair was as thick and rough as horsehair. At the end of the knot of hair was a dried flap of what must have once been skin.
“What is this place?” I whispered. Everything here felt wrong.
Amu Reza shook his head.
Malloryn walked ahead of us, glancing only briefly at the things on the walls, not stopping. As she got near the stairs, she looked up at something hanging from the ceiling, paused briefly beneath it, and then continued.
“Wait,” I hissed. Malloryn paused and glanced back, her face almost invisible in the gloom. Was she smiling? I couldn’t tell. Her whole expression was a gathering of shadows. I walked quickly through the darkness to catch up to her, faintly aware that I was passing other strange things on the walls—pelts and horns and teeth and bones. I didn’t stop to look. I didn’t need to.
Malloryn was standing just at the bottom of the steps. Hanging from the ceiling above her was a giant mummified arm with a huge hand, its thumb and three blackened and shriveled fingers curled into a half fist of agony. The arm extended all the way to the shoulder, where it ended in a rough mess of desiccated meat and a round, yellowed socket bone. The arm was nearly as long as I was tall. My stomach lurched.
Amu Reza and Karl arrived beneath the arm a moment later, and the four of us stood looking up at it in awed disgust. A faint glow of what looked like sunlight came down the steps. The stairs climbed up to a landing and then doubled back on themselves, so that we could see nothing of the floor above. Karl motioned for us to wait and then tested the first step with his foot. It creaked softly beneath his weight. He pointed to the steps and put a finger to his lips. One by one we passed beneath the severed arm.
The stairs sighed as we carefully picked our way up them. The wood was old but sturdy. From the landing we could see the underside of the pointed roof—a high, angular, vaulted ceiling pierced in many tiny places by rot and age, letting shafts of sunlight into the dim, dusty space below.
Amu Reza proceeded first up the last set of stairs. They creaked with every step. I came up behind him, and Malloryn—her face a shuttered window—followed me. Karl came last. We all ended up bunched together at the top of the steps, frozen at the sight before us.
The room took up the whole floor, and the only light came from the holes and gaps in the roof. It looked to be some sort of gathering room—a great room or a throne room or something. There was a long table in the center and a raised platform along the far wall, where maybe a throne might have once sat. Dust motes floated in and out of the feeble blue sunlight, disturbed by our appearance.
Facing us at the table was the ragged man. His eyes looked red and sunken and wilder than ever, but his body was slumped in exhaustion. One of his arms, the arm that had wrestled Boitatá, was roughly bandaged. Resting on the table beside him was a curious-looking cage with odd curving bars. Inside it, with barely enough room to move, was the Bird, small, plain, powerless. Its plumage was thin and dusty. Its eyes held only the faintest glimmer of the flame with which it had come into the world. Its wings were cramped by the cage.
Behind the man, and taking up the entire wall above the raised platform, all the way to the vaulted ceiling, was the splayed gray-brown hide of an enormous bear.
Its head was the size of a truck tire. Its skin covered most of the wall. Much of the fur had been worn away by age, but a rangy, vicious ridge of thick, dark hair ran down from the back of its head along the path of its spine, its hackles raised forever. I could see a neat puncture in the skin where its heart must have been. At the extremities of the hide, its curved black claws had been preserved. They seemed to be digging into the stone. Its empty eye sockets stared blankly at the sky.
Broken and dangerous, the man at the table watched us enter the room without surprise or worry. He seemed to be beyond any feeling, but then his eyes locked on mine, and I saw a flash of recognition. Then he laughed, a grainy, hollow sound.
“You again,” he said. His voice was like wood splintering and stone crumbling. It echoed with dust motes. It filled the entire space.
Nobody spoke.
His eyes didn’t waver from mine.
“They stung you too, didn’t they?” he said. “They poisoned your blood, just like they poisoned mine.”
“They?” I asked.
“The monsters,” he spat. “The abominations.” He tossed his broad, shaggy head in the direction of the bear hide, then nodded at the Bird. “They.”
“Is that… what happened to you?” I asked.
“Me?” the man laughed. “To me? You think this happened to me?” He opened his shirt to reveal the mark on his skin. A jagged line across his collarbone, five swooping marks descending through it. It seemed to blaze with heat for a moment, like it wanted to be seen, like it was trying to tell me something. His eyes drifted down to the mark, then shot back up to mine. “Did it happen to you?” he snapped, his voice derisive and accusatory.
“Uh—uh, not exactly,” I stammered. As if in response to his mark, the unicorn scar on my chest burned, a mark hundreds of years old, passed from generation to generation.
“Not exactly,” said the man with a hollow chuckle. “Not exactly.”
The bear’s skinned hide loomed behind him, its empty eyes staring into the dusty rafters. The hole in its chest was almost laughably tiny. It seemed impossible that a single man could have faced this creature alone and lived, much less killed it.
“What do you want with the Bird?” I asked, my voice wavering.
“What do I want with it?” he said, as if I had just asked the most absurd question in the world. “What does it want with me? What do any of them want with me?”
“I don’t know,” I ventured. “What do they want?” I took a step into the room, and his shoulders tensed, like a wounded animal.
“Stay. There.”
He slammed his hands onto the table and rose from his seat. The Bird startled in its cage, its wings slapping helplessly against the bars. I froze where I was, and the man relaxed and sat back down.
“What do I want?” he muttered. Then his burning eyes met mine again, an accusing gleam in them. “What do you want?”
“I want to set the Bird free,” I said.
The man laughed. “I crossed an ocean for that Bird. I squeezed the thoughts out of six faeries to find it. You want to set it free?” He rose to standing and let his arms fall loosely to his sides. His voice dropped to a cold, deep place. “Try.”
Nobody moved. After a moment he sat back down.
“Why are you doing this?” I asked. “Why did you take the Bird? What is all of this?”
“This is my inheritance,” he said. “All of it. This castle where my ancestors…” He trailed off. “You don’t care about old history.”
“Ancestors,” I said. “Was that Volhallan? An ancestor?”
The man glared at me. “Someone’s heart was going to get eaten that day. I wonder if Volhallan ever wished it had been his.” He looked behind him at the bear’s hide looming on the wall. Then he looked back at me. “I know I do,” he said.
He touched the mark on his chest absently. Five swooping lines. Five claws on each of the bear’s paws. A jagged line, a broken collarbone.
“The bear did that,” I said. “That’s the scar. You’ve got his scar.”
The man sneered at me.
“What do you want with the Bird?” I asked. “What are you going to do with it?”
His face went slack, his eyes little beads of condensed rage. “I’m going to squeeze it,” he said. “I’m going to make it suffer.”
“Why?” I said. “Why would you do that?”
“You know what it is?” he said. “This Bird? The faeries told me. Have they told you? No?” He laughed. “It’s the breath. It’s the thing that keeps their blood flowing. It’s the thing that keeps them warm. I asked the faeries, before I killed them, how to make the monsters suffer. And they all said, ‘Take away the heat. Squeeze it until they freeze.’ ”
“But why?” I said. “Why?”
“Because of this!” he said, slamming his good fist against his chest. “Because every night, that bear chases me, and every night, it eats my intestines while I watch. Because my father lost his mind, right before my eyes. Because they are monsters, all of them. And they deserve to suffer, the same way I’ve suffered.”
“All that stuff in the hall downstairs,” I said.
“We have tried to hurt them like they hurt us,” he said. “For generations we have tried. But the bear never leaves us alone. We have hunted. But the bear is always hunting. Every night, it hunts us down. Every night, it eats us.”
“The Bird has nothing to do with that,” I said. “It never did anything to hurt you.”
“You think I asked for this?” he raged. “Do you think I wanted this damned scar? They all hurt,” he said, and even though he was looking at his bandaged arm, he seemed to be talking about something else. “All of them hurt. But it’s okay. Because I’m going to make them hurt. I’m going to strangle them, every last one. Right here. With this Bird.”
“If you kill that Bird,” said Amu Reza calmly, “it will return.”
