
        
            
                
            
        

    

Praise for

A Tangled Magic

“Intriguing, captivating, and compellingly written, Andrea Eames’s stories will leave you breathless!”

—Abigail Owen, #1 New York Times bestselling author of The Games Gods Play

“Absolutely wonderful! Filled with great characters and magnificent magic, this fresh and beautiful tale will enchant you! I loved it!”

—Sarah Beth Durst, New York Times bestselling author of The Spellshop

“An intricate tapestry of a story sewn in thread as red as blood, stitching together magic, war, and family. Compelling and pacy. A Tangled Magic kept me reading long into the night.”

—Angela “A. G.” Slatter, award-winning author of A Forest, Darkly

“Alluring and deftly written, A Tangled Magic is a bewitching, magical treat! Eames threads darkly vivid Gothic themes through a fantastical, empowering narrative that enjoyably offers a well-researched window into the traditional arts of embroidery and bookmaking. A compelling reimagining of a classic fairy tale.”

—Leanna Renee Hieber, USA Today bestselling author of America’s Most Gothic and award-winning author of Strangely Beautiful

“A Tangled Magic is a wonderful fairy tale-esque fantasy that is full of whimsy, charm, and a richly drawn world. Wholly unique, this story has enough political intrigue and horror to temper the sweetness, making it the perfect balance between darkness and light. Netta is a deeply compelling protagonist and Baldbeak is absolutely hilarious! I loved this book!”

—Keshe Chow, author of For No Mortal Creature

“Eames belongs on the same shelf as Margaret Rogerson and Diana Wynne Jones. Equal parts dark and whimsical, A Tangled Magic combines an original magic system, a winning heroine, and side characters we can all root for (I loved Baldbeak the raven—and her Hair!) with a twisty plot that kept me glued to my seat and eager for answers until the very end. Highly recommended!”

—Kimberly Bea, author of The Changeling Queen

“Brimming with wild, untamed magic and the grisly sacrifices used to bind it, A Tangled Magic is a fairy tale about the lies we’re told, the politics of power, and unraveling the tapestry of other people’s stories to find your own. Heartfelt and bewitching.”

—Susan J. Morris, author of Strange Beasts

“Shimmering, atmospheric, lyrical and powerful, the narrative unfolds like the expertly stitched Temple Tapestry in the story. Truly enchanting.”

—Rachael Craw, author of The Lost Saint

“With lush world building, a brutal magic system, and a loyal animal companion, A Tangled Magic is sure to delight fans of dark fantasy and retellings alike.”

—Serra Swift, author of Kill the Beast




Also by Andrea Eames

A Harvest of Hearts






[image: ]




Content Notice: A Tangled Magic contains the following potentially sensitive or disturbing topics: memory loss, organized religion (fictional); an emotionally distant/abusive parent; brief mention of pregnancy; injury to an animal; mention of using elements of the human body in the making of spellbooks; physical torture involving fingernails; some scenes of body horror; mention of bones and skeletons; multiple mentions of death and funeral rituals; mention of arranged/forced marriage. Please take care of yourself and your mental, emotional, and spiritual health.

EREWHON BOOKS are published by:

Kensington Publishing Corp.

900 Third Avenue

New York, NY 10022

erewhonbooks.com

Copyright © 2026 by Andrea Eames

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, organizations, places, events, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

To the extent that the image or images on the cover of this book depict a person or persons, such person or persons are merely models, and are not intended to portray any character or characters featured in the book.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means without the prior written consent of the Publisher, excepting brief quotes used in reviews.

Without limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited.

All Kensington titles, imprints, and distributed lines are available at special quantity discounts for bulk purchases for sales promotions, premiums, fundraising, educational, or institutional use.

Special book excerpts or customized printings can also be created to fit specific needs. For details, write or phone the office of the Kensington sales manager: Kensington Publishing Corp., 900 Third Avenue, New York, NY 10022, attn: Sales Department; phone 1-800-221-2647.

Erewhon and the Erewhon logo Reg. US Pat. & TM Off.

ISBN 978-1-64566-191-7 (deluxe trade paperback))

First Erewhon deluxe trade paperback printing: August 2026

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Printed in China

Library of Congress Control Number is available upon request.

Electronic edition: IBSN 978-1-64566-193-1 (ebook)

“Riddle 26.” The Exeter Book Riddles by Kevin Crossley-Holland. Enitharmon Editions: London, 2008.

Edited by Diana Pho and Calah Singleton

Interior design by Kelsy Thompson

Chapter illustrations by Rebecca Farrin

The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is eucomply OU, Parnu mnt 139b-14, Apt 123

Tallinn, Berlin 11317, hello@eucompliancepartner.com





Contents

Praise for A Tangled Magic

Also by Andrea Eames

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Prologue

Part One

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Part Two

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Acknowledgments

Further Reading

Discussion Questions

Teaser







For Baba (1933–2025)

Your heart is vigorous

and made for voyaging—

Not this slow hardening in a narrow bed

While the day crawls crab-like, barely lit.

You are not here. Somewhere,

you raise sail.

Somewhere, you squint and set your course,

Breath hung like a flag on the halyard,

drowned out by

The ocean’s shout; its flexing muscle,

gray and chill.

Sun browning your forearms as you sit;

Salt roughening the ropes and the jib slanted.

The world is tugged, knotted, winched to your will,

While somewhere in a hot country

Two little girls run shrieking through the spray,

Half frightened, half thrilled.

Sewn up in canvas

You slumber through the last stitch—

Slide into the surf’s white swill

As the boat’s sharp nose seeks out the spit.

When a grief is this large, this unwieldy,

The sea is the only place where it will fit.

—Andrea Eames






“Trust is the mother of deceit.”

—Medieval proverb

“An enemy ended my life, took away

my bodily strength; then he dipped me

in water and drew me out again,

and put me in the sun where I soon shed

all my hair. The knife’s sharp edge

bit into me once my blemishes had been scraped away;

fingers folded me and the bird’s feather

often moved across my brown surface,

sprinkling useful drops; it swallowed the wood-dye

(part of the stream) and again travelled over me,

leaving black tracks. Then a man bound me,

he stretched skin over me and adorned me

with gold; thus I am enriched by the wondrous work

of smiths, wound about with shining metal.”

—Riddle 26, Exeter Book, 10th century
(translated by Kevin Crossley-Holland)




PROLOGUE

A child can be a boon, a blessing, a burden—or all three at once. A wide field of bitter herbs and thistle, gray-green and desolate, stretched from the shadowed woods to the loose scree of a small, isolated hill. Across it, a young woman, cloaked and hooded, drove her pony and cart, whipping the beast to a bruising pace, ignoring its stumbles on the rough ground. Beneath the shelter of her cloak, she clutched a baby close to her breast, and now and again looked over her shoulder to check that the crates of books and papers under the cart’s canvas cover were staying roped in place—and to make sure no one was following. A raven cawed overhead. The young woman frowned at the sky, then pulled her hood down farther to shadow her face.

Ahead, a tower: The one remaining wing of a castle ruined by a long-ago war, a testament to a once-powerful family, it now stood alone and ominous at the top of a small, steep hill, with not even a nearby tree to challenge its absolute dominance of the skyline. The walls around it were little more than rubble now, but some artistry in the tower’s construction—or perhaps sheer luck—had kept it completely intact while the building around it succumbed to the harsh winds that scraped the valley near bare.

The young woman halted the cart as close to the gap-toothed stone walls as she could and freed her pony from its traces, leaving it to crop contentedly at the windblown grass that grew almost horizontally along the hill’s base. Hefting a pack onto her back, and still clutching the baby, she half walked, half climbed up the slope, keeping her balance with some difficulty. Her teeth had been clenched with the sheer force of her anger and stubbornness for so long—years, it felt like—that her jaw ached, and her feet were more blister than skin. But the aches and pains, the thorns striping her shins with blood, the poisonous leaves that left her skin stinging … all could be ignored, in service of a higher purpose. Even the child in her arms, its cheeks purple and swollen as plums, could be ignored—even as it cried with a stubborn determination that refused to be soothed. The young woman murmured to it as she climbed, cupping the soft little head in one hand to keep it secure.

When she reached the overgrown path to the tower door, she placed the baby—still howling—on a patch of bare earth in the tower’s shadow. While it kicked and protested and wailed, she took a broad, long-bladed knife and hacked at the tangle of bushes that had grown up around the doorstep, woody and thick at their center.

She tried to saw through them, but they proved stubborn—and so, swearing under her breath, she pulled a book from her pack, thumbed to a well-foxed page, and read the words out loud. Her red hair floated about her shoulders, then settled—and the last tangle of branches gave way. With a cry of mingled frustration and triumph, she wrenched open the door.

Inside was cold, but dry, and sheltered from the chill rains that threatened to descend over the mountains. Leaving the baby where it lay for now, she carried her crates one by one from the wagon to the doorway, just far enough over the threshold that they wouldn’t get wet. When she had finished, she took the traces off the pony and let it wander free. She would not need it any longer.

She wiped the sweat from her brow and turned back to the baby, which had at last fallen silent, as if sensing the significance of the moment. It stared at her with bright, accusing eyes. With a sigh, she hefted it back into her arms and carried it through the doorway and to the spiral of shallow stone steps.

As she climbed the stair, her booted feet kicked up clouds of long-stale magic. Someone less intimately acquainted with it might have seen only dust motes, the drifts of beetle cases, and the brittle shed wings of crickets, but this woman had grown up hand in hand with magic of the most dark and powerful kind and could discern its sizzle in the air as it responded to her presence—the sensation of something waking that was simultaneously too small to see and too massive to comprehend all at once. It settled like grit between her teeth. It smelled like heated copper and, more prosaically, a little like the sweet-bitter tang of rampion and parsley, the herbs that grew in such great quantities in the meadow outside. It smelled of home—of her father’s library and his private study. She took deep lungfuls of it, letting it tingle in her throat and sparkle in her blood. After the long, dusty journey, it quenched a thirst in her that water never could.

“This is our home now,” she said to the baby. It craned its little head like a tortoise peering from its shell, as if it had understood her. In the corners, spiders scuttled into hiding behind their webs, astonished to see their silent domain invaded after all these years.

Over the next weeks, the young woman worked single-mindedly on the topmost room of the Tower, transforming it into her new workshop. She hacked apart the few old pieces of furniture left behind when it was abandoned and made new ones, undaunted by the fact that she had never tried carpentry before. Her stubborn belief that she could do it and her absolute refusal to admit that it might be beyond her capabilities carried her through, with many splinters and bruised fingers along the way. She was able to create a makeshift desk for herself and an even more makeshift cradle for her daughter.

As the woman worked in the long evenings, frowning at her books and scribbling endless notes, the baby amused herself by playing with her toes, laughing at the motes of magic set swirling by all the housekeeping, and having long, gurgling, nonsense conversations with her hair, which was already long enough to brush her plump shoulders.

The woman knew little about the care of infants—her sister had been only a few years younger than she, and the little boy fostered to their family had been six years old during the brief time she knew him—but she told herself a baby was just a very complex spell, that was all, and nothing compared to those she had mastered before. It was just a matter of feeling out the right words, the right actions, that would form the child in the manner she desired and, when it was time, would cast it into the world with the same assurance with which she spoke her incantations. She told herself this even as the baby cried without ceasing and her head ached from lack of sleep. This is nothing, she told herself; this is nothing compared to what will come.

In the meantime, she held the baby to the breast when she cried (one-armed and casually, still writing with the other hand), rocked her and murmured stories, and changed her swaddling clothes and baby napkins when required. There was a little stream downhill from the Tower where the young woman washed their laundry, and she pinned it on a string by the fire to dry.

As the baby grew into a little girl, she demanded particular stories that had become her favorites. In the way of children, she memorized them—faster and more accurately than most, but more on that later—and if her mother tried to rush them, or change a word in the telling, she protested immediately. One of her favorite stories was that of the Plague that had shaped Virelith for the last two hundred years, and she asked for it often.

“Once upon a time,” her mother would say, “magic ran wild in Virelith, used by almost everyone to varying degrees, and in varying forms—ranging from small gifts and affinities to grand powers almost beyond imagining. To some, it was a tool; to others, a god. Everyone practiced—or worshipped—as they personally saw fit, with no rules or restrictions. But the abundance of magic in that time had one fatal drawback. Any fools could snatch at it, use it, and call themselves magicians, with no respect for the terrible weight and gravity of the power they wielded. Without words and books to bind the spells, there were no real restrictions on their casting. The most potent of the mages, the incarnists, who used their own bodies as the source of their strength, were the most susceptible to being carried away by this nearly limitless power.

“As more and more people used magic indiscriminately, frivolously, it was inevitable that some among them would become corrupted. There were those who preached of this corruption and warned of the terrible consequences—chief among them the disciples of the Temple of the One-Eyed God, a disapproving and exacting deity who demanded magic be bound and contained.

“That sickening of magic against which the Temple warned, the Plague, was started by the recklessness and ambition of one incarnist mage, a bone mage, who overestimated his control and understanding. Bone magic rose from every grave, whispering with dead tongues, a punishment upon those who thought themselves clever enough to master power too vast to control with human will alone.

“The Temple and the incarnist mages came together, imposing order on the practice of magic to end the terrible Plague. The Temple bound magic with words and ink, so that only the learned and the worthy could read and use it, and forbade the practice of affinities and of all magic that could not be written down and caged in books. The incarnists intermarried with the nobility and the royal line to keep power out of the hands of the common folk, and bowed their heads to the Temple. Magic was tamed again; civilized; made safe. All across Virelith, graves and tombs were opened, no matter how ancient, and the Temple burned every bone they found. People said that the kingdom was ankle-deep in ash for a decade. They sealed away the Corpse Roads, also, and swore never again to let such magic rule the living.

“Still”—she always paused here, smoothing her daughter’s hair, her voice softening to match the whisper of cinders settling in their hearth—“the bones remember. They are never truly silent. One day, when the world has need, their voices may rise again. And when they do, my little daughter, only those with discipline and knowledge—those who understand the worth of words and books—will be strong enough to guide them.”

The little girl listened sleepily, thumb plugging her mouth, soothed by the familiar words. Her hair—as red-gold as her mother’s—floated to caress her forehead in a soothing motion. Whenever this happened, the mother watched it, not with surprise or wonder, but with a set jaw and a sort of resolve that might have seemed sinister to anyone watching the pair. But no one was watching—not then, and not for the twenty years that followed, as the mother and daughter lived together in the Tower, set apart from the wider world, with no one to observe them but the spiders.

Over the years, the workshop grew. It became crowded with books, papers, inks. The woman pored over them, scribbling and muttering to herself as the little girl played at her feet. Inevitably, there came a time when she exhausted the volumes she had brought with her. On this day, she opened one of her spellbooks and read from it, enunciating each word with care, her hair floating about her head. The air filled with the hot buzz of magic.

When she had finished, she ran a hand through her hair, and it came free in a tangled clump of strands the size of a swallow’s nest. She balled it up and tossed it away, where it landed in a cobweb and startled a spider that had been expecting its breakfast. She did not bother to look where it had landed. A new cluster was already growing in its place.

She waited. Towards evening, there was a tremendous whistling, rushing sound, like an approaching wind. The woman climbed the ladder to the attic, where there was nothing but beams and plaster and dust, and opened the little window under the eaves.

One by one, a flock of pigeons flew in to roost, drawn there involuntarily by her spell and wearing bemused expressions on their tiny pigeon faces—more bemused than usual, that is, because of course an air of confusion is to be expected from even the best of pigeons. The woman set to work building them nesting boxes while they murmured to each other in soft coos, wondering what their lives would be from then on.

Now the woman could send and receive messages—and packages. She sent the birds to all corners of Virelith, and received books, materials, and information in return. Some of the books were so heavy that it took half a dozen pigeons to carry them in little woven nets. They arrived exhausted, and she untied the knots from their spindly ankles and let them rest, feeding them the best scraps from her table.

Gradually, page by page, her work took shape.

Gradually, year by year, the child grew.

The child learned to walk, and to speak. She toddled around the Tower room while her mother worked, careful to touch only those few things she was allowed to play with. Every so often, her mother would take the child in her lap and allow her to look at the great spellbook over which she had labored for years—an imposing, pearly behemoth of a thing.

“The work is sacred,” she would say.

“Sacred,” said the child, as best she could. The “cr” sound gave her trouble, so it came out more like “sake-d.”

“The work is crucial.”

“Coo-shul.”

“And one day,” the woman said, holding the child’s soft cheeks between her quill-calloused hands, “you will help me with it.”




PART
 ONE




Chapter One
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The Salmon

‘The simplest of the stitches, and the first any novice must learn as they master the art of dipping the needle in and out of the cloth with the required smoothness and fluidity. Without mastery of this most essential stitch, no great work can begin.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

I woke with my head hanging out the Tower window and my arms pinned behind me.

I’d had many a miserable awakening over my years spent in the Tower, as I was a heavy sleeper—Mother pulling the bedcovers off me and baring my naked toes to the frozen air, Baldbeak scraping at the window with his beak, or my Hair twining itself around my wrist to yank me into a sitting position. This one, however, was easily the worst. The Tower, well, towered above the landscape, and the ground was a long way down.

I realized there was hot breath on the back of my neck and started to panic. Who was dangling me out the window? I struggled weakly, but my mind and body alike felt clogged up and slow. My Hair seemed unusually groggy as well—limp about my shoulders and only twitching at the very ends, as if it, too, were barely awake. Even my panic felt sluggish.

“Stop struggling,” said a gruff voice behind me, and the grip on my arms tightened.

I tried to look behind me, but my captor’s head was so close behind my own that I couldn’t turn. Breath huffed on my neck again, turning my stomach. My struggling dislodged a little shower of pebbles from the stone sill, and I watched them fall fifty feet to the gravel below.

“Let me go!” I gasped, trying to twist in their grip. A hoarse laugh was my only answer.

Fighting through the strange malaise that leadened my limbs, I drew my head forward and then whipped it back as hard as I could, so hard that I saw stars. There was a satisfying crunch of cartilage, a loud curse, and the grip on my arms loosened—not for long, but for long enough to allow my reviving Hair to curl itself about whoever stood behind me and wrench them off-balance.

The stone underfoot was slick from all my years of polishing. My attacker’s feet shot out from under them, and they landed on their back with enough force to slam their skull against the stone with a crisp, wet sound, like an egg cracking against the lip of a bowl. My assailant was a man, I saw now—a frighteningly large one. He snatched at my skirts as he fell. I almost went down with him, but I had always been exceptionally good at keeping my footing—my Hair acting something like a cat’s tail, throwing itself out to counterbalance me if I threatened to wobble—and I managed to stay upright.

An undignified scuffle followed as my attacker, bleeding profusely from the head, tried to pull me down to the floor, and I attempted to scramble away from him. He was a large man, heavily muscled, and would easily have overpowered me if he were uninjured. As it was, though, he seemed dizzy and disoriented, blood from his wound running into his eyes. I kicked at his hands as he grabbed at me and backed away towards the window again, but still he crawled after me with a drunken, dogged determination, like a landed fish trying to flop its way back to the river. If I could only think! My thoughts felt so numb and stilted.

My Hair rose about me as I staggered backwards, and my addled mind landed on a desperate idea. I kept moving, and when I felt the stone sill at my back, I let the man clutch at my legs and hips to use me to climb to his feet, although his hands on me made my skin crawl. I wouldn’t be able to lift him on my own, and I needed him standing again for the next part of my hasty plan.

When he was up, swaying slightly, his breath rancid on my face, I twisted so that his body was against the sill of the large window, waist-height for him. My Hair coiled itself around his arms, fixing them to his body so tightly that he looked like a baby in swaddling clothes.

“Who are you?” I asked, my voice rough and unfamiliar.

His mouth set in a grimace as he strained against his bonds.

“Who are you? What are you doing here?”

“You’re not supposed to be here,” he grunted, still squirming.

“Answer me!”

A thick strand of Hair uncurled itself from his torso to snake up towards his neck. I hadn’t planned that part, but sometimes the Hair improvised. The man’s eyes bulged out as he watched its approach.

A noise from behind made me spin round. There was another man standing in the stairwell, even larger and more muscular than the first.

“You have it?” said my attacker hoarsely.

“On the horse,” said the other man briefly. He hesitated, looking at me with almost superstitious fear—why?—then darted back into the stairwell and made a sudden, violent gesture with his hand. The Tower shook. The great stones above the threshold worried themselves loose like rotting teeth and collapsed in the doorway to the staircase, entirely blocking it. I threw my arm over my face to protect it from the flying chips of rock as the rumbling continued down the stairs, like a great snoring breath traveling down a giant’s throat. The whole stairwell was caving in behind the intruder as he ran, making sure that I couldn’t follow him—and that there was no way out. My attacker seemed just as surprised as I was. He looked behind to the impassable doorway and bared his teeth in fury.

“He left me behind,” he rasped.

“Tell me who sent you,” I said again. My Hair tightened about his torso. He cried out. A thick tendril closed about his throat and squeezed.

“Quell,” he managed to say. “Quell.”

I had studied Mother’s maps long enough to know the city of Quell, but I had never heard her speak of it.

“Who in Quell?”

He summoned all his strength to lunge at me one last time. I flinched, expecting a blow, but, acting of its own volition, my Hair gave a powerful, snapping movement like the cracking of a whip and flung him backwards.

He tumbled over the sill.

The sound as he hit the ground was rather like the fwoomp of fluffing up a goose-down pillow. It was such an anticlimactic noise that I peered over the edge to make sure he really had fallen. Sure enough, he lay still, far below. Somehow he had landed with his head on top of one arm, like a sleeping child. I could see no blood, not from up here, but I was pretty sure no one could survive that fall.

I put my shaking hands to my Hair and smoothed it back, soothing both it and myself. It poured itself over my hands and around my wrists, sleek and shining as a red-furred otter, soft now and compliant after its fury of a moment before. I could feel its concern.

“I’m all right,” I said, hearing the tremble in my voice. “Are you?”

It put up a strand to touch my cheek.

“Thank you,” I said.

I turned to face the mess behind me.

“Mother!” I called out, as I should have done at once. There was no reply. The Tower air hung stale and still, the only movement the tiny scurryings of a spider in one corner, no doubt overcome by all the unaccustomed excitement. Where was she? Last I remembered, we had been sitting down to our morning meal together in relative peace—or as close as Mother ever got to it, preoccupied as she always was with her work.

The place was a ruin. Our little rooms were modest to say the least, and we owned very little of value besides Mother’s spellbooks, but seeing our few possessions so disarranged made my stomach ache. Even my sewing basket, which held my precious needles and hard-won thread, had been upended and its contents strewn around the room. I found myself falling to my knees to gather them up—as if needles mattered in this moment! Still, it gave my trembling hands something to do as my thoughts drew themselves back from whatever strange and distant place to which they had been banished.

I had no idea how I had come to be pressed against the window. I had no memory of anything immediately before the attack, in fact. Where my memories should have been was a white, crowded space, full of furious movement but no words or images. Maybe I had fallen, or been knocked down, and hit my head? Perhaps that was why there was this strange gap in my mind, this swirling, chaotic mess where my memories should be, like dust disturbed by vigorous cleaning?

The last thing I remembered was breakfast, but I could see that the kitchen table was bare, and our plates were clean. Well, clean, but smashed into pieces, as the shelves we used for our few cups and plates had been dashed from the wall. Still, it meant that Mother and I had eaten and tidied away our things—some time ago, it seemed, for the basket I used to take our washing-up to the stream was dry and still hanging on its hook. How much time had I lost, and why?

I felt something tucked into the long sleeve of my dress and pulled it free. A grubby tangle of silk. When I opened it, it bloomed like a flower—a cream square embroidered in a riotous tangle of color and pattern. A piece of my own embroidery—I recognized my own stitches as you know the sound of your own voice. I ran my finger over the silk and dislodged what at first I thought were loose threads, but finer and glossier than any threads I’d ever used. Three of them. I rolled them beneath the pad of my index finger—three slender strands, two dull copper and one gray. Mother’s hairs, folded into the handkerchief like a keepsake. I stared at the strands for a minute, their familiar gleam, and then gathered them back into the fabric and stuffed the whole package into my pocket. I would find out what that meant later, I hoped, but first I had to look in Mother’s workroom, on the chance that she might be there—injured, or worse.

I hitched up my skirt and climbed the ladder to her workspace at the very top of the Tower. I didn’t spend much time there, as she didn’t like me hovering while she worked, but on the few occasions she allowed me up, I loved looking out the row of narrow, deep-silled windows that ran around the perimeter and gave a patchwork-quilt view of the fields, forest, and river that separated us from the rest of Virelith. It looked like you could reach out and pluck a tree from the ground between finger and thumb. Right now, the clouds hung heavy and threatening with rain that had not yet fallen.

Mother’s workroom was also a mess. Not its usual mess—open books and loose papers scattered everywhere, cobwebs and crumbs—but a violent tumult of ripped paper and splintered wood. And, in the middle of the stone floor, a few spots of fresh blood.

Blood. My stomach turned.

The spots were already dark and sticky at the edges where they were starting to congeal. I stepped around them carefully, pulling the hem of my skirt aside, and moved to the desk where Mother’s wooden book wheel stood—a contraption she had built herself that looked something like a mill wheel, allowing her to have many spellbooks open at once and to rotate them up and down as she consulted them. All the books had been dashed from their shelves, and the wheel itself lurched at a crazed angle, thrown off its treads.

The largest stand, where she kept the great spellbook bound in pale, flesh-toned leather that was her life’s work—her life’s purpose—was empty. It had lain there so long that the wood beneath it was still dark red-brown, while the table around its edges had faded to almost orange in the light from the many windows. So—someone had come here for the book, and Mother had fought them … or at least got in their way. And she had been injured, or worse. And taken. Alive or dead.

A sharp toc-toc-toc came at one of the windows and nearly made me jump out of my skin. A familiar beady eye glared in at me, distorted by the thick glass.

“Baldbeak!” I cried in relief.

In in in, he insisted. He was always eager to come inside the Tower when Mother wasn’t there.

I creaked open the window and he hopped in, clacking his formidable beak. Even for a raven, he was large—easily reaching my knee when he stood on the ground. He looked around the room with mild curiosity.

For why the blood? he asked silently. His speech, or whatever it was, had gotten a lot better over the last several months, but there was still something stilted about it.

“I don’t know,” I said. I sent him the images as best I could—the man holding me. The struggle. My Hair throwing him out the window. The other man who had caused the stairwell to cave in. It was quicker than speech, and he understood it just as well.

I saw him on the ground, said Baldbeak. I ate his eyeballs.

I tried to avoid picturing it. “Er … thank you.”

He gave the quick ruffle of his wings that usually meant you’re welcome.

“Mother is gone,” I told him.

Good.

Baldbeak didn’t like Mother, and the feeling was mutual. Mother had always hated ravens, although I was never sure exactly why. Her wards were meant to keep them out, but, like the spiders, Baldbeak seemed to be an exception. She said often that ravens were bad luck, and untrustworthy, and had been absolutely furious when Baldbeak first appeared in my life. Even after all this time, she still shooed him away from the window whenever she saw him and called him vermin. It was a wholly inaccurate word for Baldbeak—a dignified, darkly gleaming bird with a powerfully solid beak, dangerous claws, and intelligent, coin-bright eyes.

“No, I mean she’s missing. Those men—I think they took her.”

He hopped onto my shoulder. The Hair didn’t like it when he did that and slithered about his gray legs, trying to push him off. He worried at it with his beak, tasting the strands.

Have to go, he said to me. Not safe.

“I know. Not if someone knows where we are, now.” I shivered. “No one has ever known where we are.”

Except me.

“Well, you don’t count. In a good way,” I added hastily.

They had come for Mother’s work, as she had always feared—but they had taken her, too. Perhaps they would have taken me as well, if I hadn’t woken. Had they drugged us, perhaps, to put us to sleep?

I saw them coming, said Baldbeak. He showed me a succession of images—two men on horseback, seen from above, at tree-height. They looked small and unthreatening from Baldbeak’s bird’s-eye point of view, but I felt a chill as the picture shivered behind my eyes. These men had come into our safest, most secret place and left it desecrated. One of the men in the vision—the one who now lay dead beneath the Tower window—turned his head to the other and said something with a smile. It was a nice smile. It seemed wrong for them to be smiling and laughing like two ordinary men out for a ride when with every hoof step they had brought doom closer to our door.

A flash of black, and then another mind-picture—one man, the one who had brought down the stairwell, moving at speed. I could see that there was a large bundle tied to his horse’s back, but it was difficult to gauge its size. It could be Mother’s large spellbook in sackcloth, or Mother herself tied to the saddle, or both. I shook my head in frustration.

“He is going to Quell,” I said. “I will go after him.”

Baldbeak looked at me sidelong.

“Well, I have to,” I said.

He cocked his head. For why?

“She’s my mother!” I said. “I know you don’t like her, but I do.”

He managed to exude a general sense of skepticism. Mother pushed me from First Nest when I was fledged, he said.

“Well, humans are different.” I sighed. “And I’ve never left the nest.”

You leave now?

I felt a tingle of fear and excitement both. I had never been farther from the Tower than the little stream that ran along the bottom of the hill and marked the placing of Mother’s wards. I had never even crossed it. Now it looked like I was going to be walking across half of Virelith. Quell was the nearest large city—although, of course, nearest was relative, as our Tower was in the middle of nowhere. I had spent my whole life staring at the map of Virelith that Mother had nailed to the wall, and so I had a pretty good idea of Quell’s direction. I did not know what I would do when I got there, but what choice did I have?

Maybe she is dead, said Baldbeak. He always spoke so casually of death, as if it were merely hopping from one perch to another (and the death of others meant a potential good meal, I supposed).

“Maybe,” I said, feeling cold creep across my chest. “But I need to at least know what has happened to her, or I will spend my life wondering.”

He seemed to accept that, making his raark sound of agreement.

I went back downstairs to get the worn knapsack that Mother had owned for as long as I could remember and stuffed it with anything I fancied might be useful. I couldn’t bear to part with any of my skeins of silk thread, nor any of my needles—I would go mad without my stitchery, I was sure—and so I packed the full contents of my sewing basket, hoops and squares of fabric and all. I told myself that I could sell them if need be. I kept my favorite needle, a slender sliver of bone, between my fingers as I packed. It always soothed me. I also selected a small cooking pot, the few coins we had, a thin blanket—then cast about, looking for anything else that might prove useful. We had so little, really, and so much of it had been destroyed by the intruders.

I climbed the ladder once more to look around Mother’s room, in case there was something I had missed that I could use on my journey. The books might have been valuable, of course, but I had no way of telling one from the other—and so many had been damaged. Not for the first time, I felt a shame-filled burn of frustration with myself at being unable to read. There was undoubtedly information here that would prove useful in finding Mother’s contacts in Quell, but what did any of these scrawls mean to me? Absolutely nothing. They might as well have been the scratchings of hens in the dust.

Part of me, a secret and spiteful part, was glad to see Mother’s precious books so scattered and torn. They had never let me in, no matter how hard I tried, and she had always preferred to spend her time with them rather than me.

I walked over to the little chest that Mother kept in the corner of the workroom—the one she opened with her magic key. It had enchanted me since I was a little girl. She used to tickle my nose and cheeks with the little key she made from a strand of her magical hair—but I had never been allowed to look inside. I did not know how to open it.

The needle quivered in my hand, pulling my fingers towards the lock and seemingly inserting itself without any movement on my part. I heard a snick as the chest unlocked itself. My mouth dropped open. How on earth …?

The needle fell to the floorboards with a tinkle, lifeless again. I picked it up cautiously, as if it might swivel its head like a snake and bite me—but it was just a needle. I put it into my pocket and lifted the lid of the chest.

Papers—bundles of them. I shuffled through them. I could sometimes recognize individual letters, although I was unable to replicate them. I found a few papers that had a Q in the address and put them in the pack in case they would be useful. If they had come from Quell, perhaps they would give me some idea of who might have taken Mother, or, failing that, some contact of hers in the city who could prove to be of assistance in my search. Surely I would come across someone to help me read them. I selected all that looked promising.