The man’s eyes shot briefly over to Amu Reza. “You think so? I think not. Shall we find out, right now?”
The man reached around his back and pulled out the same knife he’d held on me, back in the rug shop. Amu Reza put both his hands up, a gesture of surrender. The man laughed.
“I don’t need to kill it,” he said, and the knife dipped loosely between his fingers. “I’m just going to keep it small. I’m going to keep it caged up forever. I know what it wants, what they all want. The faeries told me it wants to spread its wings. It wants to become. That’s the way the world breathes. That’s how the blood flows, how the heat spreads, how the wheel turns. This breath”—he smiled grimly at the Bird—“this breath will never spread its wings. This Bird will never become. And they, the monsters, the abominations, they can freeze. They can choke.”
At this even Amu Reza gasped.
“Perhaps,” said Karl, his voice out of place in this feral, ravenous room, “you would be amenable to a financial arrangement. I represent buyers who—”
“Money,” said the man in disgust. “I don’t need money. I have plenty of money. I have a copper mine. I have a forest full of lumber. I don’t need money. Money doesn’t buy sleep. Money doesn’t stop the nightmares.”
“Doctors, then,” said Karl. “There are medicines—”
“I don’t want medicine,” said the man, his voice splitting Karl’s words like an axe. “I want vengeance.”
Vengeance. The word unfurled itself over the room like a dark, tattered flag, hung from the rafters over all our heads. Amu Reza was dumbstruck. Karl seemed frozen. Malloryn, who hadn’t opened her mouth once since we’d come up the stairs, was silently transfixed by the Bird. Somebody had to do something. Somebody had to try.
“Please,” I said. “Can I at least see it? Up close?”
The man’s eyes narrowed.
“We’ve come so far,” I said. “Please.”
He studied me, and his rage seemed to clear, just a bit. “What’s different about you?” he asked. “Why do you want to help them?”
“I don’t know why you and I are different,” I said. “I know that a long time ago there was a girl who met a unicorn in a forest.”
“What happened?” asked the man, an almost desperate curiosity in his eyes. “What happened to her?”
“Marjan, this is not a story for—” said Amu Reza.
“No,” I said. “We have to tell our stories while we can.” I turned back to the ragged man. “She saved the unicorn, and it stabbed her, and she lived, and now I have this.” I showed him the mark on my chest.
“Then why…,” said the man. “They hurt you too. Why don’t you suffer like I do?”
“I do suffer,” I said. “I didn’t ask for the things that came along with this mark. I didn’t ask for what the world expects of me. I didn’t ask to walk into a dark castle on the other side of the world from home, from my friends. You think I want to be here? Talking to you, in a place like this? I’m terrified. But I need to… I want to know that the Bird is okay. Just for now. Can I? Please? It’s as important to me as vengeance is to you.”
The man was still and quiet, the way a dormant volcano is still and quiet. At last the rage and desperation in his face softened. He stood up. “You can see the Bird. Just you.”
I glanced at Amu Reza, and he gave me a nod of reassurance. Karl made a subtle gesture that probably meant, Be careful. I looked hopefully to Malloryn, but her eyes were locked on the Bird. Across the room the ragged man was watching me, waiting for me. And so was the Bird.
The floor creaked beneath my feet. Old wood. The knife flashed in the ragged man’s hand. The unctuous feeling in the air was even thicker here. There was a queasy wrongness in every inch of my body that swelled with each step I took.
Between the bars of the cage, the Bird watched me with wide, helpless eyes. It seemed smaller than the last time I’d seen it. Its body, cramped and frail, shivered. Its wings flapped against the wires and the pale, curved crossbars. Why didn’t it burn itself out? Why didn’t it simply will itself larger, explode itself free? The cage looked flimsy, fragile. The bars were thin lengths of wire, twisted unevenly at the top to form a crooked onion shape. Bits of pale material lay horizontally between the wires in a haphazard array that sort of blocked the gaps between the wires but not very well. I could see at least three places where any bird could have squeezed out if it had wanted to. But the Bird wasn’t even trying to escape. It looked utterly defeated.
Up close I realized that the pale material was bone.
“What is this?” I asked.
“That’s Volhallan,” said the ragged man with a twisted grin. “Those are the bones of my ancestors.”
“Why?” I asked.
“Because they’ve still got the bear’s gift,” he said. “Just like me.”
Images flashed through my mind: the man squeezing the flames from the edges of the Bird as he snatched it from the air; Boitatá snapped into cinders; the dead faerie tossed to the floor in Amu Reza’s shop.
“Control,” I said. “That’s the gift, isn’t it?”
“I squeeze,” said the man, “they do what I want.”
“That’s awful,” I said.
“It hurts,” he said, and touched his chest. “Right here, it hurts. We suffer together.”
“The bones keep the Bird from growing,” I said, looking at the cage. “Volhallan’s bones.”
The man’s weary, wild eyes locked on me. “I think that’s enough time,” he said. “Back away.” He waved the knife lazily in the air.
I’d been within arm’s reach of the Bird. Could I have grabbed it? Could I have freed it from its flimsy cage? The chance was gone now. I turned to walk back. What had I hoped to achieve? The Bird was still trapped. Nothing was better. Nothing was different. Amu Reza looked at me with sympathy—a man who understood failure. Was he quietly relieved to see that I, too, could fail? I felt disgusted with myself.
Behind Amu Reza, Karl was muttering to himself. He nodded in my direction, an encouraging nod, a nod that said, Come back, or maybe, Get out of the way.
Karl was not muttering to himself.
He was talking into his earpiece. He was talking to the Fells outside.
“What are you doing?” I demanded as I reached the other side of the room.
He looked down at me with pity. “I am taking charge of this matter. Sir,” he called across the room, “very soon you will be vastly outnumbered. I urge you to step away from the cage before anyone is hurt.”
The man laughed. “You think I care about pain? I live in pain. You’ll never hurt me more than that. But if anyone comes any closer, I will kill this Bird, and you can see if my ancestors will let it rise again.”
He showed the knife. Pushing through fear, I looked past the blade, hoping I might see a hint of a bluff in the ragged man’s eyes. But his expression was hard with conviction. He believed what he was saying.
Was it true? Would the Bird die forever if it died in the grip of Volhallan’s remains?
The Bird made a pitiful warbling sound. Maybe it shuddered. And maybe the shudder of its frail body shook the bars of its prison.
Or maybe the old bones in the wires of the cage rattled out their own hungry answer.
“Call them off,” I said to Karl. “If the Bird dies in that cage, it won’t come back.”
He gave me a dismissive look. “You have had your chance to resolve this,” he said. “Now it is our turn.”
“He’s going to kill it,” I said.
But Karl was giving another order into his earpiece, and the ragged man was scooping up the cage in one hand, and the Bird was squawking in alarm and terror.
“Amu Reza,” I said, “make him stop. He’s going to get the Bird killed. We need more time.”
Amu Reza looked at me. I saw for a moment the old man who had run away from his family, who had let my father down, who had betrayed me. I saw those same pathetic eyes looking back, and for a second I felt all alone in the world.
And then one of those eyes winked at me.
It happened so quickly, so smoothly, that for a second Karl was still talking. Then he clapped a hand to his ear and turned to Amu Reza, a look of shock and deep offense on his face, as if he couldn’t believe anyone would dare do such a thing.
“Now you have time, Marjan,” said Amu Reza, holding Karl’s earpiece out at arm’s length.
A moment later Karl was swiping for the earpiece while simultaneously trying to pull his phone out of his pocket. Amu Reza danced out of the way and with his free hand knocked Karl’s phone to the floor.
I had time. But not much.
I ran back to where the ragged man stood defiant and desperate, and now a bit confused by the action on the other side of the room. He held the Bird out of reach, the blade of the knife between us.
“Listen to me,” I said. “If you kill that Bird, even if you just keep it caged up like that, you’re going to be hurting more than just the other creatures out there.”
His eyes wavered for a second, uncertain.
“You don’t know,” I said. “You don’t know how it works. You don’t know what they mean. This Bird is our stories. All of them.”