Underneath the papers was a pouch containing what looked like a good deal of coin to my unpracticed eyes, and I took that as well. As almost an afterthought, I tore the large map of Virelith from the wall and wrestled it into a manageable shape, stuffing it into the top of my pack before climbing down the ladder again.

Now—how to get out? It was a long way down from the Tower. The lifeless shape of the intruder sprawled on the grass and gravel at the bottom was indisputable proof of that. I looked again at the caved-in threshold that led to the stairwell and sighed. Short of suddenly being able to control my magic, or discovering some superhuman strength that had lain dormant for twenty years, I wasn’t going to be able to shift those rocks. So, then, I had to find a way to climb down. The old masonry was uneven, with some missing patches of mortar, so there were footholds and handholds … But how secure they might be was another matter. Just one slip and I would be down on the ground with my attacker. I didn’t flatter myself that Baldbeak would refrain from eating my eyeballs, either. He would probably consider it bad manners not to eat my lifeless body.

“Right,” I said, trying to sound decisive. I threw my Hair over one shoulder and started to tie it up. It shivered under my touch.

“Look, you’ll just have to put up with it,” I said under my breath as I wrested the sections one over the other. “Unless you have any better ideas.”

If it did, of course, it couldn’t share them, and so it lay, practically vibrating with dissatisfaction, while I plaited it into a long, ropelike braid.

Better to have wings, said Baldbeak.

“Yes, very helpful, thank you.” I examined the braid. It looked strong enough, and it was impossible to pull my magical Hair from my scalp—so it would hold. It would be painful, but it would hold. Baldbeak watched with head cocked and an expression that mourned the uselessness of wingless humans as I fastened the end of the braid to a hook protruding from the stone and hefted the very full pack onto my back.

I took a deep breath and climbed over the windowsill, straddling it for a moment. I knew I shouldn’t look down—the dead body at the base of the Tower was the opposite of the encouragement I needed. I swung my legs over the sill and found footholds, hands still clinging to the sill. Baldbeak flapped around me, watching with more interest than concern as I lowered myself inch by inch, making sure to test each crevice before I let it hold my weight. There were a few unexpected crumbling patches, and once a whole chunk of rock slid out from under my foot, but I made it to within a survivable distance of the Tower base without injury.

“All right, you can let go now,” I whispered to my Hair. There was a complicated slithery sound from above as it extricated itself from the hook, and then the whole coppery mass came down about my shoulders, seizing the opportunity to unwind itself from the braid, as well, and hang loose again. I had to cling tightly as the heft of it threatened to pull me off the wall, but I hung on, and when it stopped swinging, I was still plastered flat to the stone like a terrified lizard. I clambered down the last several feet and then jumped down to land with an ignominious whump in the tangle of weeds at the base of the Tower. Baldbeak fluttered gently down beside me and landed with great care, as if to make a point.

I took a moment to feel a small glow of pride at having managed to escape the Tower on my own, with no help. The Hair twitched a little at that thought.

“Besides you, of course,” I said to it.

The air had that odd stillness that comes before a storm, which made my voice sound very loud in my ears. I knelt beside the body of my attacker, trying not to look too closely at his face and his complete absence of eyeballs—although I was curious to see a man’s face in detail, having never seen one before. I got a general impression of “hairy” and “ugly” before I had to look away. I took one of the silk pieces from my sewing basket and draped it over his head so I wouldn’t have to look at him while I gleaned what information—or goods—I could.

As it turned out, the intruder had precious little to help me. I emptied his pockets and found a handful of coins in a leather bag, which I kept. When I had finished, I stood and looked up at the only home I had ever known.

The Tower looked just as it always had from the outside—tall, dark, and lonely. The attic window was open for the pigeons, so they would be able to come and go as they pleased, and there was plenty of food for them to find in the meadow. There was nothing else living for which I was responsible—nothing keeping me here, without Mother. It was time to leave First Nest. I feared my wings were terribly stunted, however, and I wasn’t sure if they would carry me. Still, what else could I do?

I took a deep breath.

“Goodbye,” I whispered, and I turned my back on the Tower.




Chapter Two
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The Running Hare

‘A simple straight stitch designed for tacking down pieces in preparation for more complex work later; or for covering distance at speed if a work must be completed rapidly.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

I understand a talking raven needs a great deal of explanation. He surprised me, too, when he first showed up. But to understand Baldbeak, you first have to understand the nature of the life we led in the Tower—my mother, Margotte Edevane, and I—and something of my own nature as well.

Silly. Soft. Slow. I heard these words more often than my own name (which is Persinette, shortened to Netta for my mother’s sanity), as a child and all the way into young adulthood. I knew Mother loved me, but I also knew I was not the sort of daughter she had imagined, and that my vagueness and tendency to daydream often frustrated her.

Silly girl, because I was preoccupied with songs and stories, pretty stitchery and gowns. Prone to dreaming. Fond of staring out the window. Always humming under my breath. Generally driving Mother to distraction. Head as full of feathers as a pillow.

Soft, because I cupped spiders in my hands and carried them outside rather than squash them with the broom-end, and because of my love for the pigeons, ducks, and geese that were our only livestock (of a sort). And because of Baldbeak—but more on him later, as I have said.

Slow, because no matter how hard I tried, I was completely unable to learn to read—a cardinal sin in Mother’s world. The letters scattered like ants under my gaze, too quickly for me to see them clearly, let alone decipher their meaning. When Mother tried to get me to recall the shape of one letter, just one, it would immediately seem to curl away from my mind like smoke. Put a quill in my hand, and it would wobble, refusing to press its tip steadily onto the paper, as if I held nothing more substantial than a thread.

I wanted desperately to be able to read. I could feel the words inside the books all around me, almost hear them knocking against their covers, full of stories and knowledge that I could not access. And more than that—Mother’s whole life was books and words. She spent every day working in her upper room, poring over her spellbooks and crafting that one unimaginably complex spell that she had been working on since before I could remember, a hundred or more pages long it seemed, wrestling it into shape and crafting the physical book that would be its vessel.

“It’s all right,” Mother told me when I was much younger and weeping in frustration at another failure.

“It’s not!” I would storm, pulling at my Hair as if it were to blame. “I want to be like you! I want to be a mage!”

“There are other ways you can serve, my little helpmeet,” she said. “Not everyone can be a spellcaster.”

“But I want to be one!” I said. “What’s the point of having this”—I gave my long-suffering Hair another tug—“if I can’t use it? You can’t do spells without spellbooks!”

“Well,” said Mother, always a stickler for accuracy, “that is not strictly true. But yes, it is dangerous and ill-advised.”

“I’m never going to be able to do anything!”

Mother sighed. “Come.”

She opened her arms to me. Reluctantly, I went to her, sitting in her lap and resting my head against her chest. My wet cheeks made two dark patches on the workaday canvas apron she wore day in and day out.

“I’ll never do magic,” I sniffed.

“Magic is a demanding thing, little helpmeet,” she murmured. She ran her hand over my Hair. “It takes and takes, and rarely gives. That is why we must cage it with books and words, to limit the damage it can do to us. But even so, every time I cast a spell, a little more of me is depleted. My hair grows back, to be sure, but each time it grows back weaker. In sooth, I am glad you have escaped that fate.”

I shivered. “What will happen to you?”

“To me? Why, nothing. I will be around for a very long time yet.” She squeezed me. “But there will come a time when I have nothing left to sacrifice in the service of magic. That is why it is so important for me to complete my book—so that my spell can live on, even if I am no longer here to cast it.”

“And what is your great spell, Mother?” I asked daringly.

She pursed her lips. “I will tell you one day,” she said. “But not for a long while. You must be patient, and you must trust me.”

“Of course, Mother.”

Spellbooks were crucial to the practice of magic, she had taught me. A powerful spell had to be transcribed and bound perfectly, just as it had to be read and recited perfectly, in order to be cast without harming the mage. And even then—even if the book was flawless and the practitioner studied and studied—just one flubbed syllable, one mispronounced or omitted word, could result in either failure or a disastrous result far from the original intention of the spell. A well-woven spell could last for centuries, like that which created the glims, lantern-like creations that still lit all the cities across Virelith—but a misspoken spell that caused destruction or damage could potentially last just as long.

“The quality of the books themselves plays a part, we have learned,” Mother had told me. She had a habit of talking to me rather as if she were addressing an audience of fellow scholars. “A spell written in a poorly copied or poorly bound volume will not have the same power. The binding, the cover, even the ink and paper play their parts, as well as the voice and body of the caster given up as sacrifice.”

“Like your hair.”

“Like my hair, and yours.”

I scowled. My Hair might move about like Mother’s, but I had no control over it whatsoever. It was a most inconvenient length, brushing the backs of my knees, but would not let itself be cut. If I walked without caution, it snagged itself on furniture, swept my mother’s desk clear of her tools, and even knocked books off the shelves. I had learned to make small movements and keep myself as tucked-in as possible all over.

“And not just hair,” said Mother, “but teeth, and nails, too. Parts of the body that can be renewed again and again—offered with pain and humility in the service of the spell. True magic.”

I was a child, and the idea of magic hurting did not appeal to me, no matter how much the pain was couched in terms of sacrifice and nobility.

“Are there other kinds of magic? Where you don’t have to pull your hair or teeth out?”

Mother’s voice became sharp. “That is not true magic,” she said. “It is trickery. Or worse. Self-indulgent. Erratic. Uncontrolled.” She took me by the shoulders. Too tightly.

“You’re scaring me!” I protested.

“This is important. Magic must always be contained, Netta. Safe in books, where it belongs, sleeping until spoken. Do you understand?”

I nodded.

“Beware of the cunning of magicians, Netta. Do not let them tempt you. Remember. Do you promise you will remember?”

“I promise,” I said.

Mother and I did discover, however, through all our experimentation, that I had one gift—a bloated, excessive, completely inexplicable capacity for memory. Mother taught me to read aloud by reading sections herself first, then having me repeat them, to entertain her from time to time while she worked.

In this, as in all things, she was exacting. She made me sip vinegar or take a spoonful of honey before reading certain passages. She complained about the dampness of my teeth and made me suck hard on a piece of flannel cloth before reading. She turned the pages for me when necessary, and that was how I learned where pages ended and how to pause convincingly at the base of one before moving to the next. I copied her emphasis and volume, and her inflections—sometimes too well, imitating her voice, and she would stop then and scold me for mockery, although I hadn’t intended it.

A strange thing that quickly became apparent when I started reading aloud was the behavior of my Hair. It did not react this way when I listened to Mother read, but when I myself spoke a story aloud, it would rise from my scalp and float. Mother said that if I were a proper mage, using my Hair as a source of power, strands would disappear with each casting as they burned up in service of the spell. As I could not read, however, and therefore could not cast on my own behalf, the Hair could do nothing but drift aimlessly about my shoulders.

“It does not matter,” Mother said. “You are my little helpmeet. There are many ways to serve the great work. If you cannot read or cast, then you will aid me with the bookmaking.”

“Serving the great work” sounded noble. The actual practice of making books, however, is dirty, difficult, and usually foul-smelling, and those were the parts that Mother assigned to me. It was worth it, though, to bask in the sunshine of her approval, and she certainly needed the extra pair of hands as she made spellbook after spellbook, honing her craft as she gradually worked to construct the one great book that would contain the mysterious enchantment she had spent my entire lifetime weaving. I spent hours standing at our stove—first on a stool, when I was very young, then on tiptoe, and finally with my bare feet on the floor—stirring a great cast-iron pot full of glue for the bindings I had made from boiled bones, flour, and melted-down rabbit hides. I made Mother’s inks, too, by soaking the oak galls I chiseled from the trees by the river and blending them with rainwater, vinegar, tree sap, and ash, adding sugar for gloss and drops of clove oil for preservation.

Sometimes Mother required color, which came in the form of ground beetle shells, woad, or verdigris that I scraped off aging copper. We found most of what we needed in the lands around the Tower, but if her work ever called for an ingredient we lacked, she would send off the pigeons to one of her mysterious contacts. That is how we obtained gold leaf and lapis lazuli—and how I received my first packet of proper embroidery needles and colored threads, of which I shall speak shortly.

My most difficult work really came in at the time of binding, and that was why Mother had taught me stitchery in the first place. I was eight years old before she trusted me to stitch spellbooks—to take the block of papers and, using a bone needle as thick as my little finger, sew it onto the tanned leather supports. The layers of parchment might have looked as delicate as flaked pastry, but when crushed together became more like a stale loaf. My hands soon became more callus than flesh.

Despite its difficulty, however, I found myself strangely drawn to the task. The needle just felt right, and I found myself keeping hold of it throughout the day, rolling it over the pad of my thumb, enjoying the sensation. The more I touched it, the more my head filled with colors and images, and I itched to make them a reality.

To this end, I begged some scraps of fabric and leftover thread from Mother, and got to work, practicing on coarser fabrics before I turned to silk. I was clumsy at first, leaving bloodstains on the white cambric, but soon anything I envisioned took form as easily as a dream beneath my fingers: flowers, birds, strange beasts, symbols … and shapes that weren’t quite any of those, or were somehow all of them at once.

Mother looked down on embroidery as something pampered ladies did to keep themselves occupied—nothing more than frivolous decoration and an occupation for idle hands. What she did was an art, she said, the spellwork and bookbinding. I knew better than to argue. But secretly, I preferred my needle. Words inked on a page stayed inked. Stitches could take on any shape; move in any direction; surprise you at every turn. I filled the Tower with my embroidery, which no one but me (and Mother, when I forced her to look) would ever see, and I think it stopped me from going mad through all those lonely years.

And then, one autumn, I turned twenty. Twenty years of seeing no one but Mother. Twenty years of sweeping, cooking, cleaning, sewing … so much doing, in so many different forms, and so very little becoming. The clothes I sewed and embellished for myself might have fit differently as I grew, but so little else about me ever seemed to change. How could it, when I never saw or experienced anything new, and couldn’t even escape into books, stories, and songs, other than endlessly repeating to myself the ones I had already learned?

I had been stitched tidily into place in Mother’s world and would stay there forever—unmoving, unchanging. I felt a choking panic on that twentieth birthday, and ran from the Tower and across the meadow until I collapsed by the riverbank, staring at my reflection in the clear amber water. I was a woman now, indisputably, and yet in so many ways I was still a child. Mother’s wards kept the world out, and me in.

As always, when I was troubled, I turned to my embroidery. I stitched furiously that night, as if engaged in a race with my own needle. My Hair floated about my shoulders as I hunched over a little piece of fabric and embroidered the forest, the river, the meadow, and the Tower. I debated stitching myself into the Tower as well, a little figure with a floating red-gold braid, but I dismissed that as too sentimental. As my eyes followed the flashing in-and-out of the bone needle, I thought over and over, Find me. Find me.

I did not know to whom I was speaking, in the chaos of my own mind, but when I had finished the piece, I felt lightheaded and drained, somehow, as if I had unwound all my fears and frustrations and sewn them into that little square of silk.

When I had finished, feeling a little foolish, I took it to the window and flung it to the wind. It did not flutter to the ground as I had expected, but was caught by a gust and floated away from the Tower, over the meadow and the creek, into the tangle of forest that lay beyond.

Nothing happened for weeks. The wards continued to keep everything larger than a spider at bay—except for the pigeons, of course, who came and went as usual.

And then Baldbeak appeared.

When I first met him, I was feeding the messenger pigeons in our attic. For someone who never went more than a quarter-mile from her home, it seemed ironic that I spent most of my time with creatures that flew across the whole of Virelith almost daily. A small window allowed them passage in and out of their shelter, and I had fashioned a little wooden shutter on hinges that was light enough for them to push open, but substantial enough to keep out the chill. I had attached a metal hook to a long wooden pole that I used to open the hatch, leaving it hanging on the wall when I didn’t need it.

I was proud of all my little innovations. They didn’t compare to Mother’s great work, of course, but each one represented a small triumph for me—a way in which I had made the ceaseless daily tasks that little bit easier. In these ways, I felt I was truly her helpmeet, and found some comfort there.

To feed the pigeons, I had to climb up into the choking miasma of dander and dust, negotiate the guano-speckled beams without falling through the plaster between them, and try not to lose my footing when the close air filled with a hundred beating wings as each bird fought to be first to the food. The noise of all those wings and all those gurgling coos could be deafening, and I was always glad to climb back down to our living quarters.

On that day, I heard knocking at the little window that made me jump. A huge black shadow blocked out the light, and an enormous yellow eye peered in with disconcerting intelligence. The pigeons shivered their wings and fell silent. For a moment I thought Mother might have summoned a demon—I wouldn’t have put it past her—but then the shadow flapped its wings, and I saw that it was a very large raven. I had always admired them, despite Mother warning me against them—their gleaming dark feathers and the intelligence in their eyes—and I was glad to see one up close.

I crumbled a piece of bread in my hand and went to the window, opening it a crack to offer the crumbs. There was something in the raven’s beak—a scrap of fabric. He dropped it and pecked at the food.

“How did you make it through the wards?” I asked him. As he snapped up the bread, I admired his iridescent plumage. The short feathers on his skull looked almost like fur, and they crept a little way along the top of his beak, graying as they went, making him look like he was balding there.

What are wards?

The words arrived directly in my mind. It was an odd feeling—a foreign consciousness dropping its own thoughts into mine, like someone throwing pebbles into a lake. The thoughts were indisputably other, and equally indisputably bird, somehow, moving through my mind with the skittery, staccato energy of hops and pecks. I staggered backwards and sat heavily in a chair. Perhaps I was going mad, I thought. It wasn’t all that surprising, after my years of isolation. But the way the bird was looking at me, so expectantly …

“Um, the wards are barriers. Like a fence? But magical. Mother has put them all around the tower.”

The bird ruffled up his feathers. I felt nothing like that.

“How are you doing that?”

A questioning raark.

“Speaking to me. In my head.”

I do not know.

“Where did you come from?”

He started to preen his chest feathers. The forest, he said vaguely.

I picked up the little scrap of fabric that he had dropped and laughed. It was that little piece of embroidered silk I had thrown out the window—the sort-of map that I had imbued with all my desperate wishes. I had hoped it would bring someone to me, but I hadn’t imagined that someone would be a bird. I supposed the metallic thread had appealed to him.

Can I keep it? he said.

“I suppose so. It served its purpose, in a way.” I laid the scrap down on the sill, and he clasped it again with one scaly foot. “What is your name?”

This puzzled him, and he was silent for a while. Finally, he said, We do not have names as you do.

“Can I give you one?” It seemed very important that he have a name. Names have a kind of magic. Without one, he was just a raven. With one, he was a person, albeit a feathery one.

You can call me what you like, he said, and flew off with the little piece of embroidery again.

And so finally I had a friend, of sorts. He never did tell me much about his life before coming to me, but I was so grateful to have someone other than Mother to speak to that I didn’t press him. He seemed fascinated with my Hair and loved to pick at the strands and nibble at it as if searching for bugs. The Hair, in turn, tolerated him. I thought of all sorts of grand possibilities for his name, but, in the end, the sparse gray feathers atop his beak made me call him Baldbeak, and it stuck.

I knew Mother disliked ravens, but not how much. When she first saw Baldbeak come to the window and tap with his beak, she flew into a rage, telling me that ravens were filthy creatures, eaters of death, cunning and untrustworthy. After that, I was very careful to meet with Baldbeak outside, or in the lower room when Mother was absorbed in her work above. I could not give him up. He was the only friend I had.




Chapter Three
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The Chalice

‘Not truly a stitch, but a combination of stitches that create a pleasing, goblet-like shape and can be easily replicated to create a border or tessellated pattern.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

Mother had placed wards and seeing stones around the Tower: minor ones, to keep predators away from our pigeons and insects away from her precious spellbooks; and larger ones, to protect us from thieves, which had clearly been ineffective. Now, however, they were gone. I felt no tingle, no frisson of magic as I stepped beyond the Tower boundaries. Did that mean Mother was dead? I had no way of knowing.

Quell was probably about two days’ walk from the Tower, if I was reading the map aright, which didn’t sound too intimidating. I could follow the River Mirth most of the way. What I would do when I got there, I had no idea, but it was the only clue I had as to where Mother might have been taken—and what did I have in this world without Mother? That was a big and frightening question, and I was happy to put off answering it for a while longer. I supposed I could find a bookseller who might have known her, or who knew of someone who might desire her great spellbook for themselves and stop at nothing to obtain it, but that was the only real idea I had.

Baldbeak and I followed the little creek that ran along the base of our hill. Here it was barely more than a hundred feet across, and I had spent many afternoons foraging along its banks for duck and goose eggs. In the summer, Mother would let me go outside to collect the feathers that fell from the swans and geese to make her quills. This was one of my favorite times of the year, and I always took longer about it than I strictly needed to, claiming that it took time to select the best ones. I sat on the riverbank to shape the pens, soaking the feather in the river water to soften it and make it easier to remove the lower barbs, then using my little knife to carve the end into a pointed nib and cut the slit ready to hold ink. It had always been a peaceful place for me. Now, however, I could see hoof marks in the mud on the bank where our intruders must have forded it earlier, and it no longer felt safe.

It took several hours of walking alongside the creek, but eventually Baldbeak and I reached the part where it joined the larger river. This was the Mirth, which started in the mountains somewhere as a tinkling spring, then gradually widened as it made its winding path across Virelith, staggering to and fro like a drunkard until it collapsed into the sea at the harbor capital of Mirthwater. Where Baldbeak and I stood now, our mild little creek became a rushing, great bully of a thing, shouldering its way between steep banks that were littered with fallen branches and edged with grimy foam. There was no way to swim across safely and no bridge in sight—but I had to cross it.

“I wish you were large enough to carry me,” I said to Baldbeak. “That would solve all our problems.”

Humans are very poorly designed, he said. As if to taunt me, he flew across the river and perched on a dead tree on the opposite bank, then flew back to my shoulder. I sighed. Well, it was no use just standing there.

I followed the curve of the river, hoping to come to a bridge, but instead found a ramshackle wooden house and a stone jetty with a boat tied to a post at its end. The threatened rain had not yet started to fall, thankfully, but there was a chill to the air. Although it was not yet evening, the light was gray and thin as gruel.

I knocked at the door of the little house. There was an incoherent shout from inside, then the sound of a chair scraping back and boots on a wooden floor. I waited, shivering, until the door opened to reveal a thin man with dirty blond hair and a gold earring. The shock of seeing another new face rendered me silent for a moment, and my eyes must practically have been bugging out of my head. I had seen no men my whole life, and then in just one day I had seen three. It is hard to describe now how utterly bizarre the squareness and hairiness of a man’s face seemed to me then.

The man took me in from toe to tip, visibly unimpressed, and then startled when Baldbeak fluffed out his feathers on my shoulder. Up till that point, the raven had been so still that he could have been a stuffed bird, and I admit I took pleasure in seeing the man take an involuntary step back when Baldbeak clicked his powerful beak.

“Are you the ferryman?” I asked, my voice sounding hoarse and unpracticed. “I need to cross the river.”

“I am,” he said, rubbing the back of his hand violently against his nose.

I closed my eyes in relief, then rummaged in my pockets. “What is your price?”

He watched me as I searched for the little purse of coin and named a price that sounded excessive to me—but then, what did I know of money? I counted the coins into my hand. I had enough, and a few to spare, but I had to find some way to make more on my journey if I was to find food and lodging once I got to Quell. I was aware of the ferryman’s eyes still intent on me as I squirreled the purse away again and held out the coins.

“Traveling alone?” he said.

“Yes. Well, with my raven.” Baldbeak gave a loud raark, making the man jump again.

“Raven is extra,” he said.

“The raven can fly,” I said sharply. As if demonstrating, Baldbeak launched himself from my shoulder and flapped to the opposite bank again.

The man spat a brown globule of something viscous onto the ground and grinned. I could see the boat behind him, knocking against the wooden dock with each surge of the river and making a hollow clock-clock. It was flat-bottomed and rather small, but sturdy enough, containing two bench seats and a few sealed barrels, and looked well cared-for as far as I could tell. Certainly better kept than the shack, or the man himself.

“Come on then,” he said.

I followed as he ambled out onto the jetty and stepped into the boat. He didn’t offer his hand, so I stumbled in awkwardly as he untied the knot around the wooden post and freed the craft. Instantly I felt the tug of the current beneath us, almost violent in its insistence.

He did not speak to me, simply grabbed the oars and started rowing. I sat very upright on the little bench, feeling uncomfortable. When we were halfway across, he suddenly stopped.

“Changed my mind,” he said, resting on the oars. “It’s double, now.”

“What?”

“Double to get to the other side from here.” He grinned. “I can wait here all day. No skin off my nose.”

We drifted in the current. I stared at him.

“That wasn’t our agreement!”

“Agreement’s whatever I say it is, when we’re on the water. Hand it over.”

“No!”

He clucked his tongue. “Come, now. I saw your shinies.”

I needed what money I had for the journey—and more than that, I hated the idea of giving in to this little man with his yellow skin and disgusting plug of whatever-it-was behind his teeth. I clutched my pack tighter. “No.”

He sat back ostentatiously slowly, leaning on the oars and letting the boat drift. “Then I suppose we’ll just sit here until you change your mind.”

I glared at him. He grinned back at me.

“I’m not giving you any more money,” I said, shoving my hand into my pocket to clutch my purse. “Take me across.”

He closed his eyes and leaned back against the side as if to take a nap. Then he started to whistle tunelessly. The boat continued to drift, moving inexorably downstream.

I thought for a moment, then stood, setting the boat to rocking. The water wasn’t as fast-flowing as I had thought, and I could swim.

I came to a decision—and jumped overboard.

The cold of the water was a shock, and the bank looked very far away. Baldbeak flew to me, made as if to land on my shoulder, and then thought better of it. Just as well, as his weight would have pushed me under. I struck out towards the bank and had already gained a little distance from the boat when I remembered.

My pack. It was still on the boat.

Silly. Slow.

The ferryman brandished it at me, grinning.

“Forget something?” he said.

Everything was in it. My embroidery. The letters. The map.

“Baldbeak!” I gasped, taking in a mouthful of brackish water.

Baldbeak flew to the ferryman and beat his wings in the man’s face while trying to snatch the pack with his claws, but the man held firm to its straps. I trod water, fuming and torn between abandoning my things or swimming shamefacedly back to the boat. After a futile few moments, Baldbeak abandoned his attempts and settled on the limb of a dead tree on the bank to observe my struggles, his head cocked to one side.

And then: a voice from the bank, smooth and dry as silk thread.

“Good morrow, ferryman. And to you too, my lady. Pleasant weather for a dip.”

A male voice. Was it Mother’s kidnapper, come back for me?

The ferryman and I both strained to see who was speaking. The owner of the voice stepped forward from the edge of the woods, and I saw with relief that he was not the man who had fled the Tower. He was not a terribly intimidating figure, either: seemingly no taller than I, and slightly built, with short, dark hair and a close-cropped beard framing sharp features that were regular and pleasant enough, but somehow unremarkable. I would have been hard-pressed to pick him out in a crowd—and yet he had a presence that I could feel even on the water, that seemed to bend the boughs of the forest about him. It was an odd combination. Just beyond him, where the trees grew closer together, a stout gray horse cropped at the grass.

“Need a hand?” the man called out to me.

“No, thank you,” I said politely, but spat out more river water with my words, which rather spoiled the effect.

“All under control, is it?” he inquired, quirking an eyebrow.

“She owes me money!” the ferryman shouted.

“I do not,” I shouted back. “I paid you fairly! You can’t change the price midway across!”

“Ah, I see,” said the man on the bank. He addressed his next remarks to the ferryman. “And I suppose the cargo you carry back and forth is entirely above board and for personal use. Let’s see … two, three barrels there. I wonder what could be in them? Shame if someone mistook you for a purveyor of stolen goods.”

“Lies!” the ferryman yelled back, but his voice cracked on the word.

“Help my new friend out of her predicament, and I don’t see why you shouldn’t go on your way undisturbed.”

The ferryman scowled, then flung my pack out over the water towards me before starting to turn his boat around and row back to the dock. I grasped for the pack, but Baldbeak was faster, swooping to catch it in his powerful claws and carrying it safely to the bank. The ferryman rowed back to his shack, his curses swallowed by the brisk wind.

I swam until the water shallowed enough for me to stand, then made my way over the silty riverbed. The fine, swirling sand I kicked up with every step turned the clear amber water opaque and milky, and a gaggle of nearby geese crowded near to watch me, honking to one another as if gossiping about the foolishness of humans. This did nothing to put me in a better mood. I scrambled up the bank, dripping and furious.

The ferryman had reached the opposite bank by now and was staring back at us balefully. The stranger raised his hand to him in mocking salute.

“I didn’t need your help,” I snapped at him, taking my pack from Baldbeak.

He raised a brow. “Of course not. You were making such excellent progress.” His eyes flicked to the pack in my arms, then back to my face. A faint smile tugged at his mouth.

I bristled, clutching the straps tight. “Who are you?”

“You’ll freeze in those wet clothes,” he said. His voice was mild, but it carried no suggestion of choice. He shrugged off his own pack, rummaged, and drew out a folded bundle that turned out to be a long linen shirt, worn soft with use. He held it out to me. “Just until yours are dry.”

I blinked at the offering. “I don’t need—”

“You do,” he cut through my protest. “It’s just a shirt. And it’s long enough to cover”—he gestured vaguely—“everything.”

My cheeks flamed. I snatched it from his hands. “Turn around.”

He gave the faintest bow, then obeyed without argument, his coat lifting and settling as he turned his back. He stood very still, hands clasped loosely behind him, looking out towards the forest as though it were suddenly the most fascinating thing in the world.

I hesitated, clutching the shirt to my chest—then peeled my sodden dress over my head, making sure to remove the handkerchief containing Mother’s hair, which I put in my pack for now. The cold air needled my skin, raising gooseflesh, as I wriggled awkwardly into the shirt, which indeed hung almost to my knees. Immediately I was warmed. I hugged myself to savor the sensation, breathing in faint traces of woodsmoke from the cloth, and something clean and sharp—the man’s scent. It wasn’t unpleasant. That realization made me want to tear it back off again. I tied my wet clothes to the outside of my pack, where they could flap in the breeze and hopefully dry a little.

“I’m dressed,” I said.

The man turned. His eyes swept over me, lingering for what felt a fraction too long before he gave me a crooked smile. I had deliberately kept my gaze averted from him as I dressed, but now I noticed for the first time his coat, which was a colorful patchwork of many fabrics, almost clownish. And then I noticed Baldbeak fly over to sit on his shoulder, seeming quite at ease.

“Baldbeak!” I cried, affronted.

Sorry, he said, not sounding sorry at all.

“Nice bird,” the man commented, scratching Baldbeak’s head. The raven closed his eyes in pleasure. “Baldbeak? I suppose I can see where that came from.”

His short beard and mustache were extremely neatly trimmed close to his jawline and upper lip, with the kind of precision that required much careful examination in a mirror, and his eyes were hazel, the shifting brown-green of river water. It was a clever face. Not a trustworthy face, but clever.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“Just a traveler passing through,” he said, which was no manner of answer. “And what is your name?”

“Netta,” I said, still glaring at Baldbeak.

“I am Patrick, and this is Fane,” he said, reaching to pat his horse. She had a sweet face and large, liquid eyes fringed by long lashes. She swung her nose towards me, perhaps hoping for a treat, and I backed away.

“You don’t like horses?” he inquired.

“I don’t know much about them. We haven’t had a horse for a long time.”

His hazel eyes flickered over me, clearly making their own judgements. I bristled. He was hardly the picture of respectability himself, in his gaudy patched coat. As always, I found myself distracted by clothing—the fabric had been fine once, I could see, with some nice stitching at the cuffs and lapels, but it had been mended shamefully poorly. Perhaps by his own hand? A badger wearing mittens would have done it better. There was a large rip in one shoulder seam.

“Why are you wearing that?” I said. “It’s …”

“Blindingly ugly? Yes,” he said. He swept a theatrical bow. “I’m a traveling magician. I have to look the part.”

“A magician? Like a mage?”

“No, no,” he said. “It’s all for show.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Watch.” He snapped his fingers, and a glass sphere appeared in one hand. Another snap, and it was gone, and then two appeared, and a third, and he juggled them for a moment before they disappeared again.

I squinted at him.

“People usually applaud,” he said.

“It’s trickery,” I said.

“Well, yes. That’s the point.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Why?”

“For entertainment. Like music, or a story well told.”

“I see,” I said, though I didn’t really. It seemed strange to me to ape power with tricks when the real thing existed.

“You disapprove of my profession,” Patrick said in a melancholy tone, but I could see the hint of a smile in his eyes.

“I don’t disapprove,” I lied. “But I don’t have time for this. It will be dark soon, and I need to keep moving.”

I refrained from telling him what Mother had thought of such frivolous magic use—he had helped me, after all. Instead, I shrugged on my pack and adjusted the straps, making it as comfortable as I could for the long journey ahead, and started walking with long strides towards the path that led into the woods. Patrick fell into step beside me, leading Fane by her bridle, one little sphere appearing again to gleam in his free hand. To my annoyance, Baldbeak still rode on the magician’s shoulder, his eyes half lidded with satisfaction.

“Baldbeak!”

I clicked my tongue, calling him back. He flapped over, somehow managing to look like he was dragging his feet in midair.

The man has food in his packs, he told me. Cheese and sausage.

“We’ll eat later,” I muttered.

“Eat?” said Patrick, showing an uncomfortably acute sense of hearing. “I don’t have much, but I will gladly share it with you.”

Sausage! repeated Baldbeak, and nipped me on the ear.

“Didn’t you fill up on eyeballs?” I whispered to him, but sighed and stopped. “All right. Thank you,” I said to Patrick.

Patrick opened one of Fane’s saddlebags, pulling out a packet of hard cheese and a loaf of bread. Baldbeak flapped over and landed on the horse’s flank, pulling at the flap on the bag in an attempt to get inside.

“Ah, your friend smells the meat,” said Patrick, reaching in to pull out a chain of links wrapped in paper.

“Don’t give it to him. He’s fine.”

“Honestly, the scent of it has been rather turning my stomach,” he said. “He’s welcome to it.”

Patrick tossed the packet to the grass, where Baldbeak set happily to work, then sat with his back against a tree, lounging as if he were in a comfortable chair and seeming quite at his ease. I lowered myself beside him and started to eat. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was. I tore off pieces of the bread with my teeth and gulped it down.

“Thank you for helping me,” I said at last, grudgingly.

“You are very welcome.”

“I was wondering one thing, though—how did you know he had stolen goods on board?”

“I was meant to be buying them.” He grinned. “No matter.”

“What?”

“I was supposed to meet him later today and take them off his hands … But it was a trifling deal, one I don’t mind discarding. And he hardly seems the sort of fellow with whom I want to do business.”

“So you’re a criminal?”

He shrugged. “That’s an ugly word.”

“Is it an accurate one?”

He smiled, but did not answer. “So,” he said conversationally. “Where are you off to?”

I paused in my chewing and stared at him. “I don’t mean to be rude, but …”

“But it’s none of my business? Fair enough. I am a desperate character. And you mean to travel alone?”

I thought I saw where this was going. Mother had told me all about Men and had nothing good to say. They were almost on a level with petty magicians in her estimation. “I suppose you’re going to offer me a ride,” I said with heavy sarcasm.

“Hardly. I am deeply untrustworthy.”

This startled a laugh from me.

“But I may be able to point you in the right direction,” he said. He crossed his arms behind his head, again exposing that rip in the shoulder seam of his coat.

“And where are you going? You are far from anywhere out here,” I said. “Unless you plan to put on a magic show for the geese.”

“It is rather in the middle of nowhere,” he admitted. “Lucky for you and your raven, though.”

“And no more stolen goods to pick up.”

“Most unfortunate.”

Baldbeak had strewn the sausages across the grass while he feasted, making them look uncomfortably like entrails.

“I am going to Quell,” I confessed, making the decision to come clean. After all, he might be able to help.

He raised his eyebrows. “That’s a long way for a young woman traveling alone.”

“Well, I don’t have much of a choice. How do young women travel, usually?”

“By carriage, if they are of the nobility. With footmen, and outriders, and perhaps a hired mage in case of any magical trouble on the road.”

I sighed. “That would be nice.”

“If I could summon more than pretty lights and juggling balls, I’d be delighted to be of service,” Patrick said. He leaned forward suddenly. I recoiled, but he was just plucking a coin from behind my ear. He flashed it at me, smiling, then started to spin it between his thumb and forefinger. “It seems awfully cumbersome, though. Hauling all those spellbooks around with you because you’re not sure which one you’ll need. Leafing through to the right spell when you’re attacked by a highwayman, for example. And then saying it in time.”

“I’m sure they prepare the enchantments beforehand,” I said drily.

“And ending up bald or toothless when you’ve defeated your enemy,” he went on. “Much worse than an ugly coat.”

“Hair, teeth, nails,” I recited. “Yes, they fall out when you cast, but they grow back. Magic requires sacrifice. You have to give up a part of yourself to cast a spell.” Mother had drummed this into me over the years, and my voice was confident. “It’s the only responsible way to use magic.”

“Responsible,” he murmured. “I see. And to whom are the mages responsible?”

“To …” I frowned. “To magic itself, I suppose. They have a duty to handle it carefully, and seriously.”

“We wouldn’t want people running around taking magic lightly,” said Patrick, flicking a speck of lint from the sleeve of his patchwork coat.

“Well, no. That’s how the Plague came about in the first place.”

“I see. And you believe that.”

“It’s not a matter of believing.” I gestured vaguely. “It’s the truth. It would be like believing in … potatoes.”

“Potatoes,” he repeated gravely, although the corner of his mouth twitched a little.

“It doesn’t matter whether or not I believe in potatoes. They just are.”

“But even the humble potato can take many forms,” he said thoughtfully. “Mashed, for instance. Or boiled.”

“You are poking fun at me.”

“Plague forbid. I am simply saying that which we take for granted can still surprise us with new and different manifestation. Like a potato.”

“Could we please stop talking about potatoes? I am just saying that magic requires sacrifice, and hard work, and study.”

“Sounds a little dull.”

It does, Baldbeak agreed. I glared at him.

“It doesn’t matter if it’s dull or not. That’s what you have to do. If it was as easy as … as plucking a coin from behind someone’s ear, then everyone would be doing it.”

“And would that be so terrible?”

“Yes.”

“Really?” His eyes widened with polite interest. “How so?”

“Because then just anybody could use magic! They wouldn’t have to be … to be qualified, or wise, or educated, or …”

“I see,” he said gravely, although I still had the sense that he was making fun of me.

“They could do harm, is what I’m trying to say.”

“Harm that wise and educated people would never do.”

I felt like I had been bested somehow, although I could not see how. He was quite the most irritating person I had ever met (although, of course, I had technically only met three other people that I could remember, besides Mother), and I just wanted him to go away. I stood, brushing the crumbs from my skirt. Baldbeak immediately started pecking at them.

“Thank you for the food,” I said primly.

“So formal,” he said. He stayed sprawled comfortably against the tree trunk. “May I offer a suggestion?”

“That depends on what it is.”

“There is a band of Followers not far from here, and I believe they are bound for Quell. I passed them not long ago. You would be quite safe journeying with them. They are kind to travelers. They have to be—it is part of their vow. Anyone may walk with them safely, for as long as they wish, without harassment by the guards or even the Temple itself. It is the arrangement they made, long ago, after the Plague ended.”

“What if someone is a murderer? Or a thief?” I asked skeptically.

“After three days, the sanctuary ends. Then the murderer or thief can choose to join the Followers permanently, or they are subject to the kingdom’s and Temple’s laws once more.”

“Well, what if they pretend to take the vows and then murder everyone in their sleep?”

“You have a very morbid imagination,” Patrick said. “The Followers are not defenseless. I imagine they have ways of protecting themselves from such things. Why? Are you a murderer?”

I wasn’t a murderer. I wasn’t.

Yes, you are, said Baldbeak with approval. Pride, even.

I mean, technically, I had murdered someone, but he had been trying to murder me, so surely that didn’t count? And I hadn’t exactly planned to throw him out of the window. He had overbalanced, and …

Patrick laughed, seeing my face. “I didn’t mean to send you into a panic.”

“I’m not panicking. Just …” I pressed my lips together. “Well. Thank you. I’ll talk to them.”

He swept a seated bow. It had a slightly mocking air. “Delighted I could help.”

The movement had exposed the seam again.

“Wait a moment,” I said. He paused.

“What?”

“Your seam, it’s …” I gestured.

“Oh.” He looked down. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“I can mend it for you.”

For the first time, he seemed a little uncertain. “Oh no, you don’t need—”

“It will only take a second. Just take it off.”

He looked at me with eyebrows raised, but obeyed, shrugging the motley thing off his shoulders and handing it to me. I was worried it would smell, but fortunately he seemed remarkably clean for a traveling magician, and the fabric gave off only a faint scent of soap and something astringently herbal—rosemary, perhaps. I recognized it as the same scent permeating the borrowed linen shirt I wore.

I ran the tear through my fingers, letting my fingers learn the cloth, and then crouched in the shade and shrugged off my pack. It was a simple enough job. I riffled my fingers over my threads as if over the strings of a guitar, finding the one that sang.

“You have an awful lot of sewing supplies in that pack,” he remarked.

“It’s a normal amount,” I said absently.

“I see.”

I had found the right thread—tarnished silver, showy and shabby at once. I snipped off a length and threaded one of my bone needles. Just having the needle between my fingers made me feel better, more in control. It was such a small repair, but I couldn’t help giving it a flourish. I used the stitch I thought of as the Feather, because it mimicked the spines along a quill’s length. When I had finished, the line of stitching looked like a swan’s plume, still glossy from the river, had been laid gently across the shoulder of the many-colored coat. The sheen of the silver thread made it appear to move. I cocked my head and eyed it critically.

Shiny, said Baldbeak.

“Well of course you like it,” I muttered.

“Pardon?”

“Nothing.” I handed Patrick back his coat. “Thank you for your help.”

I felt better now that I had performed that small service for him. There was no debt between us now. I found that I liked that and felt more charitable towards him in general.

“One moment,” he called.

At this point I just wanted to get away, but I paused. “What is it now?”

He stood and came close. The liquid shadow of the trees made his changing eyes very green.

“My shirt,” he said. “Your clothes might be a little drier by now.”

“Oh.” I flushed, and he turned around again as I stripped off the shirt and pulled on my own dress again—still damp, but bearable. Baldbeak hopped off to wait on a branch while I changed, then returned to my shoulder. If a raven had been able to grimace, he would have grimaced.

Cold, he said.

“My apologies,” I muttered sarcastically.

“In Quell,” said Patrick, his back still turned, “you might want to look up a friend of mine, in the Tin Quarter.”

I waited, saying nothing.

“Her name is Mieka. If you mention me, she will give you shelter while you do … whatever it is you plan to do.”

“I’m finished,” was all I said in reply.

He spun around and reached behind my ear again to pull out another coin. He held it up for me to see.

“Do that again and you’ll lose a finger,” I said, but took it. “Money?”

“Not exactly. A token. Give it to Mieka, and she will know I sent you.”

I turned it over in my fingers. The metal was cool and soft. It felt as if my fingernail might leave an indentation if I pressed firmly. Embossed on it was a feather, curled so that the end of its shaft was in the center and the barb spiraled around the coin’s outer edge. A feather … like the stitch I had used to mend his coat.

“Thank you,” I said, pocketing it. I strode away swiftly and decisively, without looking back. When I had reached the road, I felt a little guilty for taking my leave so abruptly and turned to wave—but Patrick and Fane appeared to have already melted away.

Mother had told me about the Followers, of course. Unlike many aspects of the outside world, they hadn’t seemed to rouse her ire or contempt. In fact, she had spoken of them with a sort of grudging respect.

They were the last bastion of the old religions, the ones that had existed before the Temple—a chaos of nature spirits and superstition, Mother had said, where magic was practiced indiscriminately and without the steadying, guiding force of written spells and bound books. Almost everyone had chosen to convert to the Temple after they vanquished the terrible Plague that had wiped out so much of Virelith’s population two hundred years ago, but some had held firm to the old ways.

Years of negotiations later, these stubborn few hammered out a bargain with the Temple: So long as they never stayed in any one place long enough to establish a rival church, own property, or gather disciples from among the people—aside from those who chose to leave their homes behind and become wanderers also—they could travel unmolested, under the Temple’s protection, and claim the right of hospitality from anyone along their route. But only ever for one night. This reduced them to a swirling, perpetually moving band of outcasts who posed little threat to the Temple as any kind of rival faith. I was not sure what united them, as they all believed such different things, unless it was just a general refusal to live under Temple rule.

With Patrick’s directions, it did not take me long to find them on the road. They were a motley lot, the Followers—all shapes and sizes, all colors, ages, and genders. They looked more like a crowd gathered at a country fair than a group of religious wanderers. I hovered in the shadow of the trees, loath to step out and join them.

My heart pounded violently. I had never before been around so many people. They are Followers, they have to be kind to travelers, they have to accept me, I told myself.

Baldbeak nibbled at my ear. The Hair sent a tendril drifting to brush gently against my collarbone. And I stepped forward.

Walking into a crowd of people was a wholly new experience for me, and my skin hummed with the force of their attention. So many faces. So many eyes. I wondered if I would seem strange to them, if there was something about me that marked me as an odd, shut-away girl who knew nothing of societal rules. To my relief, however, there was no great stir as I drew closer. Some murmured greetings, that was all, as I approached the member who looked the most official at the head of the group: a large, calm-looking person with a broad brown face and beautiful dark eyes.

“Good evening,” they said. “I am the Priest of this flock.”

A flock! said Baldbeak, pleased. I have always thought you needed a flock.

“It’s not that kind of flock,” I muttered.

“Pardon?”

Flustered, I said, “I am sorry, er … I don’t know how to properly address you.”

“Just by my name,” they said with a smile. “Which is Herlind. We don’t use ‘sir’ and ‘ma’am’ among our ranks, nor any signifiers of that kind. Herlind and ‘they’ will be just fine. And your name?”

“Netta,” I said.

“And you wish to join us, my dear?”

“Just for a little while,” I said. “I heard you were going towards Quell, and I …”

“Do not want to travel alone,” they finished for me. “Of course. You may walk with us as long as you need.”

“Thank you,” I managed to say through my swell of relief. I hoped that I would get used to speaking to people soon, and that the simplest conversations would cease to exhaust me.

“And do let me know if you decide to convert and spend the rest of your life a wanderer.”

It took me a moment to realize they were joking. “Oh,” I laughed, and then hesitated before saying, “Do you need to know anything else about me?”

“Not unless you wish to share it.”

“I don’t … I don’t think so.”

“Very well,” they said. They turned the full force of their long-lashed brown eyes on me, very bright in their dark face, and smiled.




Chapter Four


[image: ]


The Hands Raised in Prayer

‘A V-shaped stitch, simple to execute and pleasing to the eye. Of particular use in forming letters.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

To understand Virelith—at least, the Virelith of my birth—you need to understand the Plague. The Plague shaped everything about us. Mother had told me the story for years, as if it was a line dividing us into Before and After.

Before, or so I was told, bone mages existed harmoniously among those who had to sacrifice other parts of their bodies for potent magic—hair, teeth, or nails. The replaceable parts of the body. Bone mages alone used something that could not be so easily replaced. This meant that their spells were by far the most powerful—earthshakingly powerful—but each casting crumbled a little away from their spine or hollowed out a spoonful of their marrow. Where a tooth mage could spit out a molar and almost immediately grow another in its place, a bone mage had to live with their loss. They chose their spells carefully, therefore, and cast only seldom—but when they did, their enchantments reshaped the world.

This way of things seemed to work well enough for a long while. The few bone mages that existed were revered and pitied at once, seen almost as saints. Their bodies shrank and hunched over the years, until finally they walked with canes or crutches and had to abandon the practice of magic altogether.

And then, almost two hundred years ago—or so the story went—a bone mage went rogue. This person, whose name was lost to history, discovered that they didn’t need to fuel bone magic with their own body, but could use the bones of others. This upset the balance of things, Mother told me, as the magic-wielder must pay the price for power themselves. Otherwise, what’s to stop a mage from running amok? Which is, supposedly, exactly what happened.

The story is that one of the bone mages, carried away with the possibilities of limitless power, broke the agreements forged between all magicians and started to use the long-buried bones of the dead. The soil was crowded with them, thousands of years of graves. They ran wild with their castings, until bone magic itself, overfed and made bloodthirsty, broke free from its vessel and swept through the kingdom, killing the living and raising the long-dead from their graves to walk again. There followed a time of horror … But the Temple saved us all. That was their story, anyway, Mother would say, rolling her eyes.

The Temple had existed for a long time before the Plague, gradually gathering converts to the way of the One-Eyed God—but as their religion was fairly austere and joyless, they had never spread as far across the kingdom as they wished to. Then, faced with the imminent destruction of Virelith by rogue, uncontrolled magic, they called on the power of their god (apparently) and banished bone magic for good. The people—those who had survived—gratefully converted to the Temple’s religion.

The cult of the One-Eyed God went from a fringe belief to an institution as powerful as the monarchy, and to prevent bone magic from rising again, they ordered all graves to be opened and the bones within to be burned. From that point onward, no one was buried—every corpse had to be burned and ground to dust in Temple crematoriums, which sprung up everywhere. I suppose there must be some who adhered to the old ways across the kingdom, but the only named group—and the only one afforded any kind of protection—was the Followers.

What had happened to the bone mage who started the Plague—well, no one knew.

This particular Follower Priest—Herlind—had a placid, calming presence, and chatted with me gently as we walked, seeming to sense my nerves. They were strong and energetic despite their peacefulness, however, and I found myself having to almost break into a run to keep up with their easy strides.

Over the next two days, I grew used to their face, and to the faces of the others in the group, but I was startled anew by everyone we passed on the road—the infinite variation there was among human faces. The unending shuffling and reshaping of various eyes, noses, mouths. I was probably looking at them very strangely, and they looked at me strangely in return. Of course, that might have been because of the giant bird on my shoulder and the red Hair that fell to my knees, in contrast to the neatly braided styles that I saw were the fashion among other women we passed (although the Hair behaved itself on the road and stayed still for the most part). All fellow travelers were unfailingly respectful to the Followers, however, murmuring greetings and bowing as they passed—particularly to the Priest.

I tried awkwardly to make conversation with Herlind now and then, although of course I was unpracticed. “Why did you join the Followers?” I asked them.

“Because I wanted to follow my own path,” they said. “All of us here chose to wander rather than live a life sanctioned by the Temple.”

“I suppose I find it hard to imagine always moving—never settling anywhere.” As someone who had lived in the same small space her whole life and never left it until now, the idea was terrifying to me. “Never having a home.”

“The people who have settled under Temple rule are burdened by tithes and royal taxes. They follow a cheerless religion that tells them death is something to be feared.”

“Is it not?”

They shrugged. “Before the Temple, a death was a celebration—an offering of yourself back to the earth. The family would walk their loved one down the Corpse Roads to their final resting place with music and ceremony.”

“But you have to burn your dead as well,” I said.

Their eyes flicked to me. “That is the law, yes.”

Which wasn’t really a confirmation.

“The Temple also demands tithes for the burnings,” said the Priest. “Only Temple officials can perform them.”

“Why?”

“They claim the One-Eyed God presides over the proceedings, keeping the Plague at bay. Of course, this proves very profitable for them,” they said evenly.

The Priest stopped suddenly, stooping to lay their palm flat against the dusty ground.

“You may not know this,” they said, “but we follow the paths of the old Corpse Roads in our wanderings. They connect every holy place and every city in Virelith. We follow them on the surface now as people used to walk them in the time before the Plague—to honor the forgotten dead.”

I thought of Mother and hoped that I was not unwittingly walking in her funeral procession. She had to be alive somewhere, surely? We had been so entangled, just the two of us, for so long—surely I would know in my heart if she were truly gone?

We made our way to Quell stride by stride … or inch by inch, it felt like, at the Followers’ placid pace. In all the stories of maidens and knights that Mother had told me, I had never heard more than the most minor details about the actual journeying part of their adventures, getting from one place to another. I was not prepared for the sheer amount of walking. The tedium.

I suppose it wouldn’t make for much of a story, hearing how the heroine’s feet felt like they were about to burst from blisters, or how her stomach growled enough to raise the dead from the Corpse Roads underfoot, nor how—in one memorable instance—the heroine squatted to urinate behind a shrub and realized too late that she had chosen a patch of stinging nettles, to the Followers’ great amusement.

They certainly didn’t comment on how dirty you felt after a day of walking, or on that particular sour-milk smell when you haven’t washed your skin or changed clothes. I longed for a bath, but I had to make do with washing myself in the little streams and creeks we passed—as quickly as possible, teeth chattering, before the chill set in. I used my blanket as a makeshift towel, which meant it was still damp come nightfall, and all in all, I reflected that I could have done a much better job of packing my bag for the journey. My Hair, fortunately, had some quality to its magic that kept it clean and untangled no matter what the rest of me looked like.

Although it probably hadn’t been the wisest decision to bring all my silks and embroidery when I could have used the space in my pack for more practical things, I didn’t regret it. I would have gone mad if I hadn’t been able to sit before the fire at night and work at my stitches, letting my mind dissolve into color and pattern rather than worrying at the gap in my memory that felt as dark and teasing as a missing tooth.

Baldbeak liked to sit on my shoulder and hold spools of thread for me, which fascinated the Followers. I felt them watching me with interest as I worked, but only one came to sit beside me: one who appeared to be a young woman about my own age (although of course the Followers used no signifiers of gender, so I had to think of her as they), with curling dark hair and long lashes.

“You’re very talented,” they said after watching for a little while. “How long have you been sewing?”

“A while,” I said.

I had been desperate for ways to occupy my time in the Tower, and on one particularly dreary day, I dug out Mother’s old sewing box to try my stitching skills on something other than spellbooks. Mother didn’t concern herself with such frivolous things as appearance, but I found that something in me yearned for color and beauty—to bring the vividness I saw out in the meadow into our dour Tower and colorless, well-worn clothing.

Mother endured my attempts to “prettify” (as she called it) our napkins and tablecloths, but it was hard going with her old sewing things. One night, after ruining a beautiful piece of silk with needles blunt as my own fingers, I begged and pleaded with her for a set of proper embroidery needles. Surely she could write to one of her contacts in the cities and have the pigeons bring us some? Mother listened, but shook her head.

“We have needles already, my dear.”

“But they’re old, and blunt. And they wouldn’t be expensive!”

Surely a packet of embroidery needles, so small and light, couldn’t cost more than the thick bronze needles for the manuscript binding.

“Please, Mother.”

She leaned back in her chair and rubbed at her tired eyes, a tic of irritation at the corner of her mouth. I felt a swell of shame. My new interest was frivolous, compared to Mother’s great work—whatever it was. So I held my tongue and bided my time until Baldbeak came knocking at the casement window again in the morning, when Mother was occupied with her work in the upper room and would not see him.

We had progressed greatly in our understanding of each other, Baldbeak and I, but communicating the concept of a needle to him proved difficult at first.

“Pointy stick?” I tried. “Metal?”

He sent me the image of a sword. With relish. I got the impression that he would rather like bringing me a sword.

“No! Smaller.” I spread my thumb and forefinger an inch apart.

Tiny sword? For why?

I brought my tortured silk handkerchief to the window and showed him the too-large puncture marks, then showed him the thick needle we used for bookbinding. He cocked his head and looked from it to me and back again.

“Like this,” I said, “but thin.”

The Hair obligingly extended a strand of itself, hovering in front of Baldbeak’s beady eye.

This tiny?

“Yes, as thin as possible. To make more things like this, but better.”

For why? he asked again.

“I don’t know. Because it’s pretty. Because I like it.”

Ah!

That he understood. He sent me a quick succession of flashing images—coins, jewelry, bits of silver paper, horseshoe nails, and more that I couldn’t identify. Ravens knew all about pretty. He took little shining things from us here and there, nothing important, and I knew that they presented an almost irresistible draw. I got a general sense of agreement from him now, just in time for me to hear Mother’s tread on the ladder and slam the window.

Baldbeak was gone for longer than usual that time, and so it was a surprise when he returned a week or two later with a packet of needles, some metal and some bone—much slimmer than the thick bronze one, or even my old bone needle.

“Where did you get these?” I asked him, but he simply cocked his head to the side.

Shiny, he said wistfully. I admired his restraint in giving them up.

“Thank you,” I said. He closed his eyes blissfully as I scratched the graying feathers on his beak, his favorite spot.

I quickly found that I still had more of a knack for the needles of bone than of metal, and I barely felt any resistance from the cloth as they swam through it, neat and playful as minnows. Delighted with my new speed and nimbleness, I took to remaking my own clothes, turning the cuffs of undershirts to add stitched bracelets of vines and flowers, or sewing a pastoral scene along the hem of an apron. My favorite blue dress had a tear in the elbow where I had caught it on the doorknob, and I sewed a little bumblebee over the hole. You could almost fancy its little wings were moving.

Whenever Baldbeak disappeared for a day or two, he brought me back thread, or little squares of fabric. The way we saw color and texture was different, but with some trial and error, I was usually able to indicate to him any particular thread I had in mind for a piece.

One day, Baldbeak sent me an image of one of my pieces of cloth. In his eyes, it was a mess of odd colors, glowing a little.

Take one, he said.

“You want one of these?” I flapped one at him.

The quick dip of his beak that meant yes.

“Why? What are you going to do with it?”

He stared at me blankly, but I got the sense that the blankness was a front, this time, rather than real confusion. What did it matter, though? He had done more than enough for me, certainly enough to warrant giving him a piece of my stitching.

“Is this one all right?”

A sharp jerk of his head meant yes.

I supposed he might be going to use it in his nest—or perhaps give it as a gift to his raven sweetheart, if he had one. I had never asked what he did with that first one—the one that had apparently called him to me.

After that, he often asked for pieces of embroidery. I had no idea what he did with them, and he didn’t tell me, but I never saw them again.

“Where did you learn to do this?” the young Follower asked me now.

“I just taught myself,” I said, flushing a little. “I don’t know the proper stitches, or their names.”

They raised their eyebrows. “That’s astonishing.”

“I’m probably doing it all wrong,” I said. “I just do whatever I feel like, really, and hope it turns out.”

“May I?” They reached out a hand, and I passed them the piece. They smoothed their hand over the design on the front, then turned it over to look at the bird’s nest of thread in the back.

“Here,” they said, pointing. “This stitch is called the Widow’s Heart. And this one is the Rose, and this the Hands Raised in Prayer.”

“Do you sew?”

They smiled. “I was training to be a Temple Priest for a while, in Quell, before I decided to join the Followers. We were taught the sacred stitches.”

“There are sacred stitches?” I stared at my work. “I had no idea. How can a stitch belong to someone? What is sacred about them?”

“Nothing, really,” they said. “The Temple likes to lay claim to things, and calling them holy or sacred is the easiest way. They want the most skilled and exquisite embroiderers, as they want the best bookmakers, the best scribes, the best mages … Claiming certain things as belonging to their god is what the Temple does.”

“You lived in Quell? So you know it very well, I suppose?”

“Well enough. Quell is a blessed city, believed to be especially favored by the One-Eyed God.”

“And by your gods?” I asked.

“Oh, our gods don’t go in much for blessing,” they said with a grin. “Or smiting, either. We leave them alone, for the most part, and they return the favor. But Quell is one of the holiest cities in Virelith, according to the Temple. It has four Temple buildings, one at each cardinal point. More than any other city. And all the great schools are there—magic, binding, spellbook calligraphy—”

“I thought Mirthwater was the holiest city? Isn’t the Pontiff there?”

“Even the Pontiff can’t compete with four temples. Although from what I hear, he’s laden with enough gold jewelry to resemble one of them.”

“And why did you decide to leave the Temple?” I asked. “Did you lose your faith?”

“I never had it to lose it. The Temple simply has the best schools, and you need to at least pretend to be one of the faithful to earn a place. I was brought up as a Follower, but tired of the life. I never expected to return to it but”—they shrugged—“here I am. The great bookmaking schools are in Quell, also. My sister attended one, for a time.”

“She’s not a Follower, like you?”

“It’s not really a family business,” they teased me.

“But if your parents were …”

“Oh yes, any children we have will travel with us, of course. But when they are of age, they are free to choose their own path. Tamara had an affinity …” They stopped themself and looked at me quickly, as if gauging my response to the word. “A talent for bookmaking that matched the very best of any scriptorium in the kingdom. Of course the Temple school wanted her. And she wanted to learn.”

I chose to ignore their slip. Mother had never mentioned the schools—of magic or of bookmaking. I wondered if she had ever attended one.

“So does your sister work at one of the scriptoriums now?”

“No.” A shadow crossed the Follower’s face. “She disappeared. Almost a year ago now. Took her things and left the school, and never even wrote to me. I have no idea where she is now.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said inadequately.

“It’s almost worse not knowing,” they said. “It’s difficult to explain, but I would almost feel better if I knew for certain that something terrible had happened to her.”

I desperately wanted to tell them that I knew exactly how they felt, but I held my tongue.

When we arrived in Quell, my new friends were concerned about me and loath to leave me in the city alone. I was reluctant to leave them by then, too. I had enjoyed their gentle, accepting companionship, and the city was an overwhelming maelstrom of sights and sounds by comparison. I had never seen so many people all in one place, or even imagined it—and Quell wasn’t even that big a city, as the cities of Virelith went.

“You will be well,” said the Priest, kissing me on both cheeks. It felt like a benediction, even though the Followers did not go in for that sort of thing. Baldbeak and I watched them go forlornly, then turned our gaze to the city laid out before us.

After the simplicity of my life before, it was almost too much to take in. The colors. The noise. The sheer number of people! I knew, of course, that the world outside the Tower was filled with them, but the reality of it—the press of bodies against mine in the street, the sickly perfumes, and the stench of unwashed skin—clogged all my senses at once.

Having Baldbeak on my shoulder garnered me some curious looks, but it also provided me a little breathing room in the crowds. He could look very intimidating when he chose, especially when he hunched his shoulders and lowered his head, glaring at them over the sparse feathers above his beak. I noticed that some people made an odd sign with their fingers when they saw him, as if warding off an evil eye.

“Do you know what that’s about, Baldbeak?” I asked him.

Some humans think we are bad luck, he said. He snapped his beak at a passerby, who cringed away.

“Well don’t make it worse!”

He gave his equivalent of a laugh, a single harsh cough deep in his throat.

Quell was not laid out in a sensible grid, but instead was a warren of alleys and broader carriageways with treacherous turns. The glims flickered overhead: blue-white lanterns, faint in the day and bright after dark. There were great, heavy buildings on every corner that the Priest had told me were crematoriums, built to burn the bones of the dead, ensuring that no bone mage could use them ever again. They belched great clouds of smoke above the city, so many that Quell seemed to exist in a permanent fog that stank of incense and ash.

“Remember, though,” the Priest had said to me, “that the oldest bones are still there beneath the earth, sleeping. Like the Corpse Roads. The Temple can wall them off, but it can’t destroy them.”

I had never seen such an abundance of things. I passed a toy shop and stopped to press my nose against the window like a little child and look at the treasures within: carved wooden animals, little pull-along wagons, and porcelain dolls in a dazzling variety of dresses. I had wished for a doll when I was a little girl in the Tower—someone else to talk to, even if they couldn’t talk back. I’d tried to make myself one by inking a face onto a wooden spoon, but I suppose my imagination hadn’t been powerful enough to make it seem really alive.

After playing with it in a desultory manner for a couple of days, I’d returned it to its original purpose of stirring the glue, and after that, sentient Hair and a telepathic raven had to suffice. Part of me longed for one of those porcelain dolls even now, for the sake of its beauty alone.