“You can have my story,” he snarled. “You want to be eaten by the bear for the rest of your life?”
“You may not like your story right now, but maybe you can change it.”
“Nothing can change that,” he said, looking up at the bearskin on the wall behind him, at the single, perfect, impossible strike that had killed it.
I looked from the wound on the bear to the wounded man who still bore the bear’s mark, all these centuries later. And for the first time I saw the question in his eyes, the question that lay beneath the anger and thirst for vengeance, the question that had been there since the day he’d shambled into the rug shop, that had probably been there his whole life. And I recognized it because it was the same question I’d asked myself again and again, ever since my dad died.
Why? Why any of this? Why me?
“It’s not fair,” I said. “And you can’t change what happened in the past. But maybe the story’s not finished yet.”
Karl and Amu Reza were still wrestling over the phone, but Karl appeared to be winning. Malloryn was standing by herself, watching. Why isn’t she helping?
I looked back to the bear’s hide stretched across the wall. To the place where the skin had been split by the tip of a blade. I looked to the mark on the ragged man’s chest. I tried to hear the story they were telling, the story they’d been trying to tell for hundreds of years.
“I know you’re hurting,” I said to the ragged man. “And I think I know why. You say you want vengeance, but you’ve got a whole castle full of vengeance and it hasn’t done you any good. I can help you. I think I know what the bear wants. But you have to be brave.”
“I’m not afraid of anything,” he said.
“You are,” I said. “You’re afraid of one thing.”
I grabbed his wrist, and the scar on his chest flashed, and I felt the snowy clearing around me, saw the trees stretch out like a labyrinth of a million little rooms, heard the call, fierce and warlike, of an old name. The bear’s name. My name.
He tried to pull his wrist back, but I didn’t let go.
“No,” I said. “Watch. Don’t look away.”
“I already know this story,” he growled.
“I don’t think you do,” I said. “I don’t think anyone does.”
With my other hand I touched the mark on his chest.
In the forest I rose up, blinked flakes of frosty sleep from my eyes, shook the crust of hibernation from my ears, to make sure I had heard correctly. I was barely standing, and he was on me already, the shock of steel thrusting between my ribs before I even saw him. The roar that died in my throat was a question: Why?
There was no answer in his frightened gaze, in the trembling, incredulous triumph on his face as he drew the sword out, and my blood with it.
I swiped at him once—I had enough strength for that. He was careless. I ripped his flesh; I snapped his bones. But then the snow fell across my sight and erased me.
I let go of his wrist. I took my hand back from his chest.
The man was looking at me, his bloodshot eyes wide with horror. The knife shook in his hand.
“No,” he whispered.
“Volhallan was never a hero,” I said. “There was no brave battle. He snuck up on the bear and killed it while it was sleeping. Everything else was a lie.”
“He doomed us all,” said the man. “He turned us all into monsters.” He looked with disgust at the mark on his chest, and I thought I saw something begin to open up inside him. The tiniest glimmer of something new coming into being.
“You’re not a monster,” I said. “You’re not Volhallan.”
The man’s eyes shot back up to meet mine. He’d seen the truth. He was close to understanding that things could be different.
But then it was too late because Karl had pulled the phone and the earpiece free from Amu Reza’s grasping hands. Karl stood up, brushed himself off with awkward disdain, and fitted the earpiece back into his ear. He cleared his throat. “They will be here soon,” he said. “I am sorry, but they will need to break down your castle door.”
As he said this, I heard a distant hammering of something heavy and hard against the wooden door. The ragged man heard it too. He held the Bird close to him. Then he glanced at me, and his finger hovered over a loose bar that might have been a latch.
“I would not recommend opening that cage,” said Karl sharply from across the room. “I will need the Bird to be inside it, and so will you.”
“Don’t tell me what I need,” said the ragged man.
“Forgive me,” said Karl. “But it seems that you have a taste for the hunt. Or perhaps for the kill? The pain, then? It is exciting, perhaps? Or soothing? Yes?”
“What are you doing, Karl?” I asked. He ignored me.
“Let us say,” he continued, “that we arrange a deal. The Bird, to me, now, inside that ingenious cage, in exchange for a creature every—well, we must be honest with each other, these creatures are not exactly abundant—so perhaps every year? A creature of our choosing, delivered to you, here if you would like, to do with as you please. A lifetime subscription to vengeance.”
“That’s horrible,” I said. “Even for you, Karl, that’s horrible.”
But the ragged man was listening. He was considering. Because sometimes it’s easier to feed your pain than to heal it. “Why?” he asked.
“We want that Bird,” said Karl. “In honesty, we will surely sell it for an obscene fortune. I say this plainly because we have the means to find such a buyer, and I think you do not. And I think you do not care about money. But creatures. We can provide those. We can always provide them.”
“Yeah?” said the ragged man. His voice cracked with a dark, terrifying hunger.
“You can’t trust him,” I said, stepping between him and Karl and locking eyes with the ragged man. “He’s just trying to buy time.”
“I’m afraid the deal will expire when my men arrive,” said Karl.
The hammering at the castle door grew louder. A splintering crack of wood echoed across the courtyard. The ragged man looked at me, his eyes now wide with urgency. He seemed, for a moment, to be looking for an escape. But there was nowhere to go.
The Bird wailed, its voice feeble and frail. Its movements were brittle and timid. What would even happen if the ragged man opened the cage? Would the Bird have the strength to grow, to become? Or would it still be just as helpless when Karl’s backup arrived? What if we couldn’t protect it then?
“Listen to me,” I said. “Vengeance won’t stop the bear. It never has before.”
I needed him to see that he wasn’t the monster he believed himself to be. I needed him to see that he was hurt, and that his pain could be healed, if he’d only give it a chance. I needed him to see past the stories that had defined his life.
I needed him to see himself.
My hand went into my bag and palmed the scale of the World Serpent.
“Look,” I said, holding it up before his wild, flickering eyes. “What do you see?”
It was a risk. What if he looked into the smooth silver surface and saw something monstrous looking back? What if he saw only the terrible things he’d done? What if he saw Volhallan?
But it was the only way I could think of to reach him once and for all. I held the scale out so that he couldn’t look away, so that whatever he saw there, he would see it completely.
For a long silent second he stared into the scale, and nothing moved. Maybe he saw a man who had only ever learned one way to face the world, who had only been taught to want one thing. Maybe he saw a bear trying with its last breath to understand why it was dying. Maybe he saw a little boy, hurt and scared and grieving, hiding behind the armor of anger and vengeance.
Maybe he saw all those things, or maybe it was something else. Whatever it was, he didn’t say. He didn’t say anything at all. His face was a hungry ocean, turbulent and deep. He looked up to the bear on the wall. A single tear—a rogue wave—rolled down his craggy cheek.
There were cycles. There were wheels turning. There were people like us, who had been marked by the world with a question, who spent lifetime after lifetime seeking the answer. There were things that returned over and over, carried back again and again on endless currents of death and rebirth, always transformed, always the same, all of them connected to each other, all of them circles, tracing the shape of the universe.
There was breath.
There was hope.
And maybe there was a bear, waiting in the wings of the world for another chance.
“It had a name,” he said softly.
“It still does,” I replied.
From the direction of the castle door came the sounds of wood tearing and splintering. Another heavy impact, another crash. The Fells would be through the outer wall soon. We had one chance. The ragged man’s eyes met mine, and I could see that he understood.
“Say it with me,” I said. “Say it loud.”
As the castle door rattled on its hinges, two voices, one young, one old, roared out an ancient name, one that had not been spoken aloud in these northern woods in many generations. It echoed off the rafters. It floated past the battlements and into the depths of the forest.
And the forest roared back.



| CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE | 

THE THING WITH FEATHERS
The trees outside the castle shuddered with the force of the bear’s call. The banging on the outer door ceased. Even Karl froze, his face pale. Amu Reza, now climbing to his feet, looked at me with an expression of horror.
“What have you done, Marjan?” he asked.