I had always yearned for company, when I was younger, and a sister most of all. A proper playmate. I hadn’t understood back then how babies came about (and honestly had a shaky grip on the matter even as an adult), and I had asked Mother once, while she was telling me a bedtime story, if she could produce a sister for me. She had been smoothing my Hair back from my head, making it feel like it was purring, but suddenly her hand paused its restful motion. I felt her nails scrape against my scalp.

“Why do you say that?”

I had hurt her feelings, I thought. I had made her think that she wasn’t enough for me. I scrambled to reply.

“Just … someone to play with. To talk to. Then I wouldn’t have to rescue all those baby birds,” I said, trying for a smile.

Mother had withdrawn her hand. I wanted to clutch it, to tell her not to stop, but she had already folded her hands in her lap and straightened her back, leaning away from me.

“Believe me, Netta,” she had said. “You do not want a sister. They are much more trouble than they’re worth.”

“A brother, then.”

“Not a brother, either.” She resumed stroking my hair. “Did I ever tell you that I had a little brother, once?”

She hadn’t. I was desperate to hear. She never talked about the past, nor any family we might have had, and I had been afraid to ask for fear of sending her into a scowling silence that could last for days. “Tell me.”

“My father had only daughters,” she said, “and daughters cannot inherit in noble families.”

“You were noble?”

“Hush. Listen. He took in a boy to serve as his heir—a sickly boy, fostered with our family by his spendthrift father, a minor lord, who hoped for his advancement. It is not uncommon, among the lesser nobility, to pay for a favor like this, in the hopes that the whole family might be elevated one day. The boy had shown some small magical ability, and so my father agreed. Unfortunately, that promise proved to be nothing more than minor affinities—nothing terribly useful, and certainly nothing that would enable him to become an incarnist mage. Father decided to train him as a sort of assistant, instead, letting him help with clerical duties, research, that sort of thing. The boy had a way with numbers, which was useful.”

“So … he was your little brother?”

She wrinkled her nose in distaste. “In name only. He was a child of six when he came to us. I was already more than sixteen. We had little to do with each other. Oh, I showed him charity, of course, but I was repaid with nothing but ingratitude and betrayal. He used my family for connections and advancement at court, then scorned us. He wants nothing more than our downfall, my dear. He has a vendetta against everyone of our line.”

Our line. I longed to ask more about these ancestors, this mysterious family, but this was the most Mother had ever told me, and I was loath to push too hard and silence her again.

“No, Netta,” she said then. “You certainly do not want a brother.”

I never brought up the possibility of a sibling again. And then, when I was at my loneliest, Baldbeak had come along.

So many smells, said the raven now, his eyes bright with interest as he eyed a butcher’s shop. I didn’t have much coin, but I begged some scraps from the man behind the counter, who was fascinated to see a raven up close, and even more fascinated to see how handily his beak tore and gulped down the thick gristle.

My favorite shops, of course, were those that sold fabrics and notions. As I wandered through the streets of Quell, still half dazed by the sights and sounds, I found one dressmaker’s shop that had a rail of cloth set outside the door, with textures and colors that felt like food for my skin and my eyes at once. Even the threads I had begged from Baldbeak over the last few months couldn’t compare. The interior was even more overwhelming. I held one bolt after another up to my face in the mirror propped against the wall, reveling in the colors, so rich and liquid it felt like I could dip my fingers into them like paint.

Back in the Tower, I had worn the same faded blue dress every day pretty much, only changing into a brown one on the days I did our laundry. Both dresses were soft as duckling down from being worn and washed so often, and I had endlessly mended and embroidered them to keep at least a semblance of beauty in my workaday wear. I had left the Tower in the blue one, and I realized now how odd I must look to the women of Quell. As I had walked down the streets, my needleworker’s eye had noted all the little details in their dresses that mine lacked—the tucks and pleats, the clever shaping and draping. To my inexperienced eye, they seemed very grand. Where the other ladies had skirts that flared from their waists, mine hung straight down, and my hem ended above my ankles, which suddenly seemed very knobbly.

“You’re very pretty,” the shopkeeper said, startling me so that I almost dropped the swathe of fabric. “That green was lovely on you.”

Pretty?

I hadn’t thought much about my appearance in the tower. Mother didn’t like mirrors, and the little one in her room was there for spellwork more than for primping. I got a glance at myself now and then, but it was so tiny that I only ever saw myself piecemeal: a curve of cheek and an ear, or a distorted gray eye. When I knelt by the stream, I saw a rippling mermaid version of myself, shattering and reforming in an endless dance. I was pleasing enough, I thought, but I had no one to compare myself to besides Mother.

“Would you like me to cut something for you?” the shop owner asked.

I dragged my gaze from the fabrics with reluctance. “I do not have time to make something, I’m afraid. Do you have any dresses already made up?”

“I do,” she said, “and I can alter them to fit, if you can linger awhile. They will not be as pretty as these, I’m afraid.”

“That does not matter,” I said. I promised myself that if—when—I found Mother, I would return and buy lengths of the most beautiful fabrics I could, to fashion us both dresses in every color.

The ready-made dresses were indeed much more drab and serviceable than the butterfly array of cloth, but I found two that I liked: one a sage green, and one a faded butter yellow.

“You have an eye for color,” said the dressmaker. She was endlessly flattering, as I suppose you had to be when you were selling such things. “Those will go very nicely with your hair.” As she wrapped them in brown paper, she eyed the designs I had stitched on my shabby cuffs. “That is beautiful work. Yours? Are you an embroiderer?”

“Thank you, but no,” I said a little shyly, tracing the pattern. “I just do it for myself.”

“Well, if you like embroidery, you must see our tapestry while you are here. It is the pride of Quell.”

“I haven’t heard of it. What is it?”

“It was sewn after the time of the Plague,” she said, “to commemorate the victory of the Temple mages. They house it in the East Temple for most of the year and only bring it out on Plaguenight. It’s well worth a visit.”

I needed to find someone who knew about books—even better, someone who had corresponded with Mother. And after that, I needed to find the Tin Quarter … that is, if I decided to trust Patrick’s introduction. But I could not resist the chance to see such a famous piece of embroidery.

“Could you tell me how to get there?” I asked her.

It turned out that finding the East Temple was easy enough, as I was already on the eastern side of the city and the Temple building was so large that I could simply look up above the crowded houses and shops, and follow its spire like a guiding star. As I made my way through the streets, I started to notice graffiti scrawled here and there on the walls—an eye (perhaps representing the One-Eyed God?) with a line through it, and crude caricatures of what I assumed to be Temple guards and Priests in their yellow robes. Clearly, despite it being such a pious city, Quell had some citizens who were discontent with the amount of power wielded by the Temple.

When I reached the East Temple building, I saw it was heavy and square, with little grace but an unmistakable gravitas. Rain-damp steps led all the way to the heavy double door—the height of two men and the width of half a dozen, ornately carved with a human ribcage and spine at the center. The spine ran the length of the door’s opening and divided the ribcage so that opening the door would crack it in half, which probably represented something holy and profound. This design divided the door into quarters, each quarter holding a different carved image—a lock of hair, knotted and tied; a tooth; an outspread hand; a skull.

An elderly couple twittered excitedly on their way up the steps, mentioning the Tapestry. They said it with such reverence that I could hear the capital letter.

“Excuse me,” I said, touching the old woman’s arm lightly. She turned with a smile already prepared and trembling on her lips, but it turned into more of a grimace when she saw the enormous black bird on my shoulder.

“Yes, my dear?” she managed, although her eyes remained fixed on Baldbeak.

“I’m sorry, I couldn’t help but overhear you mentioning the tapestry? Am I in the right place?”

Her eyes brightened. “The Tapestry! Oh yes, we have come all the way from Wex to see it.”

I nodded and tried to look like someone who had heard of Wex.

“Bertram.” She elbowed her husband. “Show her the offering.”

Bertram had the folded-in smile of someone missing all their teeth. He held out the basket that hung from one spindly arm so I could see its contents—pears, I thought, and some kind of stone fruit that I didn’t recognize.

“How lovely,” I said. “I’ve heard the fruit in … in Wex is wonderful.”

This was clearly the right thing to say. They beamed.

“Are you here alone, my dear?” said the old woman. “Besides your … pet?” She sounded uncertain.

“I am,” I said. “But I would very much like to see the tapestry, although I have no offering.”

“You could share ours,” said the old woman doubtfully. Bertram clutched his basket a little tighter, glaring at her. I rummaged in my pack and came out with a piece of embroidery I had started and not quite finished. It looked inadequate to me, but I thought it would be pretty enough to someone else.

“Would this do?” I said. “I don’t have any food …”

“Oh yes!” said the old woman merrily, relieved not to have to share the credit for the abundance of Wex with this stranger. She peered at Baldbeak again. “But I think your bird will have to wait outside.”

“Oh yes, of course.” I gave Baldbeak a meaningful look.

I want to come with, he said. She smells like cooking grease. I like it.

“Well, she doesn’t like you, and the Temple won’t either,” I hissed under my breath. “Please. Just find a perch. I won’t be long.”

He rattled his shoulder feathers, leaving them bristled upright like the fur of an angry cat.

“I’ll be fine,” I said.

I don’t know how the old couple’s faces had looked while I was arguing with the raven, but by the time I turned back to them, they had schooled their expressions into the appearance of polite interest. The old woman tucked my hand under her arm in a confiding way as we walked up the rest of the steps. It gave me a bit of a lump in my throat, this unthinking grandmotherly affection, and I felt a stab of longing and worry for Mother.

“My name is Marta. What’s yours, my dear?”

“Netta,” I said, before thinking that perhaps I shouldn’t go handing out my real name to all and sundry. But after all, there was little chance that Marta and Bertram had any connection to the man who had taken my mother.

The huge doors swung open silently.

“It’s the way they’re weighted,” said Bertram, seeing my surprise. He seemed eager to explain the mechanics of it, and I let him chatter on as we entered, although I wasn’t really listening. I was too absorbed in studying the Temple.

It was overwhelming, at first. I had an impression of lit braziers, the spit and sizzle of tall tallow candles, yellow and gold robes. A long nave pointed like the shaft of an arrow to the enormous gold altar at one end, spread with a cloth that could have served as a banquet hall carpet, it was so large. I was about to ask where the tapestry was, when I turned my head to one side and realized the question would have been ridiculous.

The sight of it stopped my breath.

One whole side of the East Temple practically was the tapestry. It ran the entire length of the Temple nave, strung from pillar to pillar and stretched taut; perhaps a foot from the floor all along its length, and reaching almost to the roof arches supported by those same pillars. I could not imagine the amount of people and time that went into creating something this large and this detailed.

“Come on, my dear,” said Marta, urging me onward.

Novice Priests stood about in their vivid yellow robes, holding wooden chests for the visitors’ offerings and looking like dyspeptic canaries. The one that Marta found clearly had no idea what to do with the basket of fruit—I think he had been expecting coins—and he had to hook it in an ungainly manner over one arm. Abashedly, I produced my little piece of embroidered cloth. He fumbled as he reached for it, and it floated down to the ground. A passing man picked it up, gave me a sharp glance, then smiled, placing it carefully in the novice’s money chest.

“Thank you,” I said, but he had already melted away into the crowd.

In one corner of the room, a group of Temple seamstresses in white robes with yellow, gabled hoods were embroidering—an altar cloth, probably. Visitors gathered to watch them.

“The Great Tapestry of Quell!” a Priest declared a little too loudly to a cluster of visitors. “It took a hundred weavers a hundred days to make the cloth, and a hundred seamstresses a hundred days to embroider it.”

That sounded a little too neat to be true, but the work was truly impressive. Moving closer, I saw that the tapestry was made up of three panels, so cleverly joined that you could not see the seams until you stood right before them. Here, the whole history of the Plague was laid out in images as bright and vivid as the mind-pictures Baldbeak sent to me: primitive and childlike in form, although exquisitely done, every picture so intricate and vibrant that I longed to lift it up and look at the mechanics of the tangled underside. I recognized many of the stitches that I used and thought that I had invented.

The first panel showed the world before the Plague—in rich greens and blues for the most part, aside from the clothing of the little stitched people. The peasants were in brown, the nobility in gold, and the mages in red, with symbols stitched on their robes to denote whether their sacrificial magic used their teeth, their nails, or their hair. Rainbow tangles of thread denoted the ripples of magic from all their hands.

The second panel showed bone magic run amok and the Plague spreading. The peasants and nobles now had their hands covering their faces, and their robes had become transparent, showing crude skeletons beneath. (Evidently anatomy had been a bit of a challenge for the seamstresses, but they had forged ahead bravely anyway.)

Those figures struck with the Plague were almost too disturbing to look at—skin melting like candle wax, lipless mouths grimacing. A triangular pile of bones and skulls dominated the center, with a bone mage atop it, their arms outspread as if casting a spell to encompass the whole world. Their face was a blank expanse of ivory thread.

There was something strange about the last panel. The tapestry had been created by dozens of different people all working together, so it made sense that the styles would differ slightly across the whole piece—but this final panel just felt so very different. I again recognized many of the stitches I used in my own work, but there was none of the life and movement of the rest of the tapestry here. The design felt somehow heavy; static.

I stepped closer to peer at the details. Here and there I could see sections that had the same energy as the rest of the tapestry, but there were places where their work had been unpicked and then over-worked in a heavier hand. It gave me a strange, oppressive feeling.

This final panel depicted the Eye of the One-Eyed God, hovering above the scene, and a group of Temple Priests below, in their traditional yellow and gold robes. The guide droned on about how the color represented the old belief that gold would draw out pestilence, a superstition which no one believed any longer but which lingered in the colors the Priests wore, the jewelry on their bodies, and the ornamentation in the Temple buildings. I wasn’t really listening. I was looking at the ghostly figures behind the Priests. Their silhouettes overlapped in some places, but differed in others. The embroidered Priests had their faces upturned and arms lifted towards the Eye, as if in supplication, but behind that I could see … I squinted. If only I could touch it. I needed the slide of the fabric beneath my fingers to read it fully. Given time alone with it, I was sure I could decipher whatever secrets …

“You!”

I jumped. The guide was pointing right at me, and the elderly couple were glaring in righteous disapproval. I realized that my nose was almost touching the cloth.

“Sorry,” I murmured, stepping back.

He started lecturing again, a little louder this time, as if to punish me for not listening. I returned my attention to the images. There were definitely other figures, behind those of the Priests, that had been erased or reworked. The tiny, almost invisible pattern of unpicked stitches showed me their hands had been outstretched before them, and they had been facing forward—not praying to the great Eye, but either warding off or attacking something in front of them. Something that was no longer pictured. But what?

I approached the little group of seamstresses diffidently and stood for a moment observing one in particular, whose needle moved like quicksilver through the rich cloth. After a moment, I said, “Excuse me, I’m sorry to interrupt. I had a question about the tapestry.”

She looked up and smiled. The yellow hood turned her skin a sickly shade, but despite that she was pretty and cheerful looking.

“I was wondering about that last panel,” I said. “The one that looks like it was unpicked and stitched over.”

“You have a good eye,” she said. “No one really knows the true story, but we are told that a former Pontiff was dissatisfied with the work and demanded it be redone.” She winked. “Who knows?”

The guide cleared his throat pointedly from behind me, and I rejoined the elderly couple, chastened.

By the time we came to the end of the tapestry—and his lecture—we had reached the altar to the One-Eyed God, positioned as if offering itself as a conclusion to the story. A burgundy rug carpeted the stone floor here, so thick that it rendered my footsteps silent as I approached, and the altar itself was also stone—a great rough slab, not carved or shaped at all, with an elaborate altar cloth draped over it. The same motifs repeated over and over on the altar cloth—the lock of hair, the tooth, the outspread hand, the skull, and that lidless, lashless eye that had been staring at me since I arrived in Quell.

Another novice busied himself behind the altar, no doubt preparing himself for a service—and behind him was the great maw of the largest cremation oven I could imagine, with gold velvet curtains pulled to either side and secured with tasseled ropes. The metal track leading in to the oven had a hand crank to one side, which I suppose a Priest would use to move the coffin along until it had passed through the curtain. The whole thing stank of expensive incense, and it was starting to make me feel dizzy.

“Bones don’t burn,” said a voice in my ear. “Isn’t that interesting?”

I jumped. Behind me was a tall man, so tall that my eyes were just level with his collarbone. I recognized him as the man who had picked up my embroidery from the Temple floor. He did not wear Priestly robes, but he had an air of assurance that made me think he worked there in some capacity.

“Oh,” I said faintly. I craned to look behind him. The guide and the elderly couple had moved away. The Novice behind the altar had disappeared. The seamstress had her head down, focused on her work, but I could somehow feel her attention.

“They burn the bodies,” the man went on, “but the skeleton survives. And all the teeth.”

I swallowed.

“They have to grind them down.” He leaned in. Gold winked from his smile. “Great big pestle and mortar, with two men to hold it.”

His breath smelled stale and dead, as if he himself were already half a corpse. With that and the stink of the flowery incense from behind me, I thought I might be sick.

“Excuse me,” I said, and pushed past him. I murmured a thank-you to the guide, ignored his outstretched palm, and stumbled back down the central aisle to the great doors that still stood a little ajar.

The cold and sooty air of the city felt like a blessing. I stood still for a moment on the steps, my face upturned to the light rain that had started to fall, breathing it in and letting it disperse the lingering perfume. Thankfully, my hair never seemed to absorb any scents.

Baldbeak swooped down from the roof of the Temple and landed heavily on my shoulder, adjusting his perch with affectionate disregard for my dress and the skin beneath. He nibbled at my earlobe, as he did when he was feeling particularly loving, or when he was worrying about something.

Not a good place, he said. No birds.

“What do you mean?”

No birds on the Temple roof. They have put spikes up there.

The word “spikes” was laced with unmistakable indignation.

“I’m sorry, my friend,” I said, putting up my hand so he could nudge it gently with his beak.

Baldbeak dug his claws into my shoulder and gave a warning rattle.

“You, girl,” said a voice. I looked up. And up. The remarkably tall man loomed over me, smiling with all his teeth. I tensed.

“Are you lost?” he said, extending a hand. Bruise-colored ink writhed from his wrist to the tip of his index finger. “Here, let me help you.”

I took a step back, feeling a prickle of caution. “No, thank you.”

I was so exposed here. There had been a few other stragglers leaving the Temple, but they had melted away when the man spoke to me. I couldn’t blame them.

His smile stayed in place. As did his hand.

“No, thank you,” I said louder, but he didn’t move. The prickle of caution had turned into a stabbing warning. Run, run, run, the animal part of my brain chanted. I started to move away, but he grabbed my wrist so tightly that I yelped, and started to drag me up the steps, back towards the Temple doors.

Baldbeak screeched, launching himself at the man’s head with his claws outstretched and wings rattling. Baldbeak was large even for a raven, and a furious bird the size of a chicken flapping in his face was enough to give even this enormous man pause. While he teetered, momentarily off-balance, the Hair snapped out like a whip and lashed his wrist, leaving a red weal. He cursed and let go. Seizing the opportunity, I ducked under his outstretched arm and ran down the steps.

“Come back here!” he yelled, but I stumbled on, slipping a little on the slick stone, wiping the rain from my eyes with my forearm, sprinting down the remainder of the steps and into the street, Baldbeak flapping behind.

Quell was not the kind of town where people went out of their way to help each other, it seemed, particularly if a large man with elaborate tattoos was involved. I ducked down a narrow alley—less an alley than a glorified gap, so narrow that the brick brushed my shoulders at either side. It reeked of urine and garbage. The cobbles were slick beneath my boots.

I risked a glance behind. The man was closing the distance, moving sideways between the brick walls like a malevolent spider and pulling himself through with his hands.

I burst out of the alley into a small courtyard, completely enclosed, with wet washing strung overhead. Spinning around, I looked for a door into one of the buildings, or a way to climb the soot-streaked wall, but there was nothing but a balcony overhead. A wooden ladder above was clearly meant to be lowered from the balcony to allow the owner access to the courtyard, but it was drawn up and roped in place, too far above my head to reach. There was no way out.

My attacker squeezed himself through the last of the gap and into the courtyard, his face red with exertion, but smugly smiling.

“Cornered, little rat,” he said.

I backed against the nearest wall, hands feeling hopelessly behind me for something, anything, to grab and use as a weapon. My Hair floated about my head as if I were underwater. Baldbeak hovered above, making as much noise as he could, but the glyph tattoos on the man’s hands were glowing bright blue, and they seemed to be keeping the raven from getting any closer. I scrabbled behind me, but found nothing but strands of dead ivy and loose mortar.

“I didn’t do anything,” I managed to say, my voice trembling. “Why do you want me?”

He just grinned, grabbing me by the wrists and pulling them sharply to my front, as if preparing to bind them. I writhed in his grasp. My Hair lashed out at him again, leaving a welt across his cheek, but his grin did not falter. Panic rose in my throat, and my head throbbed.

Suddenly—a shudder in the ground, bone-deep. An unpleasant, low, humming note. An earthquake? I didn’t know where the sound and sensation were coming from, but felt them rise from below my feet to fill me, rattling my teeth in my skull and making my limbs feel loose and pliant in their sockets.

No, not an earthquake—somehow, this sensation was coming from me. The man tried to strengthen his grip, but that shaking, rumbling, thrumming thing, whatever it was, built to a singular point, a searing crack that made my vision explode white. The man screamed: a thin, childlike sound. He clutched his right forearm with his left hand, but even so, I could see that it now dangled at an impossible angle. Something white and wet as a melting candle extruded from the skin. I blinked until my vision cleared, then felt my stomach churn as I saw it clearly.

The man followed my gaze. His whole body shook, and his face drained of color.

The bone. It was the bone of his arm, snapped in two. Exposed to the air.

My breath came raggedly. I hadn’t done that—had I?

The man swayed on his feet and vomited, the mess bubbling sluggishly out of his mouth and over his chin. He was about to pass out, I could see, from the shock and the pain. Before he fell, I heaved myself up to his shoulders and pushed off with my feet, using him as a springboard to grab the top of one of the brick walls. He groped for me half-heartedly with his good arm, but I was already up and over, landing heavily on the other side and running again, Baldbeak flying just ahead.

Silly. Slow. I heard Mother’s voice, clipped and impatient, and shook my head as I ran. I should have known better than to linger by the tapestry where I could be seen by anyone, when I had no idea who had taken Mother or might be looking for me. I needed to catch my breath and think.

Baldbeak squawked from up ahead. He had found a crematorium with an immense protruding chimney whose base jutted out into an alleyway, a perfect hiding place. I ducked behind it and huddled there against the sooty brick, wrapping my arms about myself and trying to slow my breathing. My Hair crept around my neck, attempting to comfort me. It might have worked, except Baldbeak started picking at it with his beak, and soon the two of them were squabbling silently on my shoulder. I ignored them.

Who was that? Why had he pursued me?

As the heat of exertion faded, I started to feel a creeping, deadly cold. The brick chimney provided some radiant heat, but I would not survive a winter’s night outside. The glims lit up one by one as the evening set in, each with its own shimmering halo of lit raindrops, and the smoke of the many crematoriums showed brown against the night sky, sweet and rancid at once, seeping into my clothes.

Now that the glims were lit, it stood to reason that the night watchmen would be walking the streets very soon. The best thing to do would be to find a watchman and tell him my predicament, surely? The Watch served the king, not the Temple, Mother had said. I dared not step out until I heard one calling, though, lest I ran into someone else from the Temple, so I stayed hunched and hidden, poking my head out just enough to watch the parade of feet, hooves, and carriage wheels pass on the street. The cold soaked into my bones. I wished I were back in the Tower. I wished Mother were with me.

When I heard a night watchman calling the time nearby, I crept out of my hiding place and up to the road, my limbs popping and crackling like ice-laden boughs after their long stillness in the cold. I headed towards the sound, my Hair still about my shoulders and throat, doing its best to keep me warm. No one paid attention to me. The night was full of grubby, underdressed children darting from doorway to doorway or huddling under awnings. For all its reputation for piety, the Temple didn’t seem terribly concerned about the people who lived in the cracks and crannies of its holiest city.

I followed the watchman’s bellow and soon I saw him—a stocky man puffing on what smelled like a cheap cigar. I took a deep breath, smoothed my Hair as best I could, and started towards him.

A hand grabbed me by the shoulder, and I stifled a yelp.

“What do you think you’re doing?” said a voice.

I spun round. Someone was standing there, I was sure—the grasp on me felt solid enough—but even when I blinked and tried to focus my eyes, I couldn’t make anything out. Which was ridiculous, because he was a foot away from me. At least, the voice sounded like a he.

“Let me go!” I wriggled in his grasp, but couldn’t get away. My Hair tightened about my throat again. You’re no help, I said to it silently. Of all the times to decide not to lash out.

“Wait,” said the voice, still holding me firm with its disembodied hand. “Look.”

Reluctantly, I obeyed. The night watchman had come to a halt, his breath steaming in the air, looking like fire as the glim-light hit it. He stamped his feet, trying to keep them warm. The stranger’s invisible grip stayed firm on my arm.

As I watched, a figure approached the watchman, and they began to talk. The watchman lit another cigar, the smoke ribboning to where I stood. The other person shifted their weight, bringing their face into the light, and I recognized the man from the Temple steps. His arm was in a makeshift sling now. I shrank back.

“You see?” said the voice.

I swallowed and nodded.

“You are not safe here,” said the voice. “There is no one in power who will give you sanctuary. Not the Watch, not the Temple. No one. Do you understand?”

I nodded again.

“Good.” The hand on my shoulder withdrew, and the Hair slackened its grip on my throat.

“Wait,” I whispered. I turned to squint again at the figure that had never quite come into focus—but he was gone. Would it have killed him to tell me where was safe to go, or how he knew about the man who pursued me, or even who the Plague he was?

I fumbled in my pocket for the little token that was the only clue I had as to how to navigate this strange city. The Tin Quarter. Mieka. I had to find both. But how?

I can find her, said Baldbeak.

“How?”

We have our ways, he said vaguely.

It occurred to me that following the directions of a raven was a faintly ridiculous way to navigate a new city, but I had no better ideas, and so I followed him. He certainly seemed confident, flapping ahead and sending me all kinds of impressions and brief messages as we walked. I received a strong sense of contempt when we came across pigeons pecking in the gutters. He showed brief interest in the gibbet that we passed—Food?—but thankfully it was empty (Disappointment). It swung like a birdcage from its cross post—if a birdcage were vaguely human-shaped—and was the stuff of nightmares, with rings of iron that would fasten around the body, linked with lengths of chain. It reminded me of the metal clasps Mother and I fastened around the spellbooks to compress the pages into a neat block before we attached the covers.

Mother’s warnings about the brutal punishment meted out to mages who challenged the Temple’s teachings itched at the back of my skull, and I put my head down and walked quickly past it, as if trying not to catch its eye. My Hair writhed uneasily against my scalp, but Baldbeak led me on, hopping from perch to perch and croaking at me now and then. I followed him deeper and deeper into the rabbit warren of streets.

“Are you sure you know where you’re going?” I asked him.

He sent a strong yes, with a flavor of indignation.

“Don’t be offended,” I said—under my breath, so that any passersby wouldn’t think me mad for talking to a raven. “I trust you, I do.”

I did, mostly. At least, I trusted him more than anyone else I knew, which I suppose wasn’t exactly a ringing endorsement.

Eventually, we reached a small building tucked between two larger ones, with an upper story and balcony protruding outwards a little over the doorway. Its size and the larger second floor gave it the sense of puffing out its chest, as if it were trying to make itself look as big and grand as its neighbors. A small metal door was set in a wall of scorched wood, as if a fire had blown harsh and hot against it before being extinguished.

“Is this it?”

A ruffle of feathers told me yes.

In the small courtyard of paving stones in front of it, a young woman sat warming her hands at a little fire in a metal pot, making a tiny point of stillness and light in the flow of the street. I stepped up, so cold now that my teeth were rattling in my head. The young woman looked at me, her face flat with disinterest, then back down at her little fire. Baldbeak perched on a nearby railing, cocking his head to one side. He seemed curious about what I was going to say.

So was I, frankly.

The woman was my own age, or maybe a little older—small and fine-boned as a sparrow. Her brown face was broad across the cheeks, spattered with freckles, narrowing to a sharp chin, and her wild black curls were chopped short and riotous about her shoulders. As she sat, she sharpened a knife on a strap with long, loving strokes.

“Is it all right if I sit here?” I asked at last.

“I’m not stopping you,” said the young woman.

I sat opposite her and put a nervous hand to my Hair, making sure it wasn’t moving about.

“Folks threw you out?” said the other woman at last. “Or did you run away?”

“What?”

The woman nodded to my boots. “Nice shoes. Look new. You haven’t been out here for long.”

The boots looked pretty bad to me, spattered as they were with mud, but they were sturdy and had no holes. Looking at the other young woman’s shoes, I could see places where they had been patched or reinforced.

“So? What’s your story?” she prompted.

“Are you Mieka?” I asked.

She poked at the fire. “Depends on who’s asking,” she said. Her voice was hoarse, but appealingly so—it made her sound like she was on the verge of laughter.

“I was given your name,” I began, looking around to make sure no one was listening.

“Oh yes?”

She clearly wasn’t going to help me.

“By a traveling magician … I, er …” I was floundering. Luckily, though, that word seemed to have sparked her interest.

“A magician, eh? Hmm.” The woman poked the coal a little with her finger, careful not to touch the flames. “Name?”

“Persinette.”

“The magician’s, not yours. But that’s a mouthful, while we’re on the subject.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. His name was Patrick. And everyone calls me Netta.”

She had become very still. The movement of her hand on the knife had ceased.

“And this magician … What did he tell you?”

“He gave me this.” I handed over the token, and she turned it between her fingers. “And told me to find you. He said you were a friend. I was hoping you might give me a place to stay. Just for the night,” I added hastily.

“Do I look like an innkeeper to you?”

“No, but …” You are a woman and therefore automatically safer than others I might encounter here. You have kind eyes. You are clean, which tells me you do not sleep out here, and potentially know somewhere where I might take a bath. All these thoughts ran through my head, but I did not know how to voice them. While my mind raced, my Hair wound loose from my neck and sent tendrils drifting towards Mieka like hands raised in supplication. I grabbed at them and yanked them down, but Mieka had seen it. Her brown eyes widened as she looked from the Hair to me.

“It’s …” I began, and then stopped.

“I know what it is,” said Mieka. She gave me a sharp-eyed glance. “You in trouble?”

I hesitated, wondering how much to tell her. “I think so,” I said at last.

“Watch trouble, or Temple trouble?”

“Both? I think.”

Mieka sighed. “You can come inside,” she said. “The fire is almost out, anyway. But”—she held up a hand in warning—“you’ll need to pay your way. Understood?”

“I don’t have much money.”

“There are other ways.” Well, that was ominous. “Just know that it’s not a free ride.”

I bit my lip. I could figure this out later. The important thing, for now, was to live long enough to see the morning. “Thank you.”

Mieka stood and stamped the fire into ash as I watched, then secreted the knife and strap somewhere about her person, and held out her hand in a beckoning gesture. “Come on.”

Baldbeak, apparently deciding that now was the time to introduce a giant black bird to the conversation, swooped down onto my shoulder.

Mieka raised an eyebrow. “Friend of yours?”

“Er … yes.”

Mieka pounded on the metal door once, twice, setting it rattling in its hinges. It opened a crack, a chain rattling across the opening, and a nose poked out.

“It’s me,” said Mieka.

The door closed again, and I heard the sound of the chain being removed. When it opened again, another girl, much younger, stood on the threshold, frowsy-headed from sleep.

“Who’s this?” asked the girl.

“Netta. She’s new.”

“And what’s that?” Her eyes rounded as she spotted Baldbeak.

“A raven,” said Mieka briefly.

“Are you sure? I’ve never seen a raven that big before.”

I was always the biggest of all my brothers and sisters, he said, pleased. I learned to fly first, too.

“I can’t leave Baldbeak out here,” I said. “He’ll freeze.”

Mieka sighed. “Is he house-trained?”

“Yes,” I lied, giving him a stern look. He rattled his feathers.