“I’m trying to fix things,” I said.
The grumbling roar came again, nearer now.
Karl shot me a look that was one part panic and the rest pure, undisguised hostility. He began barking orders into the earpiece—rapid, urgent commands I couldn’t quite follow but that contained words like “abort,” “do not engage,” and “shelter.”
The roar echoed a third time, and the floor trembled with its power. The ragged man was frozen where he stood, his eyes wide, his expression transfixed.
Karl seemed to be having trouble communicating with his agents. His voice was getting louder, more urgent. The Bird was squalling, its wings slapping helplessly against the bars. There were other sounds outside the castle—thumps and scuffles, and again and again the leathery, deep-throated bellow that rattled the rafters and made the skin on the wall vibrate and ripple like it was alive.
The sounds outside got more complicated, and then they got simpler, and the Bird kept struggling, and at last there was only a regular, rattling thud and the occasional snapping of tree branches, an immense mass moving with ponderous gait through the near chambers of the forest. The Fells outside were… I didn’t really want to think about where they were. They were quiet. I hoped they had made it back to the SUVs.
Karl took the earpiece out of his ear.
“Well,” he said. “There is now a bear outside. So I hope you are pleased with yourself.”
“You were never going to let this go my way,” I said.
The ragged man was still holding the Bird. His face was pale and drained. “What have I done?” he asked. “What did we do?”
“It’s okay,” I said. “It’s going to be okay. You’re almost there. You’re going to fix everything.”
The Bird squawked a questioning warble at the man. He considered the creature with a distant, baffled expression. Then, slowly, deliberately he set the cage down gently on the table and stepped away from it, his eyes now on the skin on the wall. Outside the walls of the castle the bear grumbled and snuffled.
“Is it the same bear?” asked the ragged man.
“It has the same name,” I said.
Amu Reza’s eyes were glistening with pride and admiration. Karl’s face was drawn and stony. The ragged man backed away from the table, toward the stairs, his eyes never leaving the eyeless face of the bear on the wall. At last he reached the steps and turned to face Karl and Amu Reza.
He started to say something, but his words got lost somewhere along the way. Instead they all looked at each other—Amu Reza with pity and understanding, Karl with resentment, and the ragged man with a baffled sense of purpose.
It was going to work.
The Bird squealed behind me. Soon I would set it free. The ragged man glanced back at me, and I waved. Something like a smile, tiny and uncertain, tried itself out on his face.
“This is what you want,” I said. “I promise.”
He turned toward the stairs, and then stopped. Everyone stopped. Even, it seemed, the bear outside. Something felt different all of a sudden. Something felt wrong.
The Bird had gone silent.
I turned around to make sure it was okay. But the cage wasn’t on the table anymore.
It was in Malloryn’s hand.
“Mal,” I said, “what are you doing?”
Tears were streaming down her face.
“I’m sorry,” she said. “I tried. Mar. I can’t stop her.”
“What are you talking about?” I asked.
But her body had gone rigid. Her eyes, swirling with cloudy darkness, met mine. “Who cooks for you?” she said.
“What’s wrong with her?” asked the ragged man.
Malloryn’s eyes snapped to him. “WHO COOKS FOR YOU ALL?” she bellowed in a voice that was not her own.
Something strange was happening in the air around Malloryn. A molecular turbulence was seething, taking shape. Malloryn’s body, locked in place, trembled. Her eyes leaked tears. Her lips moved silently. The bear outside was making rumbling, agitated noises as it stomped back and forth.
“What are you doing?” said Karl. “Stop. Make it stop.”
The turbulence was coalescing into a figure, a body that was rising, taller than a person, a body with a crooked torso, joints that bent the wrong way, and spindly arms that hung almost to the floor.
The shape behind Malloryn came in and out of focus in watery smears, sometimes there, sometimes not. What I could see of her was frail and strange. Long-boned appendages draped in pallid skin and patchy outgrowths of what looked like feathers. A crooked, stooped body that barely fit the dimensions of this room, or this world. Grasping, hungry fingers. Tiny, black birdlike eyes that squinted as if even this dark room were too bright, and a hollow, toothless mouth.
Millmallow loomed over Malloryn, over the Bird in the cage in Malloryn’s hand.
The strange figure took a wobbling step toward the Bird, her arms reaching out and down for it. Beside Millmallow’s teetering, diaphanous form, Malloryn stood rooted to the ground, dark tears flooding from her dark eyes.
Inside Millmallow’s translucent thorax, things squirmed and snapped and struggled. Some of the things looked like birds, and some of them looked nothing like birds. In the center of the hungry, feathered scrum was a warm glow, and Millmallow’s birds scrabbled and snapped at it, bickering and fighting each other for the chance to rip a bit of light away, to tear off a morsel of warmth, and with each nip and bite, the thing that was Millmallow seemed to stand a little taller, to be a little more stable and secure.
“What are you?” demanded the ragged man, his voice wavering with fear.
“We are Millmallow the Murmuration, Vessel of Forsaken Hopes, and Chorus of the Dawn,” said Millmallow, the words whistling through her hollow mouth. “Pleased to meet-cha, meet-cha, meet-cha.”
“What have you done?” said Karl to the immobilized Malloryn. “What have you done, you stupid girl?”
Millmallow stooped over Malloryn and plucked the cage from her hands. Her little eyes widened in an unsettling way as she held it up to examine it.
“Malloryn,” I said, “tell her to give it to me.”
If she could hear me, Malloryn gave no sign. Her eyes were pools of darkness that seemed to be growing wider with every passing moment.
“Millmallow!” I said, and the thing with feathers spun on teetering legs to face me. “Give me the Bird.”
But Millmallow held the cage tightly, well out of reach of human arms. Inside her chest the little light struggled and railed against the flapping of feathers and the pecking and prodding of beaks. Through her ghostly body I could see Malloryn, the darkness seeping farther and farther out from the hollows of her eyes as Millmallow’s birds tore at the warmth inside. And suddenly I understood that the warmth was feeding them, was feeding Millmallow, and that the warmth belonged to Malloryn, that it had been taken from her, and that it was now being devoured.
“Give her back!” I cried. “Let her go!”
But Millmallow just looked at me without pity, without any discernible emotion at all.
“Why are you doing this?” I shouted.
“Forgotten no more,” she said. “Spring of the year. Fluttering hopes. We rise horaltic.”
Then she turned to the screaming Bird and opened her toothless void-mouth, and the Bird’s cries choked into silence. A thin blue thread, as soft as smoke, drew out of the Bird and into Millmallow. A pale glow spread first across Millmallow’s face and then down her throat.
“No!” I cried. Outside, the bear made a deep, mournful bark that turned into a howl. The castle walls rattled with a heavy, thudding impact.
Some of the birds in Millmallow’s chest turned their attention from Malloryn’s glow to the shimmering blue thread that was making its way down her gullet.
“Please!” I shouted. “Stop!”
But Millmallow didn’t care about me. I ran at her, but she swept me aside with her free hand, without even pausing to look. The walls of the castle continued to rumble with repeated thumping crunches.
I tumbled to the floor, got to my feet, and looked into the void-pits of Malloryn’s eyes.
“Mal!” I yelled, grabbing hold of her shoulders and shaking them hard. “Mal! Wake up! You have to make her stop!”
Malloryn’s face trembled and her lips moved softly, but she didn’t say anything, and in her eyes there was only darkness—swirling, endless.
The ragged man unfroze, and with a roar of rage he, too, charged at Millmallow, but she pushed him away as easily as she’d pushed me. He slammed against the bearskin on the wall, where he crumpled into a heap, stunned.
“Help me!” I cried out to Karl and Amu Reza.
Karl looked around the room in dismay, then turned and ran down the stairs.
Amu Reza finally shook himself out of his shock. “It will eat the Bird,” he cried.
I ran at Millmallow again, tried to knock her down, tried to jump up and dislodge the cage from her hand, but she batted me away with a bony arm, more forcefully this time.