“He’s enormous,” said the younger girl, still wide-eyed.

“He can stay on the curtain rail, for now,” said Mieka. “But first sign of bird shit, and he’s out.”

I will try to hide it, Baldbeak said to me, fluffing himself up and trying to look innocent—difficult for a hulking black bird with enormous claws. I supposed that was the most I could expect.

Mieka stamped her feet to get the worst of the water off her boots and went inside. Baldbeak and I followed suit, and the door clanged behind us, sounding both ominous and decidedly final. I hoped that the magician had truly been helpful in sending me to Mieka, because I didn’t see any graceful way out of the situation now.

It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the candlelight, but when they did, I saw a low-ceilinged room with curtains draped across at intervals. Piecemeal rows of shelves and bunks were visible behind, and a low wooden table squatted in the center. There was a chaos of boots and slippers all over the floor by my feet—a dozen pairs at least. Baldbeak flew from my shoulder to the top of one of the flimsy curtain rails, making it creak ominously with his weight.

Mieka unlaced her boots. I knelt down and tried to do the same, but my fingers shook with cold, and I couldn’t manage the laces. She turned to me and started untying my boots with deft, rough tugs.

“Is she staying?” said the girl who had answered the door, standing on one leg and observing me with suspicion. She was several years younger than me—fifteen? Sixteen? It was hard to tell—and very small, but her face was as sharp and cynical as an old woman’s, giving her a ferretish look.

“Yes,” said Mieka briefly. She had finished with my shoes and rocked back on her heels.

Other faces had started to peek out from behind the curtains—curious or irritated, depending. Ferret Girl was definitely more irritated than curious. All girls and young women, not a boy among them. An unwelcome suspicion started to rise.

“The girls,” said Mieka briefly, waving a hand at them in vague introduction.

“What is this place?” I asked slowly.

“You’re not in any position to be picky.”

“No, but I am in a position to worry about being recruited to a brothel, if that’s what this is.”

Mieka snorted and gave me a look that made me want to shrivel down into my boots. “A brothel? Hardly. Although what would be so wrong with that? Do you think you’re better than that work?”

I flushed. “No.”

“Because you’re not. It’s honest work. More honest than what we do here.”

“I’m sorry. But … then what is it?”

“A workshop.”

“What kind of workshop?”

“An illegal one.” She raised an eyebrow, studying my face for my reaction.

“… Oh.”

“We take in goods and … improve them before selling. Is that going to be a problem?”

“No,” I said quickly. “I mean … I don’t think I understand.”

“Have you been living under a log your whole life?” She sighed. “We’re on the river here, and we’re a trade hub, right? So we get people coming in from all over. They need goods to buy, and places to drink and entertain themselves. Goods to buy—that’s where we come in. Little stuff—jewelry, fine clothes, trinkets. Places to drink and entertain themselves, well. There are two, maybe three big players who own all the gentleman’s clubs, gambling hells, casinos, and theaters in the city, and control the black market. Ladran is the biggest. They have the Watch in their pocket, for the most part, and the Temple turns a blind eye if they pay their tithe—and a bit extra. Then there’s us. We’re like … the dog under the table, waiting for crumbs to drop. It means we only get crumbs, but it also means we never get into too much bother. Not like the bigwigs.”

Another young woman entered the room: beautiful, enviably so, with the out-in-out curves of a fuchsia blossom. She wore a full-skirted coat, cinched in at the waist with a sash, and a pair of boots so exquisitely shaped that they could have been displayed as a piece of sculpture. Her eyes sought me out as soon as she entered, but she shrugged off her coat and removed her boots before she spoke.

“A new one?” she said to Mieka.

“Found her outside,” said Mieka. She turned to me. “This is my partner, Zlata.”

I started to speak, but Zlata cut me off.

“Who sent her?”

Mieka produced the token I had given her. Zlata took it from her hand and examined it, then snorted and threw it onto the table, where it landed with a dull clunk.

“I thought we were done with him,” she said, her lip curling.

“With whom?” I asked. “Patrick? Who is he? Is he someone I need to be wary of?”

“Yes,” said Zlata, at the same time as Mieka said, “No.”

Mieka sighed. “Be grateful that he helped you, that is all.”

“He doesn’t help people without a reason,” said Zlata.

“Well, who knows what his reason was? She’s a pretty enough girl. Perhaps that was it.”

“Like he cares about that.”

“Who is he?” I burst out.

“Trouble,” said Zlata briefly.

“Look,” said Mieka. “In our line of work, we have reasons for keeping our names and business private until we absolutely need to share them. Got it? All you need to know is that he brought you to us, which was undoubtedly a charitable act, for whatever reason”—this last part was directed with a glare at Zlata—“and I doubt you will ever see him again. Your paths crossed, and he chose to be helpful rather than … anything else.”

“As far as we know,” muttered Zlata darkly.

“And that’s all I’m going to tell you, so you had better be satisfied with that,” Mieka finished. “All right?”

I hesitated, then nodded. That seemed to be the end of it. Zlata fished in one of the pockets of her coat and brought out a paper bag of hot rolls, tipping them out onto the long table. The girls reached out to grab one each. They smelled like heaven, yeasty and steaming. I hesitated.

“Go on,” Mieka said, nodding to me, and I took one gingerly. It was almost hot enough to burn, but I did not care. The first taste of the fresh bread seemed to open a pit in my stomach, and I finished the whole roll in seconds. To drink, there was a pitcher of water that the girls poured into tin cups, so brackish on the tongue that I half expected tadpoles to be swimming in it. Zlata drank something from a flask at her hip. I couldn’t see what it was, but it smelled of blackcurrants.

When we had all eaten, Mieka steepled her fingers and peered at me over them.

“So,” she said. “Everyone works for their bread here. Can you do anything? Any special skills I should know about?”

“Um … I can sew.”

Mieka sighed. “I’m still holding out hope for a master jewel thief or lockpicker to show up on my doorstep, but no luck so far. Well, that will have to do.”

“If you want to keep her, it’s on your own head,” said Zlata. “I want nothing to do with it. I’m off to sleep awhile. Mieka, wake me up in an hour, would you? I have an appointment.”

Zlata yawned and pulled aside a length of hanging cloth to reveal a stepladder I hadn’t noticed before. I supposed that led to Mieka and Zlata’s chamber, separate from the rest of the women.

“Where does she go to so late?” I whispered as Mieka led me towards one of the curtains on the ground floor.

“The gambling hells are open all night, and no one who’s anyone shows up before midnight. She’ll nap for a time, then get in her fancy dress and go out to dance and play cards with the nobles until breakfast.”

“But why?” I said, bewildered.

“She has her own line of work that requires she do so.”

“What is it?”

“Something like mine, but … more sophisticated.” Mieka grinned. “It’s easy to get close enough to someone to pick their pocket when you look like she does. And she can rub shoulders with the gentry because she looks the part. I don’t.”

“Is she … ‘gentry’?” I tasted the unfamiliar word.

“No more than you or I. Although I’m not sure about you, Miss Fancy Boots. You’ve had sugarplums in your mouth from birth, I expect.”

“I have not.”

“Whatever you say. Come on.”

The “beds” were little more than shelves—two rows of them, each bunk a little wooden box with a curtain on rings that could be drawn across it. It reminded me of the pigeons’ nesting boxes in the Tower. To get to the upper row of beds, you had to clamber over the thin, straw-stuffed mattresses that hung over the edge on the bottom row.

“Here.” With a rattle of rings, Mieka drew back the curtain of one of the lower beds. “No one’s slept here for a while. It’s farthest from the fire, but you’ll find the cloth keeps the heat in all right. Keep the blanket over your head and you’ll be fine.” She looked at the bare mattress. “Ah. I’ll get you a blanket.”

“Thank you,” I said inadequately. I thought of the freezing rain outside and the doorway in which I might have had to huddle, and I shivered.

Mieka brought over a pillow barely half an inch thick and a quilt that smelled a bit like lamp oil. She thumped the pillow and slapped down the blanket as if she was angry with them both, but I was coming to realize that she had an oddly maternal streak and was merely making the bed as comfortable as possible. She fished out a pair of wool socks and a scraggly knitted fisherman’s hat from a basket of clothing that was apparently communal, and tugged the hat down over my ears while I pulled on the thick socks.

When the hat reached my ear lobes, the Hair started to writhe in protest. I grabbed at it, tamping it down and hoping that Mieka had not noticed.

No such luck.

Mieka reached out a hand and touched one of the strands with tentative fingers. It snaked out to curl around her finger, and she watched it, mesmerized.

“I knew I saw it. When you were by the fire.”

“It’s not …”

“I know what you are,” she said. “I saw it at once.” She climbed up onto the bed, sitting cross-legged opposite me.

“No! No, I …” I shook my head.

“Is that why you ran away? Were you married off? You can tell me. You wouldn’t be the only one here.”

“No, I wasn’t married off.”

“Sold, then?” She frowned. “I had you pegged as nobility. They’re more often married off than sold … not that there’s much difference, aside from one getting a fancier cage than the other.”

“No!” I drew up my knees and held them tightly. “Look, I didn’t run away. Not exactly. I’m … looking for someone.”

Her brows drew together. “If someone is after you, you need to tell me. You could be putting us all in danger.”

“I told you, the Temple …”

“The Temple isn’t a problem.”

I shook my head, not knowing what to say. “Someone attacked me,” I said. “At the Temple. But I don’t know why.”

“If you want to stay here,” said Mieka, “you have to tell me. Patrick’s token isn’t enough. I have all the girls to think of.”

My hair brushed comfortingly against the nape of my neck. It seemed to like Mieka well enough, and Baldbeak was hunched and snoozing on the rail above, seemingly comfortable here as well. I took a deep breath to calm myself and told Mieka my story as best I could.

“And you don’t remember what happened?” she asked when I was finished.

“I don’t remember anything between breakfast and waking up halfway out the window.”

“Strange,” said Mieka. She sat back on her haunches, thinking. “So you think they were after the spellbook.”

“They must have been. I knew it was special—that we had to keep it secret …”

“What was in it?”

I hesitated.

“You don’t know?”

“Mother didn’t like to talk about it,” I said.

“Well, did you never take a peek?” Mieka demanded. “I don’t believe that.”

I had taken a peek, more than once, but of course I had no idea what I was seeing.

“I can’t read,” I admitted. “I don’t know what the spells were for.”

Mieka blew out a long breath. “Well, that makes things a little more difficult. You can describe it, at least?”

“Oh yes. And I have these.” I rummaged in my pack and brought out the stack of letters, the ones with the Q scrawled on the outside. “I knew I had to come to Quell, and I think these are from people here …”

“May I?” Mieka extended her hand. I relinquished the letters and watched as she shuffled through them. “Some of these are from Quell, yes. All from the same person, it looks like.”

She opened one and read the signature. “The Book Man.”

“The Book Man?” I repeated. “No name?”

“Like I said, those of us in … less reputable lines of work keep our names close to the chest, usually. I’ve heard of him.”

“Wait … less reputable? What does he do?”

“He’s in the black market. Famous for it, in fact. Spellbooks.”

“There’s a black market for spellbooks?”

Mieka laughed at my expression. “Of course.”

“But I thought all spellbooks had to be examined and passed by the Temple. Except …” I paused.

“Except the illegal ones. Looks like your mother might be one of us, eh?”

I had never thought of Mother as dabbling in any sort of black market, but it made sense. She worked on her books safe from the Temple’s prying eyes. She corresponded with bookmakers, mages, and suppliers in secret, usually writing in code, she had told me.

“What does he say to her?”

“It’s just bills. Receipts. Lists. Looks like she was ordering supplies from him. He doesn’t even use her name.”

Still. This was the only lead I had.

“All right,” I said. “Where do I find this Book Man?”

“It’s not like you can just look up his address and walk right in,” said Mieka. “Dealing in illegal spellbooks is a dangerous business. But I think I know where we can find him, or at least find someone who knows where he is.”

“Where is it?” I started to get up.

“Settle down! We can’t go right now. I’ll take you tomorrow, all right? Look, for the time being, you can stay here. Your Hair may prove useful. We don’t have any mages here. Perhaps that is what Patrick was thinking when he …”

“You still don’t,” I said flatly. “I can’t use my magic, because I can’t read.”

“That’s not always necessary,” said Mieka.

“I don’t mean …” What was the word the young Follower had used? “Affinities. I mean real magic.”

Mieka gave me a quizzical look. “Well, if you feel that way about affinities, and you want to use your magic, we can teach you to read.”

“You don’t understand. I can’t read. It doesn’t matter what I try. I can’t even see the letters properly. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

She sighed. “Just my luck. Well, we’ll find something for you to do.”

“I can sew,” I ventured. “And embroider.”

“All right.” She sounded polite, but unimpressed.

“Look, I have some here.” I rummaged in my pack and pulled out one of my half-finished pieces—swans with necks entwined against a backdrop of bulrushes. Mieka took it from me and studied it, running her fingertips over its surface.

“Netta. This is wonderful. It’s a real skill. You have talent, and we can certainly use it.”

I flushed. “Thank you.”

“Now try to get some sleep. We’ll talk more in the morning.”




Chapter Five
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The Sacred Knot

‘A complex stitch that only the experienced seamstress should attempt, often used in the construction of altar cloths and sacred robes, providing both strength and ornamentation.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

When I woke, I reached for the curtain across my bed and pulled it back as quietly as I could, revealing the large room beyond. The fire had died long ago, and a spill of cold morning light from the one half-boarded window spattered the floor like milk. Even when I sat up, the Hair stayed coiled on the pillow like a sleeping cat, as if it, too, had been worn out by the excitement of the previous day. I ran my hand over its coppery length.

“Please behave today,” I said softly. It didn’t move, but I felt it listening.

Baldbeak had seen me wake and made a soft noise in his throat from where he had perched on the curtain rail. I wrapped the thin quilt around myself like a cloak, swung my feet to the floor, and padded over to the central table. Looking behind me, I saw that half of the little cubbies had their curtains drawn while half were open, bedclothes lolling over the ledges. The bellow of a town crier outside easily cut through the noise and commotion of a city in the early morning.

“King’s health to improve by Plaguenight, royal physicians assure! Trouble in Northern Electorate as Margraves protest rise in royal taxes! Arson attack on West Temple, heretics suspected!”

The door creaked open, startling me and Baldbeak both. He shot out, presumably to take care of his business, and Mieka emerged from outside, bringing in a gust of cold and the coppery smell of new snow. She shoved a paper bag at me. It was still warm. I opened it and found a small, dense loaf of Plaguebread—a sour, grayish bread cooked in ashes that had become commonplace in the famine after the Plague. I had made several of these loaves myself, back in the Tower.

“Eat this,” she said, “And come with me.”

“Where?”

“Nowhere, but we need to talk, and I don’t want to wake Zlata. She only stumbled in an hour ago, and she’s like a badger with a sore bum when you wake her.”

The rain from the night before had turned to light snow. It crusted the street edges, becoming slush and mud at the center where cart and carriage wheels passed. Smoke billowed from the crematorium chimneys, black against the flat gray sky.

Mieka settled down on the little stool where I had met her the night before, munching on her own little loaf, and I sat beside her on another. Baldbeak returned, landing on the edge of the iron pot where Mieka had her fire the night before, almost overturning it with his weight. I grabbed its edge to stop the coal from spilling, and my hand came away sooty.

“I’ve been thinking about your Book Man,” she said. “And I think you’re most likely to find him if we visit the Undermarket.”

“The Undermarket? What’s that?”

“A place where people like us can meet and sell our wares without the Temple or the Watch looking over our shoulder,” she said. “It’s the one place you might be able to find a dealer in black market books. I’ll take you this afternoon. Until then, just lie low in the workshop with the rest of us.”

I wondered if Mother had heard of the Undermarket—or even had dealings with it. I had no idea to whom she had been writing all those years, or who sent those packages of paper and materials. A mysterious underground black market sounded like the sort of place our pigeons might have visited.

Mieka was right—Zlata stalked about looking like a beautiful, scowling storm cloud for the first hour after she woke, and was then all smiles after bread and ale. The others—the ones who weren’t already out on business—woke in staggered order, yawning and stretching as they started their day, either dressing warmly and heading out into the city, or going to one of the stations behind the many curtains that hung in the workshop.

I got the hang of the workshop fairly quickly. Visitors from outside trickled through all day, carrying sacks or small chests with goods to sell. Mieka picked through whatever was on offer—fine linens, cloth, garments, silverware, jewelry—and selected and rejected according to her mysterious standards. Then the visitor would leave with a bulging purse, and Mieka would set out the new goods for her young women to transform. Large washtubs at the back of the room stood ready to be filled with boiling water and dye to disguise the fine clothing and linens. I found out they also used them for bathing, which meant that their skins were often faintly colored by the powerful fabric dyes.

Some of the young women excelled at filing designs or inscriptions off jewelry and snuffboxes, while others worked on transforming the cloths. Mieka sent others on deliveries, taking the transformed goods to other parts of the city.

“Now, let’s see what you can do,” said Mieka. I felt the Hair twitch under the knitted cap and clapped my hand to it to keep it still.

She handed me one of the handkerchiefs another woman had brought in. I squinted at the monogram. I could see that the shapes were letters, but could make no sense of them—as always, they wavered and broke before my eyes.

“Unpick these,” said Mieka. “And carefully, because we don’t want any sign that it belonged to someone else. Yes?”

No one else liked the work, it turned out, because it was both intricate and tedious, and because staring at the minuscule stitches by candlelight strained their eyes. Soon the other young women were passing all the unpicking work to me, and I had a healthy stack of silks beside my chair. The fine tooth of my needle bit at the tiny, perfect stitches.

My fingers were soon red and rough with needle pricks, but I was used to that. I could work so tidily that no trace of the old monograms remained, and no trace of the needle holes, even if you held the handkerchief up to the light to see if it would shine through them—which reminded me of the unpicked stitches in the tapestry again and of whatever story the original seamstresses had told that the Temple had decided needed to be changed.

Mieka told me to monogram some of the handkerchiefs when I had finished, telling me the initials she required, but once again, the letters refused to take shape. I knew how they should be, I knew it, but my needle went awry as soon as I tried to stitch them. I flung the handkerchiefs aside in frustration.

“Maybe I could just embroider them with designs instead?” I suggested.

Mieka was willing to let me try my luck on one of the less valuable handkerchiefs and gave me a basket of looped skeins of rainbow thread, along with a packet of silver needles, sharp and fine as a cat’s whiskers. I set to work, feeling myself relax as I let the needle swoop and soar where it would, leaving a chaos of color in its wake. Mieka watched me, an odd expression on her face, her small, dark eyes following the dance of my needle. She didn’t gush over the designs, as the other young women did, but simply watched.

“Your Hair,” she said in a low voice when the others had moved away.

“What?” My needle stilled.

“It floats, when you sew. Just a little.”

I clapped my hand to the back of my neck. A few loose strands tickled at the tips of my fingers.

“Here,” said Mieka. She sat behind me and started to braid the Hair where it protruded from the cap with rough but competent fingers. To my surprise, it submitted. “I do this for lots of the girls.”

“Thank you,” I said, and sat patiently. Baldbeak tried to pull at the braid, but Mieka pushed him away gently. He settled for picking at the woolen cap instead.

“You said you have no magic,” she said in my ear as her nimble fingers worked.

“None that I can use.”

“What do you call that, then?” She indicated the embroidery.

“It’s a hobby. I told you.”

“I’ve never seen anything like it. It almost looks alive. And your Hair certainly seemed to get involved somehow.”

I shrugged, a little awkwardly. “I don’t know why. I’ve never known.”

“You have an affinity.”

“I do not!” I said sharply, twisting in the chair.

“Hush! Not so loud.”

“I don’t have an”—I dropped my voice—“affinity.”

“It’s not a dirty word.”

Mother certainly believed it was, I thought to myself. “Affinities are … frivolous. Worse than frivolous. They’re dangerous. Uncontrolled magic, with no spellbooks or words …”

“All right, calm down,” said Mieka. She had an odd expression. “Say it’s a talent, if you prefer. Anyway, whatever you want to call it, those pieces will fetch a pretty penny. We’ll take them with us to the Undermarket today.” She gave a final tug to the braid. “There. Now if we just pin it up around your head, we can hide it under the cap.”

“I’ll look like a mushroom.”

“A pretty mushroom.” She grinned.

“You’re taking her to the Undermarket?” said a voice from the side, startling me. Zlata was leaning against the wall, hip cocked, watching us with her large, dark eyes.

“Yes,” said Mieka.

“Are you sure that’s wise?”

“Where else will she find the Book Man?”

Evidently Mieka had told Zlata my story. I supposed it was to be expected. I envied their closeness—their near-telepathy. Of course, I had Baldbeak, but that was different. It must be nice, I thought, to have a partner that you could trust so implicitly.

Later, Zlata cornered me, her beautiful eyes blazing. “I hope you haven’t brought trouble to our door.”

“I didn’t mean …”

“Mieka seems very invested in helping you,” she said. “She has sympathy for … strays. I don’t want her taking any risks for your sake. If she wants to take you to the Undermarket, that’s her business, but be sure not to drag her into anything dangerous.”

I blinked. “I won’t.”

“She doesn’t give her friendship easily, but when she does, she is the loyalest friend in Virelith. And she has taken a liking to you. So do not take advantage of that, or you will have me to answer to.”

“I understand,” I murmured. Zlata gave me one final, scathing glance and then swept away.

When the work for the day was done, Mieka and I walked briskly through the gray streets. Mieka had lent me a pair of fingerless gloves and a caped coat that had probably belonged to a large man once. Baldbeak hunkered down on my shoulder, chewing at an end of the Hair whenever an unfortunate strand came within his grasp and continuing his assault on the woolen cap when he couldn’t get hold of the Hair.

“So where is this Undermarket?” I asked.

“Have you heard of the Corpse Roads?”

“Yes.”

“It’s on one of the old roads that survived, under Quell. Here.”

The area of Quell we walked through now seemed industrial—warehouses and workshops rather than private dwellings or shops. We stopped beside a staircase that led down from the street into what looked like the basement of an old house. Mieka seemed nervous.

“I don’t go down there often,” she said.

“Is it dangerous?”

“No … and yes. It is safe from the Temple, at least. Surrounded by wards and well hidden.”

“Then there are mages involved in the black market, too?”

“What? Oh, you mean to cast the wards? No, those aren’t made by official mages, as far as I know. It makes the whole place rather … unpredictable. But there are some mages who dabble in the black market, I’m sure.”

Baldbeak seemed agitated, flapping towards me with claws extended and then wheeling away without landing.

“What’s wrong?”

Too dark. Too under.

“You can stay out here and wait for me. You don’t have to come.”

No. Have to.

“You don’t,” I said, exasperated. “I’ll find out more about the book and then I’ll come out. You’ll be fine out here.”

He clacked his beak and gave an agitated raark.

“What’s the matter?” asked Mieka.

“I’m not sure. He doesn’t want to go underground, and he doesn’t want to leave me, either.”

Have to come, said Baldbeak again.

“You don’t!” I held out my arm, and he landed heavily just below my elbow, nearly knocking me off-balance. “I’ll be fine.”

Not safe.

“Just leave him,” said Mieka. “We won’t be long.”

I rubbed my finger against the sparse feathers at the base of his beak, which he usually liked, but he snapped at my hand. I shook him off, irritated.

“I’ll be back soon,” I promised.

Mieka took me by the arm, and together we started to descend the steps that led to the Undermarket. Baldbeak perched on an iron bollard by the entrance and raark-ed at me desolately until we were out of earshot.

The staircase was only dimly lit by small glims spaced far apart on the stone walls, and I had to concentrate to keep my footing. Thankfully, the steps were dry, and although the dust in the air made me cough, I didn’t have to worry about slipping. All I could hear was the rasp of our boots against the rough stone and Mieka’s even breathing near my ear. A small greenish glow grew larger and larger as we walked and then became the shape of a doorway, lit by a single, rather dim and flickering, glim above its lintel.

“How do we get in?” I hissed.

Mieke turned her wrist over. In the dim light, I saw a dark blue glyph inked into her brown skin. When she held it to the door, it swung open.

“A tattoo? That seems awfully … permanent.”

“And painful. But it works.”

With every day away from the Tower, it seemed, I learned more and more about how much beauty was in the world. At first, the rail of hanging cloth I had seen at the dressmaker’s shop had seemed the most sublime and dazzling array of human-made colors and textures that I had ever seen. Then the vigorous, vivid stitchery of the great tapestry had shown me how a story could be told in color and line … And now there was the Undermarket.

In a way, it was a little like the Plague tapestry come to life—vibrantly, almost aggressively colorful and crowded, bright and luminous and dazzling. Unlike the tapestry, though, it was as full of movement as an anthill. I had to stand still for several minutes just to let my eyes and ears adjust to the swirling color and noise.

The glims here were of all shapes and shades, as if they had been taken from a hundred different places and cobbled together haphazardly to create a chaotic bouquet of color and light. It had the effect of making the whole place look rather like a stained-glass window, and of shedding rainbow light on the bones embedded in the walls.

“What is this place?” I whispered.

“All the Corpse Roads had bones set into their walls,” said Mieka. “The Temple collapsed those it could, but they ran all across Virelith. Some mages of our … profession, a long time ago, persuaded them to overlook this one.”

“Persuaded with …?”

“Magic,” said Mieka. “And coin. The two most powerful forces in the kingdom.”

Some of the stalls looked temporary and haphazard, but others were set into the bone walls. A skeletal hand with its fingers dangling on wires hung outside one of the stalls near us, the bones click-clacking against each other like macabre wind chimes.

“All right,” said Mieka, rubbing her gloved hands together. “We’ll split up and ask around about the Book Man. The deeper you go, the more … unique the wares. So start here and move back.”

I nodded. I felt a bit overwhelmed.

“Is this where you know Patrick from? The Undermarket?” I was still curious about the strange man I had met on the road, who had appeared like a sardonic fairy godmother just when I needed him and guided me to Mieka’s workshop.

“In a way,” she said vaguely. “Look, there’s someone I have to talk to. You start wandering around, and I’ll catch up when I can.”

My heart thudding, I made my way through the crowd, putting my hand up to the knitted cap every few steps to make sure my Hair remained contained. It would have been convenient to bump into a rare-book dealer right away, but unlikely. Instead, I wandered the market, gradually pressing deeper, pretending interest in one gewgaw or another. It wasn’t hard. In fact, it was harder not to become absorbed in the array of items for sale. I did notice, though, that there were no spellbooks.

“Excuse me.” I stopped a friendly looking woman with a profusion of ginger curls. “Where would I find spellbooks?”

She recoiled. “I beg your pardon?”

“I mean …”

“I heard you.” She dropped her voice. “There’s nothing of that sort here. It’s far too dangerous, even for the Undermarket.”

“But there’s a book dealer I’m looking for. He’s known as …”

She had already turned away.

I kept going, pausing every now and then at a stall. A woman with tightly bound hair under a loosely knotted scarf sold various oils and ointments in glass jars. I couldn’t read the labels, of course, but I picked up one with a viscous purple substance inside and held it up to my eye to see the light through it, feigning interest.

“Two drops of that on your pillow, and you will dream of your true love,” said the woman with a wide, sly smile.

“Oh,” I said vaguely. Then a thought struck me. “Wait, do you have other oils … for memories? For regaining memories?”

“Is it your own memories you want to see, or someone else’s?” said the woman. “Say, your sweetheart’s? Do you want to know if he was true?”

“No, my own,” I said. “Something to help me remember.”

The emptiness of my memory of that day in the Tower still frightened me—a snowstorm of white, eternally restless nothing. Nameless, formless, impossible to touch. If I spent too long in the contemplation of it, I felt, I would melt away into it like a raindrop into a river.

“And what do you have to offer me in exchange for this, my dear?” The woman suddenly seemed a lot less wheedling and a lot more businesslike, sitting straight on her stool and dropping the old fortune-teller act. I fished out the embroidered handkerchiefs I had brought with me and proffered them. She shook her head.

“They are pretty, and you have skill,” she said. “But I don’t deal in things such as these.”

“Then what do you want?” I said. “I don’t have anything else to give.”

“Give me your hand,” she said.

I extended it nervously. She took it in her own, which was bony and weighed down by a number of heavy rings, and studied it, then dipped her mouth to my palm. I felt the wet scrape of her tongue and jerked my hand away.

“What in Plague’s name are you doing?”

She licked her lips. “Interesting,” she said. “Many layers of magic here. Some affinity with animals, I taste … and, ah, yes, there’s the needlework. But beneath …”

I watched her, frozen with horrified fascination.

“Hmm.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Interesting. But I don’t think you’re quite ready to hear about that yet, my dear.”

She reached out a hand and touched a slender strand of Hair that had escaped from my hat—lightly, caressingly. It shivered under her hand.

“I would take a lock of your hair, my dear, in exchange for the memory potion.”

The Hair bristled in indignation.

“I would give you one, and gladly,” I said (the Hair pulled at my scalp, hard, as punishment), “but it will not suffer being cut.”

“By ordinary methods, perhaps,” said the old woman.

She pulled out a pair of silver scissors shaped like a standing heron. The shanks and handles served as its legs, and the blades were its upward-pointing beak. The carving was so skilled that it had captured the tension in the bird’s posture, its sense of poised attention, as if it had heard a sound and was just about to fly away. I could swear I saw it blink.

“Just a few strands,” she said, “and I will give you what you seek.”

“I need to see it first,” I said, a little shakily. My Hair had never been cut. It wriggled now against my shoulder, and I patted it down. “It’s all right,” I whispered. “It’s only a little bit.”

Mieka appeared and slapped the scissors out of the woman’s hand. “All right, Grizel,” she said. “You can leave this one alone, thanks very much.”

The woman bared her teeth. “I’ll thank you not to interfere in my business, Mieka.”

“This one’s mine,” she said briefly. “And she’s keeping all her hair, thanks very much.” She took my arm. “Come on. She’s a charlatan. Her oils are nothing but cloves and dye.”

“Ladran’s little lapdog,” Grizel called after us as we retreated. “Take your politics out of the Undermarket and leave us in peace.”

Mieka spun round. “My politics, as you call them, are the reason you’re able to keep hawking your colored water in the Undermarket. Without anyone standing up for unregulated magic, the Temple owns us. They’ll harness every mage to their will and become more powerful than the king at last. Is that what you want?”

“You bring attention to us,” hissed Grizel. “You and your friends. We are content enough, down here, beneath their notice, and you want to force us into the light.”

“I want everyone to live as equals, Grizel,” said Mieka. “Mages, those with affinities, and those with nothing at all. Is that so terrible?”

“Do what you please,” Grizel growled. “But leave the rest of us out of it.”

“What was all that about?” I whispered. “And what did she mean, Ladran’s lapdog?”

“Nothing to worry about,” said Mieka brightly. “Look, you go this way and I’ll go that. We’re sure to find something between us.”

I asked several more people, but all seemed reluctant to talk to me about spellbooks at all, let alone the Book Man. Strands of the Hair reached out to several stalls we passed, as if to touch the wares, and I had to keep stuffing them beneath the cap.

“Stop it!” I hissed. “You’re as bad as Baldbeak.”

Just as I was starting to lose hope, I came across a solid, red-faced man selling finely embroidered cloths, the exquisite little pieces looking out of place in his hard-knuckled hands. He seemed like a good prospect to trade information for more of the wares he sold.

“Excuse me,” I said for what felt like the hundredth time. “I’m looking for someone called the Book Man.”

He stared at me with open hostility.

“I can pay you for the information,” I said, gesturing at his table of wares. “I have some embroidered pieces. To exchange for it.”

I wondered how I looked to him—a tall, gangly woman just barely into adulthood, freckled and sunburned from my journey with the Followers, the ungainly bulk of my Hair stuffed unevenly into the ugly knit cap (now made uglier by the fretting and fraying down one side, thanks to Baldbeak’s ministrations). It certainly wouldn’t inspire confidence in my producing the kind of refined, elegant work that he clearly valued.

I was right.

“I’m not in need of any new suppliers, thank you,” he said, the “thank you” carrying a note of condescension.