The castle walls rattled with another massive impact, stones clinking against one another, loose mortar spraying in fine clouds that shimmered in the shafts of light. The bear seemed to be trying different spots, looking for a weakness, looking for a way to shake the battlements down.
As I fell to the ground, my bag slid off my shoulder and the gifts inside clattered against each other.
Maybe there was something in the bag that could help Malloryn. I lunged for it, unzipped it, began digging—hair, scale, eggshell, wing, and flame.
Boitatá. I grabbed the bottle, jumped to my feet, and ran to Malloryn.
The darkness had spread down her cheeks, and her eyes were empty. Malloryn’s fragile warmth inside Millmallow was almost gone. And Millmallow herself seemed even more solid, even stronger, even more real.
I had an idea. A hopeless, desperate idea.
I held the little bottle up to the darkness in Malloryn’s face. The light inside the jar simmered through the glass, alive with ancient, wild memories, but the darkness didn’t wane.
“You were eyes once,” I whispered to the little fire. “Can you be eyes again? Because I need my friend back.”
Then I twisted off the cap and let Boitatá free.
Like iron filings drawn to a pair of magnets, the flame split in two and found the dark centers in Malloryn’s eyes, and burned there, brighter than the darkness, too bright to look at as color spread once again across Malloryn’s face. Her mouth dropped open, a tiny breath exhaled, then a quick and violent breath inhaled.
Millmallow felt something too, because she stopped draining the life of the Bird for a moment and looked over her shoulder, her head twisting nearly all the way around like an owl’s, her black sparrow-eyes meeting Malloryn’s eyes of primeval fire. And for a single burning second neither one moved.
And then Malloryn screamed.
It was a scream that came not so much from her as through her, like it was the earth screaming, and the sky, and the messy, broken chorus of life, all at once, all yelling their names and their hopes and their fears and their hearts into one blistering ray of ageless, elemental fury. Inside Millmallow’s chest the little warm glow screamed too, and blazed brighter, and the birds inside her recoiled from it as if they’d been burned.
Outside, the bear bellowed and pounded on the walls, and the timbers shook. But the old stones held.
Malloryn screamed until her lungs were empty, and then she stood there, shoulders heaving, her eyes incandescent. And then her legs gave out and she fell to the floor. Millmallow stood still, regarding Malloryn in blank bafflement. The warm glow was gone from her chest.
The Bird struggled at the bars of the cage, frantic and desperate, its eyes dark and wide, its cries pitiful and hopeless. Millmallow turned back to it, hungrier than ever, and the blue smoky thread again flowed out of it, thicker and swifter now.
Amu Reza and I both ran to Malloryn. The darkness had disappeared from her face. She opened her eyes weakly, and two tiny teardrops of flame slid out of them. I caught them in my hand. They burned, hotter and hotter every second, but I held them tightly.
“Stop her,” she whispered. “You have to…”
“How?” I said. “How do I stop her?”
The Bird was making a pathetic cooing sound. The hungry flappings in Millmallow’s chest were tearing at the blue thread as it descended, ripping it to shreds and swallowing every morsel.
“Magic,” said Malloryn.
“Magic?” I said. “I don’t know any magic, Mal.”
She looked at me and smiled feebly. “Doesn’t matter,” she said. “Never did.” She closed her eyes. Her head dropped heavily to her chest.
“She’s alive,” said Amu Reza, holding her head gently. “I will watch her. You must stop that thing.”
I stood. My hand ached from the tiny fire inside it. The pain made my eyes well up, but I didn’t want to let go. Millmallow seemed more solid, more substantial. The birds inside her seemed even more feral, more ravenous. The blue thread trickled out of the Bird and into her chest, a thousand stories being bled dry, feeding the dark, ravening beaks of the Murmuration.
Magic.
Was that all that was left? What did I even know about magic? Only what Malloryn had told me.
It’s birth, it’s fleeting life, it’s the whole world, it’s death, it’s transformation.
What was I supposed to do with that information? How was I supposed to make magic?
My hand burned, the pain now almost unbearable. The Bird was slumped in the bottom of the cage, wings splayed awkwardly. Millmallow was feasting on its life force, and when she was done, it would be dead—not just phoenix-dead but forever-dead, trapped and powerless inside the deathless grip of Volhallan.
I didn’t know any spells. Most of what I’d seen of magic had been Malloryn getting it wrong, over and over again.
They just grab whatever happens to be handy, she’d said as she took down her hexes that had hexed nothing, and throw it together, and make it mean something, and it works.
I had a fist full of fire and a bag of gifts from strangers. They had to mean something.
They had to work.

There was no time for ritual. There was no lighting of candles, no quiet rooms, no finding the right aura.
Everything in the bag went onto the table in the center of the room, in a jumble—wing, hair, scale, and eggshell. The pain from the fire in my hand was almost blinding. I gritted my teeth against it. I tried to ignore the cries of the Bird, the ominous whistling noise of Millmallow drawing away its life, the greedy squalls of the Murmuration feeding, the bellowing and thumping of the bear.
I fumbled with the items on the table. It was hard to move them around with just one hand and the other one practically on fire. It was hard to see the objects through the tears in my eyes. It was hard to even think through the pain.
But the Bird was dying, and everything was dying, and so I started talking. And because I couldn’t think, I didn’t think, and the words came out of someplace that wasn’t exactly me.
“A piece of the egg that birthed the Bird,
The wing of a fae that gave its Life,
A scale from the Serpent of the World,
A lock of the hair of Death,
And a handful of fire to Transform them all.
A circle for a circle for a circle,
These gifts for the gift of freedom,
These gifts for the gifts of warmth and breath.”
As if in reply, the flame in my hand blazed, hotter at last than I could bear. I cried out, and I threw it onto the table, and it exploded over everything. The hair burned first, yellow sparks and glittering silver smoke. The blaze spread to the wing, and the stained-glass iridescence bubbled and crumpled in a slim finger of purple fire into a dark, tarry ball. The eggshell weltered and blackened, green flames spitting up off it. The scale wobbled and warped, haloed by a ghostly blue flame. Everything burned together, the colors twisting and spiraling up from the table in a column that reached higher and higher.
Millmallow turned again from the Bird, her eyes wide and reflecting burning rainbows in their dark centers.
The fire blazed brighter, so bright that it burned even through closed eyes. And then, with a whooshing flourish that spiraled all the way to the ceiling, it went out.
The objects—what was left of them—lay scorched and still on the blackened table. The bear was silent outside. Inside the great room nothing moved.
Millmallow looked at the charred table. Her tiny eyes blinked at me, expectant, waiting to see what I would do next. But I didn’t have anything else. I’d burned it all up, and here we were. Millmallow still had the Bird. I had nothing.
I opened my mouth to speak. To give up, I think. But before the words left my throat, a tiny crack split the stillness.
One of Volhallan’s bones—a desiccated bit of rib linking two of the cage’s wiry bars—splintered in a pop of osseous dust. The bars yawned open under the Bird’s weight. For a moment the world held, all of us frozen in our places, and the only sound was the creak of the cage swinging gently in Millmallow’s fingers.
Then the bottom of the cage dropped out, and the Bird fell to the floor with an unceremonious squawk and a puff of sooty feathers.
Millmallow and I watched it drop, and watched it sit there, stunned, on the floor. Then we looked back up to each other.
“No hope,” said Millmallow in a hollow, whistling voice tattered by hungry beaks.
And then everything was light.
A bubble of silence enveloped me, and then exploded. The room warped outward, and I was aware of things unfurling, of a great cry, of a thousand stories being shouted, all at once, in a language older than humanity. The world was loud with tumbling dust and splintered wood, and then it was quiet with sky and the calm, clear light of the sun.
I blinked. I was lying on the ground.
The Bird was gone, and so was the roof.
A gust of air washed over me.
Amu Reza was cradling Malloryn, watching me with an expression of wonder.
The ragged man was staggering to his feet, squinting up at the sky, the pelt of the old bear at his back. A shadow drifted over him, and then lifted.
Karl was venturing back up the stairs, his eyes wide with wonder. Another great wash of air surged past me.
Millmallow stood exactly where she had been a moment before, her wobbly body still half in the shadow of the ruined roof. The birds inside her were still, stunned. The blue thread was gone, and the blue light was gone from inside her.
Another wave of shadow crested over us and then passed. Another surge of displaced air swept over me, over everyone, once, and then again, and then again, in a steady, powerful rhythm, as even as breath, as if the whole world were breathing.
It was the beating of enormous wings.
I looked up. The Bird stretched across the sky. Its feathers crackled with streaks of electricity. Its eyes burned with simmering flames. Sunlight blazed off its wings.
Horaltic.
The Bird hovered over the opened roof, balanced on an updraft, wings wide against the wind. It wasn’t a phoenix or a simurgh or a thunderbird or anything else that had ever lived before. It was something new, something tough and fearless and not yet named, with clear eyes and sharp claws. It cried out, and its cry pierced the endless day, a shimmering spear in the heart of the blue sky above us, the declaration of a new story beginning. Once was, once wasn’t.
It was huge, and I couldn’t see all of it. With every pump of its wings, a ghostly shimmer of its shape echoed out into the heavens—the dander of a thousand stories shaking free from the vanes of its feathers, each story different, each one true—until the Bird was wreathed in a churning cloud of its own ashes.
Millmallow howled at the sky, a high, anguished cry of hunger and despair that pierced the silence, and the howl was joined by the creaking calls of the birds in her chest. Already she was beginning to seem less steady, less present. Already she was beginning to fade. The birds, the fluttering and forsaken hopes, still hungry, always hungry, tore at her insides. She staggered toward me, arms out, a desperate gleam in her greedy eyes. I tried to stand, and found that I couldn’t.
Then from the great cloud above us a pair of talons descended. They grasped Millmallow roughly, and her limbs flailed wildly like a long-legged spider’s, her eyes going wide, her mouth making a huge, silent O, the birds inside her squawking and squalling. In a single motion the talons twisted, and Millmallow came apart. The birds fluttered free from her chest, the sickly, chaotic murmuration of abandoned hopes collapsing and dissolving into the air. The rest of her body crumbled away into falling feathery wisps that disintegrated before they reached the floor.
The huge talons disappeared again into the stormy mantle. With another vast whoosh of air the veil of stories parted briefly—just long enough for me to see the eye of the Bird one last time. It was wreathed in fire, and it burned with cruel and ferocious wisdom. Then it was gone, and the sky was clear, and the sun was blazing blankly down through the empty hole where the ceiling had been.
The great room was as quiet as a cloud.
Splintered wood lay everywhere. The gifts I’d been given were now blackened and twisted. A column of thin smoke reached lazily toward the open sky. I gathered up what was left—a bit of scale, still smooth and reflective once I’d dusted off the ash. Malloryn was lying across from me, her face peaceful, her chest rising and falling gently. Amu Reza laid her softly down and stood, his eyes glistening and warm.
I breathed. The room breathed. The world breathed.
The Bird was free.
The floor creaked, loudly and awkwardly, and everyone turned to see Karl stepping off the top stair and into the room. He put up his hands in apology, both for disturbing the peace and wonder of the moment and for what he was about to say.
“There is,” he said, “still a bear outside.”
“My bear,” said the ragged man.

Karl and Amu Reza supported Malloryn between them, first carrying her down the stairs by her shoulders and feet, and then wrapping one of her arms around each of their shoulders. I could still walk, but my feet felt light and unfamiliar, like for the moment they weren’t actually mine.
The ragged man led the way, his shoulder limp where he had slammed it into the wall, his footsteps heavy.
The courtyard was as deserted and quiet as it had been when we’d entered. The shattered remains of the castle roof were now scattered among the weeds. We picked our way over broken rafters and planks.
“It was falling apart anyway,” said the ragged man. “It has always been falling apart.”
His eyes were on the wooden door in the castle wall, the door that led outside to the forest and the bear. When we got to it, he put his hand on it and stopped.
I could hear the bear snuffling on the other side, could sense the heat of its breath, could almost hear its fat and muscles shifting beneath its bristled fur, bound to its massive bones.
“What’s going to happen?” asked the man in a quiet voice.
“I don’t know,” I said.
“Will it hurt?” he asked.
“It might,” I said.
The bear made a whuffing noise. It was waiting.
“It’s okay,” said the man. “Not everyone gets the chance to make things right, do they?”
“No,” I answered.
“I’m sorry,” he said. Then he looked to the sky. “I’m sorry,” he called out. “Tell them I’m sorry,” he said to me. I knew who he meant.
“I think they already know,” I replied.
He whispered something to himself, then closed his eyes and said, “I’m ready. You can shut it behind me.”
He lifted the bar and opened the door, just a bit, and stepped out of the castle. Through the sliver of opening I saw him step into a still, silent world, a vast green murmur of hidden life.
I shut the door, and Karl set the bar back into place. As he did, I looked up and saw a glimmer upon the highest rampart, a faerie, a lone witness, watching over the top of the wall, its face blank.
On the other side of the door, in those million chambers beneath the pines, there was a bear, and there was a broken man born of a false hero, walking out into the labyrinth of the trees to meet the bear again, for the first time, to befriend it, or to make peace with it, or to be eaten by it, but anyway, to heal one wound in the heart of the earth.

We waited a long time, until long after the faerie had darted off into the sun. There was no sound from beyond the walls. No bear, no man. The forest had swallowed them both. At last we left the castle and made our way back down the stone steps to the bottom of the rock. When we got to the bottom, Malloryn’s eyes opened for a moment.
“You were amazing in there,” she said in a slurry, sleepy voice.
“I don’t really know what came over me,” I said. “And I don’t even know if it mattered, or if that cage was just really old.”
A lazy, mischievous grin wobbled across Malloryn’s face. “Oh, I think you know,” she said. She winked, turned toward the road, and tried to shrug Karl and Amu Reza off her. “Well,” she mumbled, “think I’ll walk from here.”
“How about we walk together?” I said. I put her arm over my shoulder and took the weight that her feet wouldn’t hold, which turned out to be most of it.
The Fells agents were all crowded into one of the SUVs. The one with the Humbug face had a broken leg. He’d fallen on the stone steps in the rush to get to safety, and now he moaned softly in pain, but no one else was injured.
It turned out that none of them had actually seen the bear either.
“So, it seems I must arrange medical care nearby,” said Karl with an irked glance at the car full of Fells. “You may return home on your own.”
He smoothed out his rumpled jacket and made to get into the car. I wasn’t going to let him off so easily.
“Why was this so important to you?” I asked.
Karl hesitated before answering, then spoke quietly, so that no one in the crowded car could hear.
“Our wealth is collapsing,” he said ruefully. “Soon enough it will be gone.”
“In other words maybe you’ve been doing it wrong?”
“Who can truly say?” he replied.
“Well, you can tell your family that I’m done,” I said. “I’m not going to be part of your work anymore until you change what you do, and how you do it. Don’t call me unless it’s going to be different.”
“You cannot be done,” said Karl. “You need us just as we need you.”
“We’ll see about that,” I answered.
He sighed, too exhausted to argue the point. “In the meantime, I remain contractually obligated to return you home safely, thanks to your insistent friend.” He paused. “Who, despite our current insolvency, will find that a generous insurance settlement awaits her family. Perhaps on the way home you will reconsider your position relating to our mutual future.”
“Not likely,” I said. “But thank you for trying to make things right. It’s a start.”
He gave a stiff nod, then got into the car, started up the engine, and drove off with an awkward, stilted wave.
Amu Reza held up the remaining car key. “Shall we? It’s a bit of a drive, but I’ve just remembered a story that will help pass the time.”



THE BIRD OF A THOUSAND STORIES
THE WITCH GREETED THE ORPHANS warmly when they returned with the little Bird. She led them into her house, took the cage from them, and set about undoing the enchantments that kept it locked. Soon she had it open and the Bird was free.