“Just look,” I insisted, scrabbling in the pockets of the over-sized coat Mieka had given me.

A look of distaste spread across his fleshy features.

“Look, girl,” he said, “I’ve been politer than you deserve. I told you, I’m not looking for …”

I shoved one of the handkerchiefs under his nose, and his voice died away. He took it, seemingly without conscious thought, his eyes following the curve and flourish of the intricate design.

“This is very fine work.” His lips pressed together as he ran the fabric through his fingers, observing every stitch. “Very fine. Where did you say you worked?”

“In a … workroom. A communal workroom. There are many of us.”

“But this is your own work?”

“Uh … yes.”

He looked over my shoulder and made a gesture I didn’t understand. I turned my head to follow his gaze, but yelped when my arms were seized from behind.

“Walk ahead and don’t say nothing,” a voice said, breathing hot and hard against my ear and smelling strongly of onions, “or it will go the worse for you.”

I barely dared breathe. I could feel my Hair wanting to lash out, but I willed it to keep still for now, until I found out exactly what was going on. The stranger frog-marched me through the market, his formidable chest pressed against my back. No one in the Undermarket stopped to help, or even to look at us with curiosity—it wasn’t that kind of place.

We reached a covered wagon, and a brown hand darted out to yank the curtain at the back of the wagon aside, and the man at my back shoved me in. As I fell on my hands and knees, I felt a splinter from the floorboards immediately wedge itself under one of my nails. My Hair writhed under the cap. I covered my head with both arms to keep it subdued.

The man from the market stall climbed into the wagon, meaning I was now sandwiched between three of them: him, the dark-skinned guard, and the immense man who had pushed me in, whom I mentally named Onion Breath. The wagon was dark and stank of strong incense. Crates stacked high on the edges had candles melted to their tops and dried wax dribbling down their sides.

“I don’t have any money,” I managed to say through the tightness in my throat. “Take the silks if you want. Just let me go.”

“I just want to have a little chat,” said the fleshy stall owner, his thick lips spread in a humorless smile. He still held my handkerchief in his hand.

“I haven’t done anything wrong!”

“This is Temple work,” said Fleshy Man, stabbing his finger into the center of the design. “And you tried to pass this off in the Undermarket? I almost admire the effrontery.”

“What? No, it’s got nothing to do with the Temple, it’s all my—”

“Then why in Plague’s name are you embroidering Temple stitches? Temple motifs? You expect me to believe that you just came up with these on your own? The Lovers’ Knot, the Hands Raised in Prayer, the Broken Bone, the Pointing Finger … No one dares use these stitches outside of altar cloths and ceremonial robes.”

“I didn’t know …”

“If you’ve run away from a nunnery, have enough sense to conceal yourself better.”

“I didn’t know!” I shouted. “I just … did them!”

“You copied them?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. It was easier than trying to explain. “Yes. Yes, I … I saw the stitches. I taught myself. I didn’t know it was forbidden.”

Fleshy Man grabbed my chin between his thumb and forefinger and forced it up, looking into my eyes. “You’d better be telling the truth. If you’re a Temple spy, all I have to do is shout it out and you’ll be—”

“It is my own work!” I interrupted. “I’m not stupid enough to try to sell—”

“Just stupid enough to copy forbidden designs,” he finished for me. He leaned back, exaggeratedly tapping a finger against his lips as he pretended to think. “Well, if you’re not a Temple spy yourself … then the Temple would like to hear of this, I’m sure.”

I felt my eyes grow wide. I stayed very still, willing my Hair to follow suit. I didn’t need him believing I was a mage, on top of it all.

“Please,” I said, trying to show my sincerity in my face. “I didn’t even want to sell them, just trade. I don’t need money. I really do just need information. And I’m not a spy.”

Fleshy Man raised his eyebrows at Guard and Onion Breath, who chuckled obligingly.

“Information? All right, young lady. And what’s this information that you seek?”

“I need to find a spellbook.”

He looked me over. “No one sells them here. Take your silks and be off with you.”

“No! It’s a particular book. I have to find it. It’s important. I’m looking for someone called the Book Man. Here.” I scrabbled in my pockets. “I have more. Collars, handkerchiefs …”

He watched the silks spill out. They seemed to glow in the dim light.

“You made all of these?” He made a seemingly involuntary movement, reaching for them.

“Yes. You can have them all. I just have to talk to him.”

Fleshy Man chewed his lip as he stared at me. His gaze kept darting to the embroidered cloths, seemingly despite himself.

“What do you know about the Book Man?” he said at last.

“Nothing! I was just told that he was the one to help me.”

“He deals in rare books and apparently in extremely rare books also, if you get my meaning. The kind of rare that the Temple knows nothing about. People say he can find any book, anywhere in Virelith, and perhaps even beyond our borders. I’ll tell you where he is, but how—and whether—you get in is up to you. In exchange for these.”

“That’s fine. Tell me where to go, and I will do the rest myself.”

“Wait. You’ll need a letter of introduction.”

Fleshy Man gave the nod to the other two, who slipped out through the back curtain, then opened one of the boxes and got out a sheet of parchment, a quill, a little pot of wax, and a seal. Striking a match, he lit one of the stubs of candles, cursing and shaking his fingers as they touched the flame, and then swiftly wrote a note. Before he sealed it, he hesitated.

“Can you read?”

I considered lying, but knew the falsehood could easily be discovered. “No. But I know someone who can read it to me.”

“All right, then.” He signed with a flourish, folded it, then heated the wax, dropped a generous dollop of it onto the letter, and pressed in the seal. “I wrote the address on the front, but I’ll draw a map on the back. For all the good it will do you.”

“Thank you.”

Fleshy Man drew some lines and arrows.

“Now clear off,” he said. “And don’t come back here trying to sell that shit again, understand? If I see your face a second time, my men will make you wish the Temple had gotten hold of you.”

I emerged wobbly-legged and blinking into the glim-light, feeling like I’d had a narrow escape. The chaos of the Undermarket roiled around me as I pulled my cap down, silently thanking my Hair for behaving itself, and scuttled through the market to where I had agreed to meet Mieka.

Mieka leaned against the uneven brick, her flat cap tipped at a boyish angle.

“Well?” she asked. “How did it go?”

Once she had heard the story and exclaimed over it, she seemed relatively cheerful about my prospects.

“It could have been worse,” she said. “And he gave you the address.”

“Not just that,” I said, showing Mieka the letter. “I can’t read it, though.”

“It’s sealed.”

“I don’t care. I need to know what he said before I give it to the Book Man.”

Mieka broke the seal on the letter after examining it and read slowly but accurately:

‘For what it’s worth, this lass wanted a letter of introduction. Do with her as you wish, but I told her of you in exchange for fair goods. She can embroider with the Temple’s stitches, which may be of use to you. Make no promises.’

“The address is for a crematorium,” said Mieka, her mouth twisting. “That’s odd. It’s in a district where there’s a lot of them all clustered together. Seems an odd place for a bookshop—even a black market one.”

I suppressed a shudder. I didn’t know why I hated the crematoriums so, but the thought of going inside one made my skin crawl.

There were crematoriums everywhere you turned in Quell, it seemed, and in the most incongruous arrangements—a charnel house next door to a tavern, or wedged between two pleasure houses. Their chimneys belched smoke day and night.

Mieka told me some of the crematoriums had backdoor deals with the slaughterhouses and tanneries to burn animal parts as well, to maintain the image of constant burning—which indicated constant piety, which ensured constant business from the Temple, which had been known to boycott and shut down crematoriums that they thought treated the business of burning the dead with too little gravity. Sweet herbs and powdered incense were burned with the dead matter to perfume the smoke, but the sweet stink persisted beneath. It reminded me of the smell of cut flowers left too long in water, sliming at the stems.

Baldbeak fluttered back to my shoulder, his breath making a little plume of steam in the cold air. I reached up to scratch the gray fuzz on his beak.

“Can you take me there now?” I asked.

“My business is concluded,” said Mieka, a little mysteriously. “Let’s go.”

About halfway to the address on the paper, we came across a funeral procession marching from a Temple to one of the many crematoriums. I stopped to watch. It was a far cry from the torched parades the Follower Priest had described, the ones that used to march through the Corpse Roads. These participants had the grim air of seeing that something was completed, rather than any air of celebrating life. It was, of course, led by a Priest in the yellow-gold robes of the Temple. He walked with his hands folded before him, taking long, slow steps. A Fool dressed in black-and-white motley in a vaguely skeletal geometric pattern and wearing a skull-like jeweled mask danced at the front of the line, right under the Priest’s nose (and making it difficult for the Priest to maintain his expression of grave piety). Bells around his wrists jingled as he moved, and clappers tied to his ankles provided a rat-tat-tat counterpoint to the low, sobbing drums played by the Novice Priests at the back of the line, behind the family. Mieka spat on the road with a contemptuous sneer.

“You don’t believe?” I turned to her. She snorted.

“That the Temple is the true faith? No.” Her lip curled. “They’re all pomp and ceremony where everyone can see, and corruption behind doors. Corruption and nastiness.”

I wondered why she hated the Temple so, but didn’t want to pursue a subject that was so obviously unpleasant.

I turned my attention back to the procession. A Death Fool was a hangover from the days of the Plague—an old superstition that had appeared often in Mother’s bedtime stories. Peasants at the time of the Plague believed that the Fools brought good luck by distracting the sickness’s attention from the rest of the family, and the Fools believed that they themselves were protected from the sickness by the bells and cymbals they wore. At one point, when the Plague was at its height, every family had had someone dress in an approximation of the costume and dance for the corpse. Now, however, nearly two hundred years on, only the wealthy could afford to hire one, as the trappings of funerals had become more elaborate and ceremonial.

“All superstitious nonsense. Revenue gathering,” said Mieka under her breath. “Can you find your way from here? I need to get back.”

“Of course,” I said, hoping that was true, and waved her off.

The procession was almost upon me now. The corpse must have been that of a nobleman, or woman, because the wrappings on the body were ornate and richly embroidered, with the same kind of dizzying, disorienting designs that I had seen on the altar cloth. I wished I could get close enough to see it in detail! There was something so familiar about it—the way it hooked the eye like a fish on a line and drew it through every swirl and curlicue of the pattern.

Four Priests carried the litter; only Priests of the Temple were allowed to touch a dead body. Even the family was forbidden to come too near. Not that these mourners looked like they were likely to want to minister to their dead relative themselves—they were far too richly dressed, and the scented handkerchiefs they held to their noses as they picked their way through the puddles showed no evidence of tears. They were talking amongst themselves as they walked, paying little to no attention to the unfortunate corpse.

The Fool finished his capering, stepped out of line as the procession halted at the crematorium door, and ducked around a corner. If he were regularly employed at funerals, he probably knew the crematoriums around here well and could help me find the one I needed. I approached him cautiously. He was leaning against the brick with his eyes closed, occasionally lifting a cigarette to his skeletal mouth, and blowing out a thick cloud of smoke, incongruous against the elaborately jeweled mask. He saw me coming and grinned at me lecherously, his mouth painted startlingly wide and red.

“Well, hello there,” he said. “Care for a kiss from the Death Fool? It’s good luck.”

“No, thank you,” I said, forcing myself to smile rather than wrinkle my nose in disgust. “Do you know where I can find this place?”

I showed him the map.

“Right over there.” He indicated a direction. “But it has been closed for years. Why do you need to go there?”

I changed the subject hastily. “Who was that, on the litter?”

“The corpse? No idea.”

“But you …”

He shrugged. “I’m paid to prance and jingle.” He wriggled his wrist, demonstrating the cheerful noise. “It’s a living. Nice bird, by the way.”

Baldbeak raark-ed at him and snapped his beak, unimpressed.

“So why are you so interested?” asked the Fool. “Watch a lot of funerals, do you?”

“No, this is the first I’ve seen here,” I said. “I was wondering why it was all so grand.”

“The grander it is, the safer they believe it will be,” said the Fool. He leaned in so close that I could smell the tobacco and ale on his breath. “You’ve heard the rumors?”

“What rumors?”

“Some say the Plague is coming back.” He widened his eyes and stepped back, as if to take in my reaction.

“What?”

“I don’t believe it,” said the Fool. “Some other sickness, maybe, but not the Plague. We have the Temple, after all, and what’s the point of having them if they can’t keep the Plague away? Anyway, the rumors are good for business.” He cut a little caper and spat the remains of his cigarette onto the icy ground.

I remembered asking Mother about the Plague, long ago—what it was really like.

“Not many records survive,” she had said. “We have some artists’ depictions, of course, but many were made long after the sickness died out. There are some commonalities—the sufferers are often portrayed as skeletally thin, for example, and drained of color. Some say they came out in boils or blisters, others that their skin blackened or shriveled off to leave their flesh exposed.

“The superstitious say the sufferers died, then rose again to walk. No one is sure. As far as we can tell, no one recovered from it.” She had paused. “There was a saying, at the time: ‘The Plague knows no master, no mage, no king. There is a new king, and his name is Plague.’ A little dramatic. The royal family did survive, after all, although some of their members died. And the world rebuilt itself, after a fashion. The Temple believes that the One-Eyed God intends magic to be used only under their purview, to make sure it is used only for good.”

“And the Temple uses it only for good?” I had asked.

“Well, that is what they say,” Mother had answered. “And the Temple certainly has succeeded in placing restrictions on the amount of power that can be wielded by any one individual. The spell-writing process, the books, the practitioners themselves. It is all very tightly controlled, now.”

Some of what Mother had told me about the Plague felt right, but some of it felt … wrong. Subtly wrong, like a reflection warped by the curve of a glass.

“I won’t have much longer here,” said the Fool now, startling me from my reverie. “Just waiting for the family to come out so I can dance them back to the Temple for the final ceremonies. Now, how about that kiss?”

“Thanks,” I said quickly, pretending I hadn’t heard that last part, and started to walk away.

“It’s good luck!” the Fool called after me.

I was fascinated by the spectacle and wanted to see it from closer up. The mourners milled about by the entrance while, inside, the great tracks that took the corpse into the oven rumbled, and the first belches of thick smoke escaped the chimney.

“… just rumors,” I heard a woman say from behind her handkerchief.

“If the Temple is bothering to …”

“What could the Temple possibly gain from covering up such rumors? If anything, it furthers their cause. It will drive the people further into their arms.”

“But it will cause widespread panic,” said the woman I had heard first.

“You don’t think the Temple knows how to profit from panic?”

“I think they are waiting to make their announcement,” came another voice, sharp and clipped, with the cadence of a man used to giving orders. “The king grows weaker every day. If he dies, the Temple will make its move.”

“They already are,” another voice responded, quieter. “Priests are preaching that his illness is punishment, or a curse. People are listening. They’re losing faith in the crown.”

“He’s coming to Quell for Plaguenight this year, isn’t he? He’d better double his guard.”

“The high lords aren’t blind, either. They’ll see an opportunity and strike while the throne is weak.”

“Or the mages.”

“Half the mages are in bondage to the wealthy, and half are serving at the Temple. The handful of independents will never be enough.”

“Who better to take over than the Temple if the Plague threatens us again? Clearly the monarchy has been too weak.”

“And you would rather have us controlled by a gaggle of Priests?”

“If it keeps the kingdom from falling apart, does it matter?”

My head swam as I tried to piece together their words. It sounded like the kingdom was coming apart at the seams.

One of the Novice Priests in the procession noticed Baldbeak and me and came bustling officiously over.

“What do you think you are doing?” he hissed, looking back over his shoulder to make sure the mourners weren’t listening. His breath stank of sour wine.

“We’re just watching …”

“With a raven on your shoulder! That’s terrible luck!”

Baldbeak snapped his beak at the man’s pointing finger, and he jumped back.

“That’s just a superstition,” I said.

“Of course it’s just superstition, you stupid girl!” snapped the Priest. “And superstition is bad for business. What if the grieving widow catches sight of the death bird? All the money she spent to ensure her husband enters the afterlife safely will be as naught. And we haven’t paid the Fool yet.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll go.” I spread my palms in surrender.

“It’s too late now!” the Priest hissed.

He grabbed for Baldbeak, muttering a string of words I couldn’t decipher. Anyone else trying this would have lost a finger, but he must have been a mage—Baldbeak was frozen, with only his beady eyes able to dart about, and I saw the Priest wince and bite his cheek. A tooth mage, evidently. The Priest tucked him under his arm like a bundle of rushes.

“No! He’s mine!” I grabbed at the Priest’s sleeve, but he wrenched it away. Gasps rippled through the mourners as my raised voice caught their attention. The Priest, holding Baldbeak, turned to them, pitching his voice so they all could hear. “Do not fear, blessed ones. The Temple will cast out this corruption before it taints your rites.”

That oily tone made something hot and furious rise in me. I lunged at him again, clawing at his robes, shouting over the clamor: “He’s not a curse! He’s not an omen—you’ve no right!”

My voice cracked, but others had heard me. Passersby started to gather. Some were shouting their support for me, while others were calling Baldbeak a demon, and worse. The mourners looked like someone had waved a plate of old fish under their collective upturned noses. The Priest frantically tried to silence the gathering crowd, reassure his paying customers, and keep Baldbeak restrained all at once, with very little success.

“Thief!” a man near the back of the throng yelled.

“Let the girl have her bird!”

As I had seen, there was already tension between the Temple and the commonfolk on the streets of Quell, and apparently it only needed something like this to set the powder keg alight. The wealthy mourners shrank back against the closed crematorium door, but the rest of the crowd surged forward, shouting and jostling.

Elbows dug, someone threw a punch, and the first shriek went up as people stumbled over one another. Someone fell against me, pushing me onto the Priest, who was wide-eyed and starting to panic himself. He tried to push me off, snarling into my face, “Be grateful we do not haul you before the Temple court. This bird will be destroyed.”

I could feel Baldbeak’s fear through the bond between us, bright and sharp like lightning in my veins. And then I snapped, too. I clamped my hand around the Priest’s arm—the one that was holding Baldbeak.

I thought only of breaking his hold, but the bones beneath his skin bent to my will.

There was a sound like green wood splitting as all five of his fingers spasmed and snapped. He screamed—a high, thin, ragged sound—and dropped Baldbeak. The pain and shock must have made him drop the spell as well, because Baldbeak flapped his wings, unfrozen again, and landed on my shoulder with his feathers ruffled and eyes bright with rage.

Through all this, the skirmish went on around us, so loud that the Priest’s cry had barely been noticed. Then the pounding of boots: the Watch, cudgels in hand, surging down one street, and the Temple guards down another. I stood frozen for half a breath, with Baldbeak still on my shoulder, my heart hammering, then I turned and ran to the crematorium where I had been told I would find the Book Man.




Chapter Six
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The Cross-stitch

‘A simple stitch that is kind to small and inexperienced hands—taught to young children for their first samplers, it can easily be adapted to form letters and numbers of any type.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

Inside, the crematorium was little more than a warehouse, long ago stripped down to bare boards and spiderwebs. Only the oven remained, immense and sinister and still smelling of ancient incense. There was nowhere to hide but in its dark maw. I swallowed down my apprehension and clambered in, Baldbeak muttering birdish encouragement in my ear.

It was crushingly dark and close, stinking of soot. I felt fear rise like bile in my throat.

Dark, dark, Baldbeak said over and over, his thoughts fluttering through and around my own and sending them reeling. I couldn’t think straight with his raven-voice rattling around my skull, and so I did my best to push his panic away.

My teeth chattered uncomfortably loudly in my head. I had never been claustrophobic, but this particular dense darkness made me remember all the lifeless bodies that had taken this final journey before me. I could feel the presence of bones all around me, ground to dust—small and furious as a cloud of stinging wasps, filled with anger at their powerlessness. With every breath I felt like I was drawing them into me. I forced myself to keep moving forward. The chaotic, swirling specks reminded me of the snowstorm I saw when I tried to remember what had happened that day in the Tower. Mother, a tiny, childlike part of me called out silently. Where are you? I need you.

At last I burst from the long tunnel of the oven into a wider space, but I barely had time to feel any sense of relief before someone touched me gently on the shoulder, and I screamed. Baldbeak beat his wings. The dust swirled about me, chokingly thick.

“It’s all right, it’s all right,” a voice was saying. A dry, kind voice. “I do have a proper front door, you know. Although I suppose you might not have spotted it. The back way does prove useful sometimes.”

The combination of the crawl through the cloud of bone dust and the shock of emerging had left me shivering. I could not tell where my skin ended and the rest of the world began. Just when I thought I would dissolve into the swirling white of my lost memories, however, I felt something warm and comforting close about me.

It was the Hair.

It wrapped itself around my body like a cocoon. It held me together—re-formed me into a person from the chaos I had been.

“Here … Sit,” said that kindly voice.

Through the dots that danced before my eyes, I saw a threadbare armchair and sank into it.

“Good, good. Now, are you all right?”

My breath was slowing. Someone pressed a dusty cup of water into my hand, and I drank. My senses began to clear. I became aware of Baldbeak’s claws clamped on my shoulder, and his beak nudging itself against my ear. He was grooming me as best he could, as if I were a frightened chick.

Are you all right? he said.

“I’m all right,” I whispered, and reached up to touch him.

Looking around now, I saw we were in a bookshop—an immense one, lined with shelves and haphazard stacks of volumes. The chair in which I sat was on a sort of balcony running around the lip of a beehive-shaped room, and below, in the wider part, was another shelf-lined room with a few doors set in its sides. The light was alive and sparkling with dust motes. Baldbeak’s feathers shone greenish purple in it, and he stretched out one wing to admire himself. I couldn’t believe all this was hidden below the abandoned building on the surface.

“Ingenious, isn’t it?” said the voice. “You would never know from the outside. The Temple is loath to linger too long at the crematoriums. They built them to take away the power of the dead—but they fear the dead still. Useful for my purposes, of course.”

A man pulled up a chair across from mine. He was the sort of middle-aged that could be anywhere from forty to sixty, with colorless hair falling over a colorless face. Even his clothes were faded. The only points of distinction were two very shrewd, very blue eyes with what seemed like unusually dark, wide pupils, amplified by red-rimmed spectacles. This gave his stare the quality of pinning you in place, as if you were a butterfly tacked to a board. His mouth was deeply bracketed with lines that suggested a ready smile.

“Are you all right?” he said. “Not hurt, I mean. Your hair …”

It was still wrapped about me. No hope that I would be able to conceal its properties from him, then.

“I’m fine,” I said. “I’m sorry, I …”

“What’s your name?”

“Persinette. Netta.”

“A pleasure,” he said, after a beat. I noticed that his gaze kept straying to my Hair. He didn’t even seem overly interested in the gigantic raven sitting on my shoulder. “Quite a kerfuffle out there,” he said mildly.

“Yes. I … I’m not sure what it was about,” I lied.

“These are troubled times in Virelith, my dear,” he said. “Pardon me, but I do not think you are originally from Quell? Are you a visitor here?”

“Yes, I … I arrived yesterday.”

“I am sorry that you have come at a time of such great upheaval, my dear. They really aren’t the best circumstances for sightseeing.”

“I was … actually coming to find you,” I said. “I am looking for a book.”

The words came out without my planning them. I had intended first to tell him about Mother, ask about the letters they had exchanged, but perhaps my instinct to keep that to myself for now was correct. I described the book as best I could while he listened.

“Ah! I had a feeling you were seeking a particular volume,” said the Book Man. “You develop a sense for these things, if you’ve been doing this as long as I have. There’s a certain look to someone searching for a book—a kind of madness in the eyes. A twitch to the nose.” His mouth quirked in a smile.

“I have this …”

I fished in my pocket and handed him the letter of introduction from the man at the market. He pushed his spectacles higher up his nose.

“The seal is broken,” he observed.

“I asked someone to read it to me.”

“Ah.”

He did not ask me yet why I sought a book so urgently if I were unable to read its contents, for which I was grateful. He read the letter with not a flicker in his expression, then put it to the side.

I leaned forward, my voice low and urgent. “I was told that you can find any book, anywhere.”

“I’m honored.” He bowed slightly in his chair. “That is my reputation.”

“There is one I absolutely have to find. I have little to give you for it,” I added. “But I can work. I can do whatever you want …”

“Whatever I want?”

I hesitated, thinking of what this might imply. He didn’t seem the type, but …

“Well,” I amended, “within reason.”

He seemed to read my mind. “I am not proposing anything … improper,” he said. “I find myself in a charitable mood and in need of help in the shop—and your rather precipitous arrival on the scene seems like a stroke of good luck. You know the Temple stitches, it says here? You must be a skilled needlewoman.”

“Apparently. That is, I didn’t know they were the Temple stitches. But yes.”

He smiled. “Then work here for a time. For me. I will look for your book, to the best of my ability and … er, I think ‘within reason’ were the exact words you used. You will have food, and a bath, and a place to sleep, if you do not mind bedding down among the books.”

I hesitated, then nodded. “And what about Baldbeak?”

“Bald …? Oh, your raven!” He pushed up his glasses and gazed at Baldbeak, who was busy cleaning between his toes.

“How odd,” he said. “He shouldn’t have been able to get in here at all. The wards are most specific about keeping out all animal life.”

“Yes, they never seem to work on him,” I said. “I don’t know why.”

“They don’t work on the spiders, either,” he sighed.

“Yes, Mo—” I cut myself off before I could tell him that Mother always said the same thing.

Baldbeak hopped from my shoulder, sidled along the chair’s arm and looked at the Book Man sidelong, then made a chirruping sound. He could be very charming when he wanted to be.

“Oh, I think he wants my biscuit,” said the Book Man, who had been just about to take a bite out of one in his hand. “Here you are, my friend.” He broke off a corner and gave it to Baldbeak, who handled it expertly, holding it in one claw while he nibbled its edges. The Book Man chuckled.

“Well, he does seem a very clean bird,” he said. “And very attached to you, clearly. I suppose he can stay.”

He tapped Baldbeak’s imposing beak with one finger. “Excellent. Excellent. Well, let me show you the stove and bathroom, and you can boil water for your bath.”

The way he kept emphasizing the bath made me realize that I was very grubby, and probably not smelling all that sweet, so I followed him obediently down a narrow staircase and through the rows of shelves and precarious stacks on the lower level. In the close, crowded air of the bookstore, the volumes almost seemed to rustle on their perches, like a flock of watchful birds. Was it my imagination, or did some of them quiver as I passed by?

The sound of a little bell jingled in the dusty air. To my surprise, the Book Man spun around sharply. “Get behind the stacks,” he said.

“But I …”

“Quickly, now.”

I slipped into a hiding place behind one of the tall shelves, but couldn’t resist pushing two of the books slightly apart so I could see between them. The Book Man opened one of the doors against the wall, revealing a glim-lit tunnel behind it and what I assumed was a customer—a woman.

She stood as tall as many men and wore a velvet dress of silvery blue that caught what little light there was in the dim shop. As she moved, the full skirt rippled about her legs like fine muscles under the skin of some sleek winter animal, like a marten or fox, and the hem lifted just a little to show silver slippers beneath. A silver girdle encircled her slim waist, a belled reticule dangling from it, its tinkling setting the stale air of the shop astir. And her face! Painfully pretty, with long-lashed blue eyes and a mouth shaped in a perfect bow, framed by yellow curls that showed a hint of copper. Altogether, the lady reminded me of one of the porcelain dolls I had seen in Quell’s shop windows, and I felt the same childish urge to clasp her in my arms.

“Book Man,” she said in a sweet, low-pitched voice, a thread of condescension running through it.

“Milady,” he said, bowing low. “Please, come in. I trust you didn’t run into any difficulties outside?”

She waved a hand. “The Temple guards have already dispelled the rabble.”

The Book Man fussed about this visitor, leading her deeper into the shop, sweeping the dust from a wooden stool with his handkerchief, and making a show of offering her wine from a covered pitcher. I watched as she accepted the cup he handed her and raised her thin, stenciled brows at it while his back was turned.

As quietly as I could, I shuffled forward on my hands and knees, making sure to stay hidden behind the stacks. I knew the front of my dress would get even filthier, but I didn’t care; I just wanted to get a closer look at the beautiful lady, in the same way you crawl closer to a fire in the hearth. I managed to get about ten feet from where she sat, while remaining concealed behind the bookshelf.

Milady swirled the wine in her cup, making a face at the film on its surface, and then put it down without taking a sip.

“Well?” she asked. “What progress on my little project?”

The Book Man fussed with his spectacles, attempting to polish them with the same handkerchief he had used to dust the stool, but only succeeding in smearing yet more grime on them.

“I have a possible lead,” he said at last, giving up and balancing the smudged spectacles on his nose. “There is a Temple, near the border …”

“Another Temple.” She sighed. “What is this, the third? The fourth?”

“Well, we always knew that it was likely to be held in one. Where better to hide it? The Priests wouldn’t want it to see the light of day, but they wouldn’t dare destroy it.”

Milady made a face of distaste. “Priests,” she said, and there was more contempt crammed into that one word than I had ever heard before. “When will you know for certain?”

“I have someone there now,” said the Book Man. “I haven’t heard anything from him yet, but I remain hopeful.”

Milady tapped her nails against her cup. “Hopeful.”

“Very hopeful,” amended the Book Man. He was still standing, his hands clasped in front of him, like a child who waits for punishment but hopes that he may yet be pardoned.

“As we were hopeful last time, and the time before that.”

“My information comes from a very trustworthy source.”

She sighed. “I suppose I can wait a few days more.” She put down her cup abruptly. “And my sister?”

The Book Man shook his head. “No word, I’m afraid.”

The woman stood, her skirts setting the dust to swirling again. The Book Man took a step back. “I thought you were the best,” she said.

“I am. I mean …”

“This has already taken far too long.”

“These things do take time. If you will allow me to …”

Milady set down her cup with a clatter. Some of the liquid sloshed out. “Time, sir, is not something we have in abundance. I have been patient for too long already. Nearly a week has passed—”

“My dear lady, a week is nothing.”

“—and the best you have to offer is vague platitudes.”

“It is not a platitude, Milady. I assure you that my contact is most assiduous in investigating …”

She strode back towards the door, and he followed. I could not quite see them now—I craned my neck as far as I could but could only see the bookshelves. I heard jingling as money changed hands.

“Our business is concluded,” said Milady. “For now.”

I took a quick step backwards—too quick. I nudged a pile of books with my heel. The sound was tiny—a minuscule shift—but Milady’s footsteps stopped.

“There is someone else here,” she said.

“No! No, there is no one,” said the Book Man quickly. I froze. After a long silence, I heard the jingle of the door to the bookshop opening and then closing again. I exhaled and stepped out onto the floor of the shop.

The Book Man still stood a few feet from the doorway, staring at it.

“Who was that?” I asked, breaking the silence.

He started, then seemed to remember who I was, and smiled a close-lipped smile.

“A seeker of knowledge,” he said. “As you are. Those who seek the rarest, most valuable volumes are often … fanatical about them.” He shook himself a little, seeming to gather himself again. “Come along, my dear. Let me show you where you can wash, and we can begin our search in the morning.”

On the way, he gave me a tour of the shop.

“The spellbooks on the upper level are the least valuable—volumes that have been copied many times, inscribed with the simplest enchantments. The farther in, the rarer and more valuable they become. Part of my job entails repairing such volumes as required, or even enhancing them, to the best of my ability, to strengthen their power. I am a scholar and not an artist, however, despite my affinity”—he didn’t seem to notice my stiffening at the word—“so my abilities are limited. Ah, here we are.”

He unlocked one of the doors and ushered me in to the room beyond. “This is where I keep the more valuable tomes. These are for sale to anyone with enough coin. I have another collection, however, in the basement, that is more … exclusive. And not for sale save under exceptional circumstances.”

“Can I see those also?” I asked.

He paused. “I assure you, your book is not among them.”

“I’m just … interested.”

“Well. We shall see.” His step was eager, almost youthful, as he went to the shelf and pulled a volume free. “Look at this one, my dear. Bound in linen over the wood boards, with decorative embroidery. Pretty, isn’t it?”

The embroidery seemed rather lackluster to me, but I nodded.

“Note the illuminations, too. I don’t know how many studies have been done on the contribution of illuminations specifically to the vigor of a spoken spell, but these are exquisite, and one can only imagine that they must prove of benefit. And here …” He withdrew another tome. “Calfskin, with pearls inset.”

“What kinds of spells are inside these books?”

“Oh, all kinds. But I presume you are asking if they are more … significant than those in plainer volumes. The brief answer is yes, these do tend to be spells that have, ah, larger-reaching consequences. Sometimes a practitioner will have their favorites privately bound together, for ease of transportation, but would you believe that some of these contain only one spell in the entire volume? That is how complex and lengthy they can be.”

“It is hard to imagine,” I said, running my finger along the ranked spines, feeling the subtle change in texture between the bindings. “Which are the best materials, do you think?”

“Well, I do prefer leathers to clothbound. Vellum for the interior, naturally. Of course, the most powerful spellbook of all is said to be one that is bound in the skin of its writer or creator,” he added lightly.

My stomach turned over as I looked up. “What?” I said, barely above a whisper.

“I’m so sorry, my dear,” said the Book Man, his eyes widening. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. It is purely theoretical, of course. One hears stories of books bound in human skin, but in reality it would make a very poor binding. The technical term is anthropodermic bibliopegy—rather a mouthful. In practice, our poor human skin is rather thin and, quite apart from the ethical objections, wouldn’t wear well. There has been some interesting—and ghoulish—speculation as to whether it would make a difference if one used the skin of a magic practitioner as opposed to someone with no innate ability—make a difference to the raw power of the spellbook, that is.” He adjusted his spectacles. “I have heard tell of experiments that mix the blood of practitioners into ink that have had some interesting results, but nothing conclusive.”

Why did this unsettle me so? Of course it was an unsettling subject, but it felt like a familiar horror—as if I had heard something of its like before. I felt my Hair bristling across my scalp, and even my hands felt strange—as if they were pressed against something warm and pulsing.

“Why on earth would anyone do those things?” I said.

“Power, my dear. Some people will do anything for a little more power.”

“It seems like any power that would come from using … that to make a spellbook would bring bad luck more than anything.”

“Interesting you should say that,” said the Book Man. “I do recall there was some debate about whether a magic practitioner would have to consent to the process in order for their powers to, ah, augment the book, as it were. A more … coercive approach would result in its diminishing instead, they surmised. All speculation, of course. It’s hard to imagine any circumstances under which a magic practitioner would consent to something like this.”

“Unless they were dead already,” I said.

“Yes, I suppose it would be possible for someone to, ah, bequeath their body to the research. Interesting.”

“Is that the sort of thing you have in your basement, then?” I asked.

There was a frosty silence. The Book Man removed his spectacles, rubbed them clean of an imaginary smudge, and replaced them.

“My dear,” he said, “I tell you this for your own safety and peace of mind: You must not worry about the books in the basement. The volumes I keep up here are tamed, safe to touch and even peruse, for the most part, with minimal risk of injury to the handler. There are others, however, that are not safe to any but the expert. I keep them under lock and key not just for the purpose of secrecy—although I admit that is also important, for some—but also for the sake of minimizing any … accidents.” He gave me that unnerving, pinned-to-a-board blue stare. “You will not venture near that door, Netta. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said, holding his gaze and trying to look as sincere as possible.

I have to see it. I have to know what’s down there.

My mother’s book could be among them. What if he was concealing it from me for his own purposes? But I so badly wanted to trust him. I liked the Book Man—had liked him immediately, as I had liked Mieka. I did not want to believe that he might not be truthful with me.

I was allowed to wander throughout the shop after our tour. While the Book Man was at work, I discreetly rested my palm against the embossed metal door that led to the basement. Was it my imagination, or could I feel a pulse from within?

In the bathroom, which was shabby but impeccably clean, it took me a long time to fill the tub and to get the temperature right, so that it didn’t scald me. When it was finally full, I peeled off my dress and let it fall to the floor. It hardly looked like a dress at all, once it was off my body—more like someone’s night leavings thrown out a window and left to molder on the street. The thought of getting back into it made me feel queasy. The knitted cap was next. My Hair unfurled itself luxuriously, and I lowered myself into the blessed warmth.

I washed as quickly as I could and watched the layers of dirt peel away, examining my skin as you would a bolt of cloth: finding inky thumbprints of bruises and tracing my endless tessellation of freckles. The Hair floated happily, twisting in the water like a contented otter. The red-gold shine of it, so like the sheen of the copper bath, turned darker and sleeker when wet.

I closed my eyes and breathed deeply.

An image flared behind my eyelids. It was the bookshop, just as I had seen it that day, but seen as if from floor-level. The same motes of mingled dust and magic floated about me. The Book Man’s face loomed over mine, smiling, and I reached up with small hands to pull at his spectacles …

I came out of the water, gasping, my Hair heavy and streaming. I sat still for a moment until my breathing evened again, and when I felt calm enough, I reached for the broadcloth that was to serve as a towel.

What had that all been about? What a strange thing to imagine. I got out of the tub and wrapped myself in the towel, then stared at the unappealing heap on the floor that was my dirty dress. I was loath to put it back on.

A knock came at the door, and a polite throat-clearing.

“Netta? My dear?”

A thin hand appeared around the door, clutching dark fabric.

“I took the liberty of finding a dress for you. A uniform, really. It belonged to my old housekeeper, and I’m not sure of the fit, but …”

I wrapped the towel tighter around myself and reached warily for the dress, twitching it from his fingers.

“Good. Good,” he said. “There are … smallclothes, also.” He held the word gingerly between his teeth.

I stood, dripping, dangling the dress and smallclothes from one hand.

He coughed from behind the door. “Well. I’ll leave you to it.”

The dress was rough, but warm. The smallclothes were also rough and too large, but if I pulled the lacings tight, the fit wasn’t terrible. He had left me some hair ribbons as well, but I could see that those would be useless against the fury of the Hair. I dried my feet and the floor around them as best I could, and folded the broadcloth to hang over the side of the tub. I suppose I should have tipped the tub out onto the sloping floor, for the water to run down the gutters and out through the sluice at one end of the bathroom, but it was too heavy.

When I emerged, I apologized for not emptying the bath.

“And thank you for the clothes,” I added.

“They are a good fit?”

“Yes,” I lied, in the face of all the evidence.

He examined me, his head cocked to one side, looking rather like Baldbeak (who was preening on a high perch in the corner). “I left you ribbons as well, I think? For your hair?”

“I cannot wear them,” I said.

He cocked an eyebrow, and I felt the weight of his searching gaze again. I couldn’t read his expression. Finally, he smiled. “As you wish,” he said.

He had set up a makeshift bed, in the dustiest and stuffiest corner of the shop—little more than a thin mattress over a wooden pallet, behind one of the tall shelves. But it was a bed nonetheless, with sheets and pillows and a blanket much thicker than the threadbare quilt at Mieka’s workshop. I knew I would have to see her, or get word to her somehow, to tell her that I was staying—but for now I just wanted to sleep.

“Why are you being so kind to me?” I asked him, as he spread an extra blanket over the foot of the little bed.

“You remind me of someone I once knew,” he said softly. “And I suppose I am a sentimental old man.”

I waited until he had climbed the stairs and then undressed, sliding beneath cold sheets that warmed to my flesh. Baldbeak tucked himself under my arm, close to my body.

I fell asleep to the sound of the books’ papery whisperings.

I did not dream again.




Chapter Seven
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The Lattice

‘A decorative stitch that doubles back upon itself to create a measured pattern perfect for crisp edges or large blocks of color.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

I woke with my Hair curled protectively about both me and Baldbeak, draped over us like a litter of snoozing ginger kittens. The shop smelled like my childhood. Not exactly, but close enough: the cloying, chemical stink of glue, cut through with the sharp scent of ink. Perhaps that was why the shop felt so oddly familiar.

“Books are like people,” I remembered Mother saying to me when I was first learning to bind them. “Hold them too loose, and they fall apart; too tight, and they can’t breathe.”

I saw her again at her desk, in her old gown that smelled of lavender and soap from my vigorous laundering, her gray-streaked hair hastily knotted. I had been small, too impatient to sit still as I watched her show me how to stitch the bindings, and she had to keep telling me to stop wriggling. I remembered pressing my fingers to the thread while she tied off the last knot, marveling at how tight and smooth it felt.

“Can I try?” I had asked.

She had laughed—a soft sound, unguarded, full of pride. “Someday.”

Now, as I washed up in the little basin in the bathroom, I gazed at my reflection in the tiny shaving mirror affixed to the wall above it. It looked familiar and like that of a stranger, all at once. I grimaced, then scooped up my Hair and piled it on my head in a semblance of Milady’s elegant hairstyle, staring into my own pale eyes. Milady’s eyes had been peacock-bright, almost iridescent, and ringed with dark lashes rather than my coppery ones—but if I squinted a bit, I could pretend that mine were just as sparkling, and that my Hair approximated Milady’s shining gold. I let the Hair drop, and it tumbled down my back in its usual disarray before I yanked it back and wrestled it into a braid.

“Behave,” I told it sternly.

I dressed myself in the unfamiliar clothing, so clean and starched that it rasped against my skin, and went in search of the Book Man. I found him at the desk in his workroom, scratching away with a quill. As I walked in, he stopped and lowered his spectacles to blink and smile at me over their top.

“Good morning, my dear,” he said. “I trust you slept well?”

“I did, thank you.” I looked for a place to sit, but all available surfaces were covered with books or papers.

“Apologies,” he said, and lifted a pile from what turned out to be an elaborately carved but rickety wooden chair with a cane seat. I perched on the edge of it and was almost impressed at how thoroughly disagreeable it was. A lot of care had gone into making this chair as angular and hard as possible.

“Are you comfortable?”

“Yes, thank you,” I lied.

“I see you’re finding your way about the place.”

“Mostly. There are a lot of rooms.”

“Oh, it’s a maze, my dear.” He gestured to a pot of tea rather precariously balanced on a stack of envelopes. “Please. Pour yourself a cup.”

There were mismatched teacups scattered about the room. I tipped a dead spider out of the nearest one—clearly, spiders everywhere really were just as ward-resistant as the ones in the Tower—and poured the steaming tea, then sat with my hands cupped around its comforting warmth.

“Yes, it takes a while to learn your way about,” the Book Man continued.

“What if there was a fire?” I asked. “How would you get out in time?”

“As I have so many valuable objects under one roof, I have spared no expense to protect them. The shop is warded with extremely sophisticated—and expensive—spells against theft, fire, and pests, including mice and rats and all small bugs. Goodness knows what the spiders find to eat in here. I prefer not to dwell on it, myself.”

I felt some of my Hair start to curl forwards, reaching towards the warmth of the tea. I grabbed it, the sudden movement causing me to spill a little.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I …”

The Book Man waved his hand. “It’s quite all right.” He gestured at the piles of paper on his desk. “As you can see, I have a great deal of correspondence to keep up with.”

Now would have been the moment to bring up Mother—and yet I did not.

“Perhaps this is something you will be able to help me with,” he went on. “The more general inquiries, that is.”

“If you remember, sir, I cannot read.” I stared at the pile of envelopes, hoping for something that would indicate a message from Mother. If only she’d had a distinctive seal!

“Ah yes. It slipped my mind.”

“Do you receive any messages by pigeon?” I said abruptly.

“Pigeon? A few, but it’s rare. Most mages and collectors use magical means to transport their letters. My … clientele tends to be fairly wealthy and can afford better than entrusting their packages and letters to a bird.” He leaned back in his chair and stretched. “I promised to make inquiries about your book. Could you describe it to me again in as much detail as possible, please?”

I closed my eyes and did my best, down to the almost purple shade of the ink and the ornamentation Mother had embossed on the cover. A shadow crossed the Book Man’s face, but he said nothing. He sat back in his chair when he had finished his notes.

“I have not seen anything quite like it yet,” he said lightly. “But I receive hundreds of requests for sales and purchases every day. If anyone has such a volume, news of it—or the book itself—will pass through here sooner or later. If there is anything that I have learned in my business, it is that every book imaginable exists, and they all wash up here eventually.”

He promised to circulate the description—“discreetly”—among his contacts, assuring me that he had the ability to operate completely outside the Temple’s notice. All Baldbeak and I could do in the meantime, unless we thought of a better plan, was wait—a difficult prospect.

“Repair is also part of my work,” the Book Man said. “You would be surprised how useful a good seamstress can be in the world of books. Now, may I trouble you for a demonstration?”

“A demonstration?”

“Of your work. The Temple stitches. Would you mind?”

“Oh. Uh, no.”

“Your friend will have to wait here for a moment, I’m afraid.”

I followed him through the book-crowded corridor. We turned to the left, into a room that smelled pleasingly of wood shavings and wax. It, too, was lined with books, but these seemed to be the ones scheduled for repair. Some were missing spines or whole covers, others had loose pages or were swollen with water damage, and still others had mold creeping from their edges. The shelves were chaotic, but the desk was impeccably tidy, the instruments lined up with as much care as a barber-surgeon might take in arranging their tools. I recognized most of them from Mother’s work, and I opened my mouth to say so, but then decided to keep that quiet for the moment, too.

The Book Man closed the door behind us, sliding the bolt into place with a snick.

“This is my workshop,” he said, turning the knob on a glim set in the wall. He saw me looking at it. “Like it? A gift from an old client. Much better than having open flames around the books, and it allows me to do close work late at night without straining my eyes. Here.”

He led me over to the desk. A book lay closed in its center, its cloth cover stitched with silk thread.

“Some of the volumes that … enter my shop,” said the Book Man, “need some attention.”

He smoothed his hand over the book’s cover, as if reassuring it. It opened under his palm, and I blinked.

“A small magic that doesn’t require a spellbook,” he said, smiling. “An affinity, some call it.”

I winced a little at the word.

“So few speak of them these days. They are rather frowned upon, I fear … for being ‘trivial.’ Or even dangerous. But I find that, although minor, mine is very useful. The books respond to me, you see.” He patted the book again. “See here, how some of the pages have come loose from the spine. And observe the cover.”

The cover was cloth drawn taut over the boards and had been stitched with a pattern of flowers and vines.

“I haven’t seen one like this before,” I said. Mother had only ever used my stitching for fastening a book together. I had never dreamed that a book could be ornamented like this.

“An embroidered cover is unusual, but not unheard-of. Many wealthy clients like to set it with gems or other objects.” He made a face. “Gaudy. I much prefer this. But as you can see, some threads have come unraveled.”

My mind immediately started filling in the gaps in the pattern. My fingers itched to take up a needle.

“Books like this,” said the Book Man, “are vessels for the spells themselves. Not just the words, but the power of the words in potentia, as it were, as they wait to be spoken. Damage to the vessel means damage to the book’s efficacy.”

“And you repair them?” I said, running my hand lightly over the taut fabric.

“Not all can be saved, but I do what I can.” He looked up at me, his eyes owlish behind the strong spectacles. “And perhaps you can help.”

Hesitantly, I sat and pulled his tray of threads and various needles towards me. He had laid out all the colors that were already in the pattern.

As I began stitching, I felt a familiar tickle against the back of my neck. The Hair. At first it was just a faint stirring, as if it were caught in a breeze that did not exist. Then the movement strengthened. A few strands floated upward like water weed caught in a current. My hands faltered. I looked at the Book Man to see his reaction, but his face was unreadable.

“Continue,” he said, then added in a conversational tone, “Did you know, there are ways to bind and focus magic other than words and books? It is not commonly talked about these days, but it is true. I have heard of people using paints, instruments, playing cards. Even needles and thread. Isn’t that interesting?”

I held his gaze for a moment, then let my eyes drop back to the work. It was a simple pattern, easy to follow and easy to repair. I finished my stitching and tied it off. There was a short silence—expectant, or disappointed?

“Lovely,” he said at last. “Yes, I can see that you will be very useful.”

That afternoon, when I had finished the work he had given me, I asked the Book Man if I might visit Mieka, both to tell her that I was staying on with him and collect my pack.

“You don’t need to ask my permission, my dear,” he said. “You may come and go as you please. But let me show you the door. I don’t want you crawling in through the oven again.”

He led Baldbeak and me to the belled bookshop door that opened into the little tunnel. Stairs led up to another door at street level, at the back of the old crematorium.

“You won’t be able to see it easily from outside,” he said. “That’s part of the warding. Look for a brass ring and pull on that.”

“How do you manage to remain so concealed, when customers can come and go?” I asked.

“Extremely expensive spells, my dear. The act of crossing the threshold in either direction triggers one or another of them, depending on who you are. For example, you will be unable to speak about certain things you have seen here once you exit the shop.” He smiled at my expression. “It is nothing that will cause any lasting damage, I promise. Just a precaution.”

Sure enough, when I was outside and turned around to look behind me, I could see nothing of the metal door that sealed the entrance to the tunnel. When I knelt and ran my hand over the bricks, however, I was able to find the brass ring of which he had spoken, and so I felt fairly confident that I would be able to find my way back later.

I felt a little self-conscious in my new clothes as I followed Baldbeak back to Mieka’s workshop. I was surprised and relieved, however, that it helped me to blend in rather than stand out. Looking like a street urchin with Mieka had been one kind of disguise, and this was another. Anyone who looked at me saw the dress and apron and immediately knew that I was in service of one kind or another. Pickpockets could see that I wasn’t wealthy enough to bother with, and the wealthy dismissed me immediately. I passed largely unnoticed and completely unharassed on my way to the Tin Quarter, except for those who gazed curiously at Baldbeak.

When I arrived at Mieka’s workshop, I heard raised voices. She and Zlata were sitting in the little paved area in front of the building, smoking and arguing. I walked towards them slowly and stopped just out of sight, behind a jutting portion of the neighboring building. I told myself I was loath to interrupt, but really I was curious to hear what Mieka and Zlata spoke of when alone.

“You’re going to get yourself dragged off one of these days, you know that?” Zlata was saying. “The Temple doesn’t need much of an excuse, with your record.”

“They don’t need an excuse at all,” said Mieka. “That’s the problem. That’s why I do this.”

“You say that every time I ask you to stop,” Zlata snapped back. “Every time you sneak out to your little ‘meetings’ in those creepy tunnels. Every time someone new shows up at the door saying your name like it’s some Plaguing password.”

“If this is about Netta …”

I started at my own name.

“Netta, and all the rest of them who come to you for help. Who are sent to you for help. You should have nothing to do with Ladran. He’s not our friend.”

“He’s not our enemy.”

“All he cares about is his own advancement.”

“He cares about the freedom of magic. He does, Zlata. Otherwise he could just sit back and rake in his money. He cares about the kingdom. And the king.”

Zlata snorted. “I don’t give a damn about the king.”

“You can’t say that.”

“Really? I thought I just did.” She crossed her arms. “I’ve seen the faces of the ones who were taken by the Temple, Mieka. You think I don’t remember? My brother …” She paused, then went on roughly, “You think I want to lose you the same way? You of all people should understand. After what happened to your—”

“Don’t say it,” said Mieka softly. After a moment, she said, “If we don’t push back, they’ll keep taking more.”

“And what then? You raise an army?”

“It’s not about fighting them. It’s about teaching people that they have a choice. The Temple’s power only holds because everyone believes there’s no other way. I’m showing them there is. You and I both know what happens when magic is starved and bound. It rots. It lashes out. The Plague proved that.”

“That’s only one theory. Don’t be a martyr, Mieka. It doesn’t suit you.”

“I just want to mean something.”

“You could mean something to me, you know,” Zlata said drily. “Theoretically. That could be enough.”

“Zlata, you know I love you. But if I do nothing, then what’s the point? What kind of world are we making?”

I called a greeting, not wanting to eavesdrop further. I had already listened for far too long.

“Netta!” cried Mieka, with no trace of awkwardness. “How did it go with the Book Man?”

Zlata snorted and went inside. I told Mieka all that had happened since I left her the previous day.

“He told me he gets letters and packages of books from all over Virelith every day,” I said.

“You’re in the right place, then.”

“I think so. As much as I can be.”

I caught the other woman in an impulsive hug. “Thank you for helping me,” I said.

Mieka’s small, wiry body was tense against mine at first, but then she relaxed and hugged me back. “All right, enough of that,” she said, pushing me away.

“And how are you?” I asked, wondering if I should tell her I had overheard her argument.

“As usual, pissing coin away faster than I can earn it. Well, never mind.” Mieka’s face was alive with excitement. “I wanted to tell you—it’s Plaguenight tomorrow. The whole city will be in the streets celebrating. You should come with Zlata and me.”

This took me by surprise. “Oh! Thank you. But … I don’t think I can.”

“Oh, come on. No one works on Plaguenight. There’ll be sweetmeats, and wine, and dancing …”

I had heard of Plaguenight, of course, though Mother and I had never celebrated it. Something stirred in me. I had never been to a festival. I had never danced. The temptation was strong.

“Someone might see me …” I said weakly.

“Netta,” Mieka said patiently, as if speaking to a small child, “everyone will be masked until dark. It’s the only fun the Temple lets us have all year.”

“Masked?”

“And in all the chaos, no one would see you even if you weren’t. Come on!”

“I … I don’t have a mask.”

“I’ll take care of that. I’ll meet you outside the bookshop tomorrow and bring something over. So you’ll come?”

“I suppose so,” I said reluctantly.

“There’s nothing to worry about,” said Mieka. “You’re due a little fun, I think. So I’ll see you tomorrow?”

“Tomorrow,” I agreed, heading inside to get my pack.

I walked back from Mieka’s workshop, thinking. Should I be open with the Book Man—tell him all? He seemed to suspect at least a portion of it. I had seen the way he watched me sew—and the way he looked at my Hair. He had corresponded with Mother, sent supplies … He may know something.

I was too deep in thought—and Baldbeak was too distracted by his treat. I would not have noticed that my Temple steps attacker was near until he was upon us if it hadn’t been for a voice in my ear warning, “Netta. Look out!”

I turned sharply, but saw nothing but a confusion of shadow against the brick wall beside me. In turning, though, I caught movement out of the corner of my eye and jumped back, just in time to avoid a blow that would have sent me sprawling.

The man from the Temple grunted in frustration and lunged for me, his Temple-yellow cloak swirling, the glyphs on his hands and wrists glowing blue. A yellow cloak. Temple yellow, unmistakably, embroidered with the One Eye. So he did work for the Temple—and, for some reason, the Temple was pursuing me. Before I could think on this, a large fist wrapped itself in my Hair and yanked. My head snapped back, my neck feeling like it might break. I lost my footing and fell backwards into a solid slab of chest.

Baldbeak took off before wheeling back, claws outstretched. I could just see from the corner of my eye that he managed to get a grip of the man’s sleeve, but the man shook him off with such force that he hit the nearby brick wall and fell to the ground, stunned. I screamed, but a gloved hand that tasted of tobacco clamped itself over my mouth and partly over my nose, so that I was breathing in a sort of thin rasp.

“I owe you a broken arm,” he hissed in my ear.

I could feel his fist still embedded in my Hair, somehow keeping it still. It had to have something to do with the glyphs tattooed on his arms—I knew from Mieka’s Undermarket symbol that spells and wards could take this form. But I remembered how it had hung limp in the Tower when I woke. This felt something like that—a dragging heaviness, as if the Hair itself had fallen asleep. He moved his hand just enough so that I could speak.

“What do you want with me?” I managed.

“They told me what you did to Tarrow,” he said. “He was my cousin, did you know that? Not that we got along all that well, but family is family, and Temple guards stick together.”

“I don’t know who you’re talking about!”

“Killed him in the Tower, they said. Cambrick told me.”

The Tower. I remembered the man who had made a violent gesture and brought down the staircase. That must have been Cambrick.

“Did he tell you that he was the one who left Tarrow there?” I panted. “Barred the way out and trapped him. Maybe blame him for your cousin’s death.”

The man hissed between his teeth, then wrapped his whole arm around my neck, squeezing. A moment of blind panic, and then a surge of something rushing through my body, like a soprano’s long-held high note, exquisite and almost painful at once; beautiful, but shivering on the edge of being shrill. The grip around my neck fell away. I felt whatever-it-was all through me, bright and cold, and then it was gone, leaving me limp and staggering, clutching at the slimy brick for support. My ears rang for a moment longer, and black, tadpole-like shapes floated in my vision. I wondered detachedly if I might faint.

I became aware that Baldbeak was frantically pulling at the Hair, which also seemed to be in shock.

Wake, he was saying. Wake! Move!

I heard the day watchman’s rattle—perhaps a few blocks away.

“I hear you. It’s all right,” I said to Baldbeak. I lifted my hand, and he nuzzled his beak into my palm. Leaning back against the wall, I laid my hand on my chest, feeling the erratic ticking of my heart beneath my breastbone.

The Temple guard—if that’s what he truly had been—was on the ground before me, unmoving. I nudged him with my foot.

Two kills now, said Baldbeak proudly.

“Leave his eyeballs alone!” I managed to gasp.

I hugged my arms, suddenly cold. Crouching down beside the body, I moved his head gently with my hands. It wobbled like a cherry on its stalk, the skin distended over an unnatural curve in the bones of the neck. It had snapped. I drew my hands back, suddenly repulsed by the yielding softness of his dead skin. I didn’t want to admit to myself what I already knew—I had done this to him with more than mere physical force. I had used it again, whatever it was.

There are men coming, said Baldbeak, flapping over to pull at a strand of my Hair.

I couldn’t fathom why the Temple had this much interest in me, but I wasn’t about to stay put and find out.

I still felt unsteady and disoriented, but Baldbeak flapped ahead of me through the rabbit warren of streets, and I followed him until we came to the door leading to the Book Man’s shop. Baldbeak clung to my back so tightly that I felt his claws draw blood, but with all the other sensations and my still-swimming head, I hardly paid attention to it. I tumbled inside and would have staggered to my nest among the stacks if I hadn’t heard voices. Were there more yellow-cloaked men here, in the shop? Had they already found the Book Man?

“Ah, there you are,” said a voice. “Do come in.”




Chapter Eight
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The Reverse Knot

‘A stitch that should be in every embroiderer’s repertoire as a decorative method for tying off a thread, or for doubling back in a complex design where necessary.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

“Don’t be afraid, my dear. Come in,” the voice repeated. Warm, and undoubtedly feminine.

I hesitated—I was still shaky, filthy, bruised—but gathered my resolve and stepped out into the close and cloying darkness of the shop. Baldbeak made himself large and intimidating on my shoulder.

“Such unusual coloring you have,” said that beautiful voice. It was Milady, that elegant visitor I had seen yesterday, sitting with her legs crossed at the ankles to show off a pair of beautiful and impractical shoes with gold rosettes on the toe. I became even more aware of the smudges on my clothing. Baldbeak snapped his beak once or twice, but didn’t launch himself at the visitor, for which I was grateful.

“What—” I stopped myself. I dropped a small curtsey, then looked about. “Where is the Book Man?”

“Oh, he will be here in a moment, I’m sure.”

Everything about her was warmth: the golden shine of her hair; the flush in her cheeks; the rich autumnal colors of her dress. Even her eyes, a pure blue, looked like a summer sky rather than the crisp blue of winter. I took a step forward despite myself.

“You are the little assistant, I assume.”

Had he told her about me? And why, when he had been so eager to conceal me the day before? I swallowed. My throat was dry. “I … I mostly work in the back.”

Milady’s stare did not drop. I wished I could read it.

“Yes …” she said slowly. “How interesting. And why exactly does he want you hidden, do you think?”

I prayed that my Hair wouldn’t take it into its head to start wriggling about at that precise moment. “I’m not sure, ma’am,” I said.

“Call me Milady,” said the woman. “Everyone does.”

“I’m not sure, Milady.”

“Hmm.” Milady stood. I knew by now that I was above average height for a woman, but she was taller. She reached out and caressed a strand of my Hair where it lay across the sweaty mess of my bodice. I flushed.

“Such a pretty color,” she said, turning it in her hand.

I heard movement coming from the direction of the basement stairwell—the rustling of papers, and footsteps. The Book Man’s voice became audible, growing louder as he walked up the stairs. “… So sorry it took me so long to find it. I didn’t have it cataloged correctly. I think you’ll agree when you have a chance to read it, though, that it is …”

When he reached the top of the stairs and looked up from the book he was holding, his face went gray, color leaching from it like water running down a drain.

“Netta,” he said. “What are you doing out here?”

“I’m sorry, I …”

“It is not the girl’s fault,” said Milady. She laid a gloved hand on my shoulder. The perfume on her wrist was intoxicating, this close. “We were just having a chat, weren’t we, Netta?”

I looked from one to the other. Milady smiled and released me.

“Run along, child,” she said. “Your master and I need to speak a while.”

I hesitated. The Book Man mustered a smile. “It’s all right, Netta,” he said.

I hovered, but could see no way to stay and listen without being obvious. I reached up to pet Baldbeak, giving him a scratch on his chest feathers and hoping he would read my meaning. He raark-ed and flew up into the darkness of the stacks, to perch somewhere and eavesdrop, and I made my way to the back room. I covered my eyes with my hands, to better see and hear the messages Baldbeak would be sending me. The world shivered around me for a moment, as if I had been dipped in water, and then I heard it.

“Don’t play coy with me.” Her voice sharpened. “Who is she?”

“Just a girl, Milady. Nothing more.”

A long pause.

“If I find that you have lied to me …”

“Milady, I would never.”

“You told me that if you ever …” A pause, and then, “Get that Plague-cursed bird out of here!”

The image swirled and broke. Soon, Baldbeak was flapping his way back to my shoulder.

She saw me, he said.

“I know.” I stroked his feathers. “It’s all right.”

I crouched there, tense and shivering, until I heard the door close, and the light, firm footsteps of the Book Man coming towards me. He reached for a glim on the wall and turned the dial that activated it, flooding the room with light. I stood. When he turned to me, he was so horrified that his spectacles nearly fell off his nose.

“My dear, what on earth happened to you?”

I had almost forgotten my stained and ripped clothing. “I … uh …”

To my excruciating embarrassment, I started to cry—and not ladylike weeping, either, but big, ugly sobs that produced a quite awe-inspiring amount of snot. The Book Man stood frozen for a moment, but then grabbed a blanket from the back of a chair and rushed over to me, saying, “Dear me, dear me,” over and over again as he wrapped it around my shoulders. He led me over to an armchair and helped me down into it, while I continued to cough and snuffle my way through the tears.

“I’m so sorry,” I managed to say. “I think it all just caught up to me.”

“Oh that’s quite all right, my dear, please don’t dream of apologizing,” he said. He peered at me earnestly over his spectacles. “Would you like some tea?”

I managed to nod. Baldbeak flew over to me and perched on the arm of the chair.

And a biscuit, he said.

“And a biscuit, please,” I said.

“Of course. Of course. Coming right up.”

“And …”

He stopped. “Yes, my dear?”

“I know it sounds silly, but … Could you bring me a needle and thread? And something to stitch. Anything. One of your books that needs repair, it doesn’t matter what it is. It just … It makes me feel better.”

“I quite understand,” he said, and hurried off.

Baldbeak clicked his beak. Why is your face wet? he said.

“Because I’m tired, and frightened, and I just killed a man.”

Baldbeak gave the bird equivalent of a shrug, then stared wistfully into the distance, probably thinking about the dead man and regretting the waste of two perfectly good eyeballs. The biscuit would have to do.

By the time the Book Man returned, I had calmed down somewhat. He had brought a cloth-covered book with some fraying on its embroidered cover, a packet of needles, and a selection of thread. I set to stitching, sinking into the pleasing haze that accompanied the motion of my hands. Mother, the attacks, everything fell away as I followed the movement of the thread. It was a floral design that needed touching up; simple enough. I sipped at the hot tea as I worked and found myself finally telling the Book Man the whole story, starting from the Tower and, between hiccups and nose-blows, making my way to the attack that day. He did not interrupt but sat on the very edge of his chair, nodding along with the story and cupping the mug with his gradually cooling tea in his hands without taking so much as a sip. I hadn’t told the Book Man about the disembodied voice that had helped me twice now, for fear he would think I had truly lost my wits, just as I hadn’t told him about the vision I’d had of my younger self in the bookshop.