“Now,” said the witch, “you must ask it your questions, and its song will reveal the truth.”
The orphans asked the Bird who their true families were, and where the girls could find them. As the orphans posed their questions, the witch quietly stuffed bits of cotton into her ears, drew a knife from her robe, and held its blade hidden against her palm. And when the Bird began to sing, she watched carefully for the exact spot in its throat where its song began, for that was where she would drive the knife in.
The Bird sang the truth into the cozy hut that the witch called home, and the orphans knew at last where they had come from.
This was the moment the witch had been waiting for. The blade swept out, naked and sharp, across the room and toward the throat of the Bird, and with it flew all the old witch’s hopes and desires. For a witch who eats the voice of the Bird of a Thousand Stories will come to possess all the true knowledge in the world—all the arcane secrets, all the lost mysteries, all the spells that had been learned and forgotten. Her power would be without limit.
But the orphans had heeded the owl’s advice, and they were ready. As soon as the witch showed her blade, they threw open the door to the hut. In streamed birds by the hundreds—the sparrows of Nishapur, the finches of the fields, the turtledoves, the shrikes, the cranes, the kites—and in a wild whirling of feathers they overwhelmed the witch and beat her senseless with their wings, and tore her to pieces with their talons and their beaks, and when their work was done, they flew away again, back to the places from whence they’d come.



| CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX | 

HORALTIC
The Phalarope was waiting for us at the airfield. This time she definitely smiled as we got in. Malloryn fell asleep almost instantly, and when Amu Reza nodded off a little later, I unbuckled my seat belt and climbed up front to sit in the extra cockpit seat.
“Well?” said the Phalarope. “Did you find out what it was the world needed from you?”
“I think so,” I said. “Anyway, I’m out of gifts for the moment, so I assume the world is done with me for a little while.”
The Phalarope smiled. “Bold to assume such a thing,” she said. “Tea?” She offered me a cup and poured a bit of tea from her thermos.
The horizon spread across the windshield, wide and brilliant blue, like a day that would never end. We drank our tea quietly, and forests and lakes unfurled below us, until the windows of Helsinki flashed with the light of the sun at our backs.
“Your stop, I believe,” said the Phalarope.
I put the now empty teacup back into the cupholder and fished in my nearly empty bag. The scale found its way easily into my hand. It was much smaller than it had been, and its edges were scorched. I set it atop the instrument panel so that it rested against the windshield, reflecting Amu Reza and Malloryn still sleeping in the cargo hold.
“Since you never look back,” I said, “I thought you might want this. A gift from a stranger.”
She looked over, and I saw myself in the lenses of her glasses for a moment. Then she smiled and turned her attention to the instruments. “I will treasure it,” she said.
I could feel the plane beginning to descend. As we banked toward our destination, I wondered if I would ever see a sight like this again, without the Fells and their vast network. I wondered how I would find the creatures that needed me, how I would reach them, how I would help them. It seemed impossible.
In the back of the plane, Malloryn stirred from her rest. I abandoned my thoughts. There was no answer, no solution, so I simply smiled to the Phalarope, slipped back to the hold, and buckled in for the landing.
As we got off the plane, the Phalarope watched us from beside the doorway. When I went to pass her, she touched my arm, and I turned to face her.
“Not a stranger,” she said.

The rest of the trip home was uneventful. From London, Amu Reza returned to Istanbul, to his rugs, and to his retirement, with a promise to help and advise me whenever I needed. Malloryn and I returned to Berkeley.
Grace met us at the airport, and we piled into the Blue Whale, whereupon we were grilled with a righteous fury about where we’d been, why there had been no word while we were gone, and whether we had done anything dangerous. Neither of us said much, because what could we have said? And anyway, the answers weren’t really the point. Sometimes this was what love felt like.
Zorro greeted Malloryn with a flurry of kisses, nips, and squeaks, his tail swishing with unfettered glee, his little feet tipping and tapping like he didn’t know where to stand. Francesca presented us with deli sandwiches and polite hugs.
“Did you get the best camping spot?” she asked.
“We did okay,” I said.
“Of course you did,” she answered.
That week a freak storm formed over the Atlantic, swept wildly across the country, and dumped an improbable amount of rain onto the worst of the wildfires, then continued west, scrubbing particulates from the air as it went, until it finally spun itself out over the Pacific Ocean. The day it rained hardest in Berkeley, I went outside and squinted up into the clouds, to see if I could catch a glimpse through them of a wing, or a tail, or the hint of a beak. But the storm was too thick, and the Bird, if it was there, did not show itself.
For the first time in a month, the atmosphere was clear and the sky was its normal color. It was hard to believe, and harder still to unclench my own chest whenever I took a breath, but the air was so sweet that the first time I really allowed myself to taste it, my eyes welled up with tears of gratitude.
The day the rain stopped, it occurred to me that Amu Reza had never finished the story of the Bird. It also occurred to me that he didn’t have to. I’d heard the ending already. It was neat and perfect. Everyone who deserved to got to live happily ever after, kings and queens and princes and princesses all.
But that wasn’t the ending I wanted. It didn’t feel quite right. So I called him up while Malloryn was at the occult shop, and I told him a different ending. He listened quietly, and thanked me for sharing it with him.
It was an old story. It had been borrowed from many places and had changed many times. I understood now that it was still changing, still growing, like the Bird, like everything else in the world.



THE BIRD OF A THOUSAND STORIES
THE ORPHANS SAT AMONG FALLEN Feathers, considering the truths the Bird had given them. The first orphan, the Bird had sung, was the daughter of a king in a far-off land, who had been sent away to protect her from courtesans scheming for the throne. The second had been swept away in her cradle, and long since mourned for dead, when a flood had ravaged her family’s humble farm.
One came from a life of hardship and toil, and yet, a home full of love. The other’s world was a bed of down, plates of fruit, and sparkling jewels, surrounded by deception, jealous eyes, and contempt.
Two lives that could not be farther from one another.
Meanwhile, the Bird shook off the last of the witch’s enchantments—the glamour that had disguised it. Now its feathers gleamed orange and gold, and lightning surged in the crevices of its wings, and flames flickered in the depths of its keen eyes. It was fire, it was wind, it was the simurgh, it was thunder and creation. It was a thousand stories, and all of them were true. It looked back once upon the orphans who had set it free, and then it flew away.
The orphans watched it disappear.
Said the one, “You and I should go together to my farm. My family will surely take you in, and you will be loved as one of them, just as I will. We are accustomed to hardships, you and I. Farm life is no harder than our life on the street, and often enough it will be easier.”
Said the other, “You should come with me to the palace of my father and mother. You will be as a sister to me, and as a princess to the kingdom. Though there may be intrigue and treachery, we will be each other’s eyes and ears, and we will protect each other from the dangers of the court.”
But they did neither.
For it had dawned on them at that moment that the world would not miss one more princess. And while another farmer or two could have been useful, there was no work that was waiting just for their hands, no chores that would go undone without them.
They too had shaken off their glamours. They were not merely orphans anymore. Nor were they princesses, or farmers, not yet. The truth, even truer than the Bird’s declaration, was that they were brave and tough, and yet still full of compassion and care. They had walked a long and difficult road to its end. They had faced evil and won. They spoke the language of the birds. They had hope, and they had each other.
They had all they needed. They could be anything.
That night Malloryn came home from the shop and cooked for us—stuffed summer squash and spicy beans. We sat next to each other at the table. Malloryn ate quietly, a faraway look in her eyes.
“I think she was lonely, Mar,” she said after a few minutes. “It wasn’t the magic stuff. I mean, when she showed me all that, it was, but it wasn’t at first. I just thought she seemed sad. I thought I could help her.”
“What was she?” I asked.
“Something the world forgot,” said Malloryn. “Maybe she was someone’s nightmare. Or maybe she was beautiful once. But then everyone forgot her and she wasn’t anything.”
“Don’t tell me you feel bad for her,” I said.
Malloryn sighed. “She was just trying to be something again. She was a refuge for other things like her. All those birds inside her, I think they were all trying to be something too.”
“Forsaken hopes,” I said.
“Every last one of them was a dream, once,” said Malloryn. “They would have eaten the whole world if we hadn’t stopped them. If you hadn’t stopped them.” She paused, and I thought she was done talking. But then she added, “I think she liked to dance.”
That night I went to bed feeling whole, thinking that in the morning I would tell Malloryn the story of the Bird from beginning to end, maybe not the way Amu Reza had told it to me but the way that felt right.
I woke up before the sun. The indigo of night was fading. The sky was starting to turn a neutral pale, the wash of a blank canvas about to be painted. I decided to find Malloryn so we could watch the sunrise together. She would love it—the two of us, silently honoring the dawn, maybe over freshly brewed cups of tea. I was sure there was some witchy ritual for that.
Usually Malloryn got up early, but I didn’t see any sign of her in the kitchen, or anywhere else downstairs. So I went to her bedroom and knocked gently. No answer. Quietly I opened the door.
The room was empty. Her things were gone. Zorro was gone. There was a note on the bed, folded up. I unfolded it and began to read.
Mar,
Thank you for everything. For taking me in, for letting me be who I always wanted to be.
No.
I threw the note aside and raced down the stairs and out the front door.
Malloryn was standing on the sidewalk a little ways down the street, a black hoodie covering most of her curls. Her duffel bag was in her hand, and there was a pack on her back. I knew that Zorro must have been inside it. She looked like she’d gotten that far and then stopped. Now that I was here, she was inching away, one tiny step backward at a time.
“Oh no,” she said. “You weren’t supposed to… I should have been faster.”
“What is this, Mal?” I asked. “What are you doing?”
She looked at me with pleading eyes full of sorrow. “I’m sorry.”
“You’re leaving?”
She nodded, close to tears.
“Why?” The word broke in my throat. “Why?”
“I can’t…,” she said. “I wrote it all down, Mar. In the note I left. Please. Read it after I’m gone. Just let me go, okay?”
“You can’t just—” But of course she could. That was exactly what she was doing, and I had no right to stop her, except that I didn’t understand. “Where are you going?”
“It’s hard to explain,” she said. “Don’t make me. It’s all in the note. I’m sorry, Mar. I’m going now, so just let me go.” Her face crumpled into tears, and she turned and started to walk away.
“Wait,” I called, and she stopped. “Are you coming back?”
For a long moment she stood there trembling, halfway down the block, her back to me. What was I supposed to do? Chase after her? Physically restrain her? Call her parents? Finally she looked over her shoulder.
“I hope so,” she said. “I really, really hope so.”
Then she faced forward again, inhaled, and took a step, and then another, away. Each step got a little more resolute, even as her shoulders heaved with sobs. I stood where I was at the bottom of the steps and watched her get smaller and smaller. I was frozen with confusion, with the shock of the world changing in an instant. Then she was gone, and I could have run after her, but she had told me not to, and in the absence of anything else that made sense, I followed her instructions.
Read it after I’m gone.
When the pale, dim street was empty again, when it had been empty for a while, I went back up the steps and into the house. The note was where I’d left it, on the floor of Malloryn’s room. I picked it up, unfolded it, and sat down against the wall to read.
I think I always knew.
Everything she told me, everything she promised, I knew it was too amazing to be true. I always knew, in my heart, that she wasn’t good. That she couldn’t be good.
So either I didn’t listen to my heart because I didn’t want to hear what it was telling me, or I wanted all that power more than I wanted to do what was right.
I always thought I was a good witch. But what if I’m not? What if I’m too weak to be good? I don’t know what’s in my heart anymore. And I need to find out.
There’s a path that’s meant for people like me—people who’ve gotten lost. It’s called the Witch’s Trace. It’s different for everyone. You start where you are. You swear off magic. You walk, and you let the universe lead you until you’ve found yourself. It might take weeks. It might take years. Some witches spend their whole lives on the Trace.
I don’t want to hurt anyone else. And right now I don’t know what will happen the next time the darkness offers me a deal. I’m doing this because I love you, Mar.
I’m sorry to leave like this. You deserve better. But if I did it any other way, you would have talked me out of it.
I’m not allowed to make plans for coming home. The Trace doesn’t work that way. So I don’t know when I’ll see you again. But I’ll be thinking about you every day. And if I do come back, and you’re still here, I’ll be stronger. I promise.
Love,
Mallory
I read the words over and over, trying to make sense of them. My eyes were burning with angry, bewildered tears. The room felt tiny. The house felt huge. The world outside, the world that had just taken my friend away from me, felt impossible. I wanted to scream.
None of it was fair.
I cried until I was out of tears, and then the house was quiet. It was an emptied-out, haunted quiet, a quiet that was waiting to become something else. I wondered why good people have such a hard time with power but bad people can’t ever seem to let it go. I wondered how hope could be so beautiful, and so terrible.
I wondered also about the Bird. Would it find its way back to a hillside in Rio, or did Inácio already have all the hope he needed? Would it stay wild, forever soaring, its feet never again touching land? Would its light drive all the darkness from the earth, all the evils and injustices large and small? Would its shadow one day fall over the heads of the brave women and girls of Iran, and reveal them once and for all as the queens they were? Or was that someone else’s work to be done?
I wondered why the same things happened over and over, and why it was so hard to put something different into the world, to change the world in the ways it needed to change. We needed new stories—stories for kids growing tomatoes on hillsides, stories for cities choked with wildfire ash, stories for brave girls standing tall in dark places. Stories for orphans and wandering witches.
Stories to rise horaltic.
Gradually the sky bloomed pink through the windows still edged with painter’s tape. I went to sit outside on the front stoop. The air tasted sweet and gentle. I could have breathed it forever.
Maybe this wasn’t the end. Maybe I just had to accept that the story wasn’t finished yet, and learn to live in that unfinished-ness for as long as it lasted. The Bird was free. The bear was at peace. And Millmallow was gone.
It was almost enough. Other things were almost enough too. Grace had forgiven me. Sitting here, I understood her pain better. Carrie knew my secrets, and she hadn’t deserted me. Francesca still checked up on me. I still had friends. I wasn’t alone like so many of the Hyrcanians who had come before me.
Something flashed in the corner of my vision. Something caught the first rays of morning in its vibrating, iridescent wings. Something hovered overhead, silent, watchful.
“Hey,” I said up into the sky. A pair of black eyes looked down at me. “You don’t have to stay up there. I won’t hurt you.”
I scooted over on the stoop. After a moment the faerie cautiously descended, and then sat down next to me. We looked at each other for a second, and then back up at the ridge of golden hills to the east.
An idea occurred to me.
“Maybe we could work together a bit,” I said. “Your people and me. You guys always seem to know what’s going on, and I could sure use the help.”
The faerie said nothing, and gave no indication that it had understood.
“Personally, I thought we made a pretty good team,” I said. “Other than the screaming. I didn’t love that. Anyway, you know where to find me.”
The faerie glanced up at me. It looked me up and down, curious and appraising. I wondered what it saw with those round eyes, as big as an owl’s, deep and as black as oil. Then it turned toward the hills, and its dark eyes glimmered gold.
I felt like an orphan. I felt tattered and small, a ragged patchwork of everyone who’d left. The most important people always seemed to disappear in ways that felt arbitrary and unfair. My father. My mother. Now Malloryn. Even with the faerie beside me, even with the web of friends and helpers tighter around me than it had ever felt before, I couldn’t shake the weight of absence.
I hoped Malloryn came back.
The sun climbed over the hill, and its rays hit me full in the face, a force brighter and warmer than I’d felt in weeks, a magnificent, blinding gift of life, of promise. A new beginning. I stood and turned toward its delicious radiance. It tingled on my skin. I felt it everywhere, like it was reaching into the darkest parts of me and burning away all the things that hurt. I shut my eyes and opened my arms and my body and my aching heart to the light, to the heat, to the day and the world that was rising.
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