“Goodness me,” he said when I had finished. “No wonder you’re overcome.”

“I murdered someone,” I said. I rubbed my nose violently.

Two people, reminded Baldbeak, sending me the image of the man I had pushed out the Tower window.

“Yes, thank you,” I muttered to him.

“I beg your pardon?” said the Book Man.

“Nothing. I’m sorry.”

He leaned back in his chair, finally taking a sip of his tea. He made a face. “Quite cold. Never mind.” He set it down on the little table beside him. “I am glad you told me all of this,” he said. “I will be better able to help you.”

“I don’t understand any of it,” I said. “I don’t know what the Temple wanted with Mother’s spellbook, or why they have been after me.”

“Are you quite sure it was the Temple?”

“He mentioned that he was a Temple guard, and that the others were too—the ones that attacked us in the Tower. I wish I could have asked him more.” I swallowed hard. “Now that I’ve told you about her … Did you know my mother? I saw your letters to her, the receipts …”

“I know the letters you speak of,” he said, “but I’m afraid I do not know anything about the specific nature of your mother’s work. Many people order books and materials from me, for all sorts of obscure purposes and research. Your mother was not a … forthcoming correspondent and said nothing in her letters other than what she needed from me. It appeared to me that she made an attempt to disguise her handwriting, and she did not sign her letters. I did not even know her name.”

He left a pause there, as if inviting me to share it, but I did not. I had already trusted him with so much, but I still felt a need to protect Mother, just in case.

“I just want to find her,” I said in despair. “I still don’t know who took her, or why—nor how they found me here. Why couldn’t they just have taken the book and left us in peace?”

He steepled his fingers. “Everything you have told me, my dear, tells me that this must be much larger than you or I suspect. There has been something big stirring in the kingdom lately—I have felt it. I even wondered if the Plague was coming back. Listening to you now, and your story of the manner in which you, er, overpowered that young man, I have a suspicion that bone magic might be awakening in Virelith once more.”

“Bone magic? Wait, are you saying … are you saying it’s in me somehow?” I hugged myself tightly, as if to keep it from bursting out willy-nilly.

“Perhaps. I don’t know how else to explain what happened when you, er, defended yourself against the young man. But it might not be that the magic is inherently tied to you—there has been some talk of it stirring across Virelith. Perhaps this is just one of its many manifestations—channeling itself through your suppressed abilities somehow, as you are unable to use them in the regular way.”

“Stirring?” I shivered. “But … we can’t let that happen. The Temple would never let that happen.”

“Believe it or not, there are some who have been actively trying to resurrect it for a long time.”

“How do you know this?” I whispered.

He took off his spectacles and gave them an unnecessary polish on his silk cravat. “Because I used to be one of them, my dear.”

“One of them?”

He exhaled a long, shaky breath. “I am not proud of it,” he said. “I was quite a different man, then. Discontented. Ambitious.”

“But bone magic …” I looked down at the book I was repairing. “The Plague. Almost half the kingdom died. Why would anyone …?”

I thought of the tapestry—the stitched images of diseased dead, risen and walking, touching the living with their dripping fingers, as melted and deformed as Temple candles long burned. Their lipless mouths, grinning in skinless faces. My stomach curdled. Was that magic somehow moving through me now? Was that my future—becoming one of those near-monstrous creatures, or creating them? I wasn’t sure which would be worse.

“Yes, that is the widely accepted story,” he said. “But not everyone believes it, you see.”

“But how else …?”

“There is a theory,” he said carefully, holding his hands before him as if carrying something very fragile, “that bone magic was not the culprit. Not exactly.”

“Then what was? What else could possibly …?” I shook my head. The Plague had shaped everything we were. Even I, living in isolation in the Tower, had known how it had sliced the kingdom’s population in half—redefined our world.

“Some think—not all, mind—that the Plague was a result of the warping of magic from its true purpose. That bone magic was blamed because of the … macabre nature of its practice. It was an easy scapegoat. The Temple executed all the bone mages it could find, and the rest went underground. Eventually the secret of bone magic was lost. Or so it is believed.

“In fact,” he added, “the original final panel of the great tapestry of Quell reflected this theory, but one of the Pontiffs ordered it to be unpicked and restitched to reflect the Temple’s victory, as he saw it.”

So that explained the odd patterning and needle points I had seen.

“But even if that is true, why would someone want to bring bone magic back?” I asked.

“Some believe that all forms of magic, including both affinities and the incarnists’ powers, need to be free—to be practiced freely and joyfully, that is, without restraint or control. Without books and words. Without bodily sacrifice.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Isn’t it?” He looked at me quizzically. Then he said, “Bone magic is a particularly powerful form of magic, of course, so someone’s interest in resurrecting it might not be entirely philanthropic. When I was a much younger man, I had some idea that I might be the one to wield it …” He fiddled with his spectacles. “Hubris, I’m afraid. I was a member of a certain society even then, and I imagined that together we might use bone magic to overthrow the Temple—the hierarchy and structure that they had forced upon magic.”

I stared at him wide-eyed. He flushed a little.

“As I have said, I was very young and foolish.”

“You were going to overthrow the Temple?”

“Well,” he said self-deprecatingly, “‘overthrow’ is a strong word. I suppose I did imagine that we might be able to establish a better way. I believed—still do—that people who had a minor affinity of whatever kind should be able to practice without stigma or restriction, and that the rigid control of incarnist mages and their spellbooks was doing more harm than good. To the kingdom as well as to the mages themselves. I abhorred—still do—the idea that pain and sacrifice are necessary for the practice. The only power that seemed to have any hope of standing against the might of the Temple was bone magic.”

“So what did you do?” I said.

“I had a young apprentice at the time, another bone magic enthusiast—perhaps even a zealot, I’m sorry to say. I had imagined that they, like me, saw it as a means to an end—an end that would benefit everyone. As it turned out, however …” His voice trailed off.

He cleared his throat before continuing, “When I decided that bone magic was too powerful, too potentially harmful, for one person—or even two—to wield, I’m afraid they did not respond well. I decided to burn all my notes, you see. They wanted to keep them—to continue the work alone. We argued. I destroyed the notes. I thought that we would reconcile, that we both just needed some time to cool off, but they absconded during the night, taking all our remaining research with them. Their own notes, and several volumes on the subject.”

“What happened to them?”

He stared down at his hands. “I suppose they either continued their research, or decided to give it up, as I did.”

I sat silently, trying to absorb it all. My mind seemed unwilling to allow the thoughts in—they skittered over its surface, struggling to find purchase. Resurrecting bone magic. My Hair brushed against my ears, the strands rustling together like a hundred tiny voices whispering excitedly. Something in me responded to the idea, even as I wanted to reject it. Was that something the magic itself? Was it shivering in my bones even now?

“Magic needs us as much as we need it,” the Book Man said almost dreamily. “We are its only channel. Bone magic still exists—can even start to stir and move—but it would require a human mage in order to fully return.”

He stopped, suddenly intent. I had not noticed, but the embroidery I had been working on while the Book Man spoke about bone magic had started to take on its own life. My hand had ceased to be a hand and the needle to be a needle. I was a silver fish darting upstream, a bright bird zig-zagging across the clouds. I reached the end of the pattern that I was repairing, and I did not stop.

“Netta …” said the Book Man, a note of caution in his voice.

I paused, swimming now in that strange dream-state I entered when I was embroidering, and reluctant to stop. “Please,” I managed to say. “It feels right.”

The Book Man looked hard at me. He pressed his lips together, nodded, and sat back.

My Hair stirred against my back, restless as it always was when my emotions ran high. Tonight, though, it was more than restless; it felt alive, humming with energy. The design now felt wrong—too mundane, too limited for the potential I felt thrumming beneath my fingertips. The book needed more.

Deserved more.

A new design took shape in my mind, unbidden and wild. The first stitches were small and careful, a test of my daring, but soon the thread moved faster, weaving shapes and symbols I didn’t fully recognize.

The air in the room seemed to thicken. My Hair began to float. I didn’t stop. I couldn’t. The thread shimmered unnaturally now, colors shifting and blending in ways that defied logic. Gold bled into silver, then into deep, abyssal black, forming spirals and curves that moved like living things. I wasn’t just repairing the spellbook, now—I was stitching its cover into a better, more complex pattern. When I stopped, it looked … different, in an indefinable way, quite separate from the original design.

“Remarkable,” the Book Man breathed when I had finished. He touched the book reverently, barely letting the pads of his fingers make contact with the cover. It shivered faintly under his touch. With his affinity, he persuaded it to open—tentatively, as if something inside might jump out and bite him—but then became absorbed in studying the spellscript inside. It, too, seemed changed, but of course I couldn’t tell exactly how.

“What … what have you done?” the Book Man whispered, but there was no accusation in his tone.

I swallowed hard. “I—” I began, but the words caught in my throat. I didn’t know how to explain it. I couldn’t.

The Book Man’s fingers trembled slightly as they brushed the edge of the cover. “This is unlike any power I’ve ever seen.” His gaze shifted to me. “You’ve done something extraordinary. You have … Somehow you have strengthened the spell itself.”

“You’re not angry?” I asked hesitantly.

“Angry?” He gave a small, incredulous laugh. “This isn’t something to be angry about. This is remarkable.”

A flush crept up my neck, and I looked down.

“I’ll need to study it,” the Book Man said, his tone still reverent. “To understand exactly what you’ve done, other than strengthening the enchantment. Absolutely fascinating.”

I realized now that my Hair was now floating freely about my face. I put my hands up to it, trying to hold it down, but the Book Man shook his head.

“No need, my dear. I already suspected. But I didn’t want to make you say anything before you felt comfortable enough.”

It was a relief to let it move freely. I held out one arm and let it coil around it like a friendly snake. “I can’t control it. Not in any way that matters. I can’t read, and without reading a spellbook, I can’t … you know. It’s more embarrassing than anything.”

“Embarrassing? My dear,” said the Book Man. “I think you may be something entirely new.”

“What?”

“You shouldn’t be able to do what you did without reciting a spell. But you did.” He held up the book. “I have never heard of such a thing. Affinities will often use a … a skill, or a natural talent, to cast small spells, but for one of this magnitude, a mage would normally require the heft and structure of the written and spoken word.” He reached out to clasp my hand. “My dear, it is best that you keep your abilities hidden, as best you can.”

“Why? What would happen to me?”

He huffed a breath. “It is hard to say, as your circumstances are rather exceptional—coming to your powers as an adult. If you were a member of a powerful family, you could practice as you pleased. Otherwise—some mages with talent are given to the Temple, to be trained there, or are given to a wealthy patron as a private mage. Some are even married off—many nobles seek out magic-skilled partners in an attempt to strengthen their wealth and position at court, and the marriage bond is an excellent way to bind that power to you forever. Of course, some young mages find themselves in less … comfortable circumstances, if they fall into the wrong hands. If people know what you are—what you are capable of—they will seek to use you, as they have done to others. As they did to me.”

“What do you mean?”

He met my eyes, and for a moment I saw the pain beneath his calm exterior. “I wasn’t always the Book Man,” he said. “I’ve made my share of mistakes and had my share of power. But that’s a story for another time.”




Chapter Nine


[image: ]


The Curled Ribbon

‘An exuberant, loose stitch that can provide a needed counterpoint to those that are more formal. There is room for some experimentation and variety with this stitch, giving the seamstress a chance to express some individuality in its use.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

For Plaguenight, I chose the butter yellow dress that I had purchased on my first day in Quell. It would be eye-catching, but I would be masked, after all, I thought—and something in me longed for color after spending my time in the tea-brown light of the bookshop. Baldbeak was staying behind this time. I knew that a large raven on my shoulder—particularly a large raven that had already evaded capture—would mark me out to anyone who might be searching for me.

Part of me knew that this was a terrible idea. I had just murdered a Temple guard, after all, under what even the most pragmatic of judges would call “mysterious circumstances,” using powerful and dangerous magic that I could neither understand nor control—and which seemed to take possession of me without any conscious thought on my part. Just because no one had seen me do it didn’t mean I was safe.

But with a mask, with my Hair hidden, with Mieka … I longed to experience Plaguenight, and I thought that for just a couple of hours I would be safe enough. The Book Man had grudgingly agreed, saying that the crowds were so dense on Plaguenight that the king himself could probably pass unnoticed if he hid his face.

I do not like it, Baldbeak said.

“I’m sure the Book Man will let you out for a while if you need some fresh air,” I said, purposely misunderstanding.

He nudged my ear with his beak. That is not what I mean. I do not think you should go alone.

“I’ll be fine.” I stroked his head. “You stay out of trouble.”

“I’ll take good care of your friend,” said the Book Man. He peered at Baldbeak a little uncertainly. “I have enough biscuits for the evening, I think.”

Baldbeak clicked his beak approvingly.

“Enjoy yourself, my dear,” said the Book Man, and surprised me by stooping and brushing a dry kiss against my cheek. Impulsively, I hugged him around the neck. When I pulled away, he was flustered, but smiling.

“And I have some good news,” he said. “I have heard tell of a bookmaker who may have helped worked on a volume extremely similar to the one you described.”

“Really?” I gasped.

“Yes. He is, er … not a Temple-sanctioned bookmaker, if you take my meaning. He works in the scriptorium at the monastery at Spire.”

“I have to go there,” I said. “I have to go now.”

“My dear,” he said gently. “Take this one night. It will be dark soon. Spire will still be there in the morning. I will do all I can to help you on your way tomorrow. Agreed?”

After a pause, I nodded.

“Now, go and enjoy yourself, my dear.”

I couldn’t believe it. I had really done it. I had found the Book Man, and he in turn had found the book—or rather, I corrected, trying not to be too hopeful, someone who had worked on the book with Mother. Who knew her. Who might know where she was—or what had happened to her. And I would leave in the morning, mere hours from now.

As I walked down the narrow alley away from the concealed and warded shop door, an antlered deer skull loomed out of the shadows, jaws snapping. I would have screamed, but fear closed my throat, and all I could muster was a gasp as I fell back against the wall, hands outstretched to keep it at bay. The creature laughed and laughed until it was doubled over and wheezing. It reached up and tipped back the mask, revealing Mieka’s face, lit up with merriment.

“Mieka,” I tried to say, but the word came out as a squeak. “You scared me!”

“That’s the idea.” She lowered the deer skull back into place and cocked her head to the side, smiling. I could just see the gleam of her small, neat teeth behind the squarer, yellower ones of the deer.

“I brought you a mask, too. Here.” Mieka fished in her bag and pulled it out partway—a sharp, rodent-like skull with protruding front teeth, top and bottom, meeting together in almost a point. I had no idea what kind of creature it could be.

“Where did you get this? It looks …”

“Expensive?”

“I was going to say terrifying.”

Mieka laughed. “It’s both. So don’t break it.”

“What is it? It looks like a giant rat.”

Mieka lifted the whole thing out. Behind the skull, attached to some kind of mesh, was a forest of black-and-white striped quills, hard as ivory and fiendishly pointed at the ends. The whole thing formed a headdress, designed to cover the head and shoulders as well as the face.

“It’s a porcupine,” she said, sounding very pleased with herself. “It will cover your Hair if you put it up underneath the quills, see? Here, duck down so I can reach.”

I eyed it dubiously, sighed, and dipped my head so that Mieka could place the elaborate thing over it.

“Now stand still.”

She fussed about with it a bit, smoothing the quills and making sure the mesh lay evenly over my shoulders. The Hair wriggled about a bit in protest, but lay obediently once she was done.

“Not bad,” she said when she had finished.

The interior of the skull mask was dry and smelled of something chemical—perhaps the glue that had been used in its construction. The eyeholes were so close to the top of my head that I had to peer out through the mouth, but as the four enormous front teeth formed a pillar of white in the very centre of my vision, I had to turn my head a little awkwardly to see past them.

“It’s so heavy,” I said.

“Good. It’ll keep the Hair down.”

The Hair rustled in mild complaint, but it did seem to be accepting the weight of the mane of quills.

“Just try not to poke anyone in the eye when you’re dancing,” said Mieka.

“I doubt anyone will ask me to dance in this,” I grimaced, running my hands over the giant white teeth.

“Why wait to be asked?” said Mieka, grinning.

The dour, smoky streets of Quell had transformed into a tattered rainbow of color and light. Lanterns made of colored paper swung from ropes strung overhead between the buildings—some shaped like flowers or stars or crescent moons, and still others with eye- and mouth-holes cut in them to resemble skulls.

There were probably more organized, formal parties happening indoors in other parts of the city, but this street revelry seemed to have sprung fully formed from the ground like mushrooms after rain. The crematoriums still pumped their endless clouds of smoke above the rooftops, but colored powders had been added to turn even the ashes of the dead to shades of purple, pink, and orange. The color, noise, and movement were better than meat and drink. The white, whispering void of my memory and the dry, papery air of the bookshop retreated, replaced by a whirl of sensation.

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

“Not bad, is it?” said Mieka. “Come on. I want to get a good spot for the parade.”

I remembered bits and pieces of Plaguenight traditions as we walked. Mother had told me only a little about it, as she disapproved of frivolity in general, but even in the Tower we had baked fresh sugar bread when Plaguenight came around. Bread symbolized life and prosperity for the year ahead, and despite Mother’s contempt for superstition, the tradition was so deeply ingrained that she had continued to observe it.

I saw now that the streets were filled with bakers dressed in white and garlanded with flowers, carrying sacks of sugar and grain dyed in all colors, which they threw in handfuls into the crowds. Soon everyone was covered in a thin, shining layer of sweet dust, which melted with their sweat to become rivulets of color running down the skin. Children with sugar-crusted faces darted between the legs of passersby, shrieking with laughter as their mothers scolded them and singing the old Plague rhyme:

“First the fever, then the flame,

Burn the body, speak the name.”

Mieka linked her arm through mine as we walked through the crowd, inhaling the smell of fresh baking from the sweetmeats that vendors were handing out from decorated baskets. I took a sugar rat on a stick and tried to maneuver it past the mask’s long teeth and into my mouth, making Mieka giggle. The sugar and excitement in the air were intoxicating. I found myself laughing aloud, accepting twirls and kisses on the hand from strangers as I walked.

“Being a porcupine agrees with you,” said Mieka.

I shoved her a little, gently, and she laughed.

The crowd started to part and move as if it were many creatures with one mind—a swarm of bees, or a susurration of evening starlings. The Hair writhed under its headdress of quills. It, too, seemed to feel the burgeoning energy and excitement.

“The parade must be coming past soon,” said Mieka. She was about to say more, but was interrupted by an irritated voice saying, “There you are.” It came from a bird skull wearing a peacock-feather headdress and an iridescent green-blue gown.

“Zlata.” Mieka raised her mask briefly to kiss her. Zlata’s impossibly large brown eyes flickered over me from behind the bird’s eye sockets, indifferent.

“Is that a porcupine?” was all she said. “Really, Mieka.”

“The parade will be passing in a moment,” said Mieka. “Have you seen it before, Netta?”

I shook my head.

“I’m sorry, I forget that you’ve never … Well, I’ve watched it every year since I can remember,” said Mieka. “I was so little the first few times that my father had to put me on his shoulders. It was the most exciting thing I had ever seen, then.” She smiled a little wistfully, and then, “Here it comes!” she cried, sounding like that excited little girl again.

Two figures danced at the head of the parade. As soon as they came into view, the crowd fell silent.

“The Plague and the Plague Doctor,” Mieka murmured in my ear.

The Plague Doctor was a simple enough costume: black robes and the tall, conical black hat that doctors wore for formal business even now. His skull mask was that of a stag, with immense sixteen-pointed antlers coated with gold leaf. Deer were a well-known symbol of healing and regeneration, I remembered Mother telling me, and gold and golden yellow were believed to be the colors of health in the old religions (co-opted by the Temple, of course). The Plague Doctor dipped and spun, charging at the crowd with antlers lowered and sending them jumping back, shrieking and laughing. Colorful silk scarves attached to the dancer’s arms, legs, and back streamed behind him like pennants as he moved.

The Plague was a skeleton. White-painted bones shone on a skintight black suit that covered the dancer from head to toe, with colored wooden clappers tied to her wrists, elbows, knees, and ankles that made a loud clacking noise as she moved. The skull mask she wore was human, but with a jaw hinged unnaturally wide so that the mouth appeared to gape—and the teeth inside were not human, but pointed and yellow. Canine, perhaps? The jaw had some kind of puppetry mechanism that allowed the dancer to snap at the crowd, and the sounds of the teeth and the clappers ricocheted off the brick walls of the buildings lining the street, so that they seemed to be coming from every direction at once.

The Plague and Plague Doctor entered into an intricate dance, the Plague closing her doglike teeth on the rainbow scarves that shimmered from the Plague Doctor’s limbs and back, tearing them free. The silks were so light that they floated in the air for a moment before drifting down, giving the impression that they themselves were somehow animated. Members of the crowd scurried dangerously close to grab them, snatching them from under the dancers’ feet and then waving them triumphantly as they returned to their friends.

The mood was jubilant, but I felt chilled to the bone as I watched. The antlers, the jutting teeth, the sharp angles of the dance stabbed my mind like thorns. Something about the dance reached long fingers into my gut and tugged.

I was relieved when the Plague and Plague Doctor moved on, whirling and snarling at each other and the crowd. More dancers followed, in flower garlands that trailed colored ribbons, and then more bakers to throw sugar into the crowd. Then came what looked like a royal guard, resplendent in plumes and braiding, with a litter following behind.

“Who is that?” I shouted over the noise, cupping my hands over my mouth to be heard.

“King Colin, of course!” Mieka shouted back.

I squinted to see over the crowd—and through the protruding porcupine teeth. A score or more guards rode before the litter, and the same number after, all heavily armed but smiling, decked out in gold braid. The crowd threw flowers at them, which caught in their hair and the buttons and trim of their uniforms. The guards laughed and talked amongst themselves, arms swinging free, seemingly relaxed. Now and then, they picked flowers from where they had landed on their uniforms and threw them back into the crowd, where young men and women scrabbled to catch them.

The king himself—well, he reclined on a litter shouldered by eight strong men, but looked so slight that probably just one or two would have sufficed. His hair was white blond, and against it his skin looked almost gray; dark petals of fatigue bloomed under each pale eye. An elaborate crown and many-layered gold necklace looked far too substantial for his brittle skeleton to support. As I watched, he lifted a heavily ringed hand to wave at the crowd, with a smile that was sweet, but strained. I could have encircled his wrist with my thumb and forefinger. I became painfully aware of the press of his bones against his fragile skin, as if they were straining to free themselves from it.

“He looks like he’s dying,” I murmured.

Mieka heard me over the noise and shushed me. “Don’t say that! I mean, yes, you’re right, but don’t say that where anyone can hear you. The palace guards and the Watch don’t take kindly to speculation on his health.”

“But he looks …”

“I know. Everyone knows. Don’t say anything until we’re behind closed doors.”

Was I imagining it, or did the crowd subdue itself a little as the king passed? There was still cheering and tossing of flowers, but the tone of it warped to something more ceremonial, almost funereal, as if they were bidding the king goodbye rather than marking his passage.

When his litter had finally moved past, there was a sense of relief and heightened revelry. A cluster of musicians with a ridiculous, mismatched assortment of instruments—one looked like an octopus studded with a dozen tentacle-like pipes—started playing together under the eaves of a nearby building, making music that was wild and chaotic and intoxicating, pouring itself like wine into your ears and setting your foot to tapping without any interference from your mind in between.

A dance began—where exactly, or how, I could not see. There were no formal steps, yet all the dancers moved in rhythm, and no one collided with anyone else, nor stepped on unsuspecting toes. Zlata clasped Mieka’s hands and pulled her close. Mieka grinned at me and swung herself into the dance, her mask tipping crazily to one side as she swooped and hopped with the rest of them. I felt that same mad urge to jump in, but held myself back … until a pair of hands grabbed mine and pulled me into the maelstrom. There was sugar in my eyes and on my tongue, stinging one and tempting the other, and I found myself laughing as we spun.

My dance partner was no taller than I—perhaps a hair shorter, even—and lean, slightly built, with long, elegant fingers that clasped around mine with a firm, cool grip. He wore shimmering black, and a mask of some kind of bird skull with a wickedly curved beak concealed his face.

“I don’t know how to dance,” I said, laughing.

“You seem to be managing it,” he said.

He moved with easy grace, taking the lead with confidence—which was just as well, as I had none. I had worried about embarrassing myself with my lack of ability, but my feet seemed to know how to move without any conscious interference from my mind as he drew me through the dance. I caught sight of Mieka for a moment and thought I saw the ghost of a wink through her mask.

My partner pulled me closer. Briefly, I wondered whether I would need to stamp on his foot if his hands started to wander—or perhaps stab him with one of the porcupine’s quills—but he had merely come closer in order to speak into my ear, above the noise of the crowd.

“Are you having a good time, Netta?” he asked.

Netta. He knew my name.

For a moment, my mind went blank. The shock felt like cold, like white, like the terrible blankness when I had woken in the Tower … for just a flash, and then it was gone, and my lips were numb and tingling, and my Hair prickled on my scalp. Mieka and Zlata were nowhere to be seen.

I tried to pull my hands away, but my partner held them fast. The bird skull was expressionless, its eye sockets dark and empty. It had to be another one of them, the Temple guards. Surely.

“How do you know who I am?” I whispered.

“You are not in danger,” he said quickly, seeing my panic. “Well, not from me, at any rate.”

“Then who are you?” I demanded, trying to pull away again.

In the shadow of the mask, I saw the flash of a smile. “Someone who sees you.”

“Don’t play games,” I said sharply.

“But I’m so good at them. By the way, where’s your raven friend?”

I finally managed to pull my hands free and reached for his mask. He caught me by the wrists and tutted. I felt his grip, firm against the pounding of my pulse.

“Don’t you know it’s bad luck to take off your mask before it’s dark?” he said. “Keep dancing with me. You will stand out more if you are still.”

His voice was light and cool—slightly mocking.

“You’re the voice I heard,” I said slowly. “When I arrived in Quell. And then again, yesterday, when the Temple guard …”

I did not finish my sentence. He did not reply. Somehow we were still moving through the dance.

“You are. I know you are,” I said. “Who are you? Tell me, or I swear I will run now.”

“Patrick,” he said.

Another flash of white.

Patrick. The traveling magician from the river, with the clever face and patchwork coat.

But that meant he had followed me to Quell. Had seen me running from the Temple guard. Had been a hair’s breadth from me yesterday, hissing a warning in my ear. How was that possible? Who was he? My head spun.

“What are you doing here?” I gasped. “How did you …” I looked around again for Mieka and Zlata, but they were still lost in the crowd. I pulled my hands away.

“I am a friend, Netta. I promise.”

“You followed me here. Why?”

I did not know why he had been so close to the Tower that day, nor why he had guided me in Quell, but I did know it could be no coincidence. Silly. Soft. Slow. I hadn’t even questioned his presence at the river, at the precise moment I was crossing.

Something else occurred to me. “You were invisible,” I said.

“An affinity,” he said, waving his hand casually. “They can be very useful. I am able to move in shadow, when I choose.”

Affinities were dangerous, Mother had told me, and untrustworthy—as were those who used them. And the ability to move in shadow seemed the least trustworthy of all.

“Who are you really? And what do you want with me?”

He took a small step back, and bowed. “Patrick Ladran Foley,” he said. “At your service. Or something like it.”

Ladran.

“You’re Ladran?”

“Some call me that.”

I looked about wildly, feeling like some kind of trap was closing in. Mieka had told me Ladran owned half the city—the taverns, the gambling hells. She worked for him in some capacity, didn’t she? Ladran’s lapdog, Grizel had spat at her.

“Did Mieka bring me here because of you? Is she …?”

“She does not know I am here,” he said quickly. “My intentions are nothing but good.” Somehow he had taken my hands again without my noticing and was spinning me round as the crowd continued to dance. There was some kind of magic in it, that dance, and I was caught up in it and could not pull myself free.

“And what are those intentions?” I managed to say.

“I want to help you.”

“Out of the goodness of your heart.”

He shrugged. The bird mask tilted.

“I’m not going to pretend I don’t have a vested interest. I am loyal to the king. I look out for the good of Virelith. I work with others like you—those who don’t want to bend the knee to the Temple and see the kingdom fall to the One-Eyed God, or become little more than a tool for the high lords to wield. Those like your mother, as well. She rejected the Temple, I think?”

“What do you know about my mother?”

“Very little, I’m afraid, but I would like to know more. I would like to help you find her—and her spellbook. That book is of great significance to the kingdom’s future. Many have heard of its existence. Many have been looking for it. I like to … pay attention to such things.”

“Are you a spy?”

“A spy, a businessman, a merchant, a diplomat …”

“A traveling magician in a patched coat?”

“Whatever the king finds necessary. Sometimes the best way to observe is to be invisible, in the shadows—and sometimes being a colorful distraction and putting on a show is even more effective.”

“What were you doing that day near the Tower?”

“I was simply trying to help you.”

My voice trembled, but I forced it to be strong. “Forgive me if I am not immediately overwhelmed with gratitude.”

He spun me round again. “I heard tell that an attack was planned on the Tower.”

“Heard tell from whom?”

“I am not quite ready to reveal that, my dear. After all, a large part of my business is secrets.”

“Then why didn’t you stop it?”

“I was on my way to the Tower when I heard I was too late. But I also heard that you had survived, so I made sure I was there to …”

I glared at the blank eyeholes of the mask. “Interfere?”

He pulled me in closer, so his voice sounded right in my ear, warm and intimate. “Interfere? That’s uncharitable. If I hadn’t interfered, your pursuers would have had you twice over by now, and you would have lost all your coin,” he said.

“If you know all this, you must know why Temple guards wanted my Mother’s book.”

“I’m afraid I do not, although I would very much like to.”

I snorted.

“A most unladylike noise,” he observed, but I fancied I could see the hint of a smile through the mask.

I had barely noticed, as I was so angry and so absorbed in the conversation, but the last of the sunlight was bleeding from the sky, and the crowd had started counting down to the Unmasking. It had to be done at the very moment when the sun slipped its moorings and dipped beneath the horizon—when the glims and candles and lanterns became the only points of light. I had not intended to remove my mask, but someone behind me wrenched it back, laughing, and although I clutched at it, it was too heavy for me to raise again easily. Beneath it, my Hair floated freely around my shoulders.

Shouts and laughter and whoops all around, and then confetti was thrown from the upper windows of the houses all around, as were handfuls of grain and sugar dyed every color. All around us, couples and friends and strangers embraced, lights flared to life, and despite myself, I felt the intoxicating swirl of it all.

“Kiss! Kiss!” the crowd shouted in a hundred voices, and someone threw a ladle of pink sugar over us. It stung my skin like a thousand tiny pinpricks. Patrick took his skull mask by the beak and lifted it, just enough to expose his mouth and leave his eyes in shadow—and he kissed me. It was featherlight and brief—barely a kiss, a suggestion of a kiss—but it tasted like sugar and salt at once, and it was shockingly close and warm.

I managed to get hold of my mask and wrenched it forward, breaking the kiss, flattening down my Hair again, and shielding my face, which was burning hot. We stared at each other for a moment—or, at least, I stared into the empty eye sockets of his mask, and he stood infuriatingly still and silent.

“What … Why would you …” I said, still reeling.

After a beat, he gave a low, theatrical bow. The bird skull mask covered his head completely. I could not even see the color of his hair. “I did not want to draw attention to us,” he said in a low voice. “It would have seemed stranger had I not …”

A kiss given to allay suspicion. As a form of disguise. I felt a surge of anger—first at him, for kissing me, and then at myself, for letting him.

“I don’t care,” I spat at him. “Leave me alone. Stop following me. I don’t want to see or hear from you ever again.”

I backed away and stepped in a puddle of sugar water, which rather spoiled the haughty effect of my words. The parade was still snaking about the center of the city, round and round until the revelers collapsed from exhaustion, and I could hear its drums approaching us again. Patrick’s kiss lingered on my mouth, even as the procession rolled past a second time. I started to walk away and then, when I was sure he was not following me, I ran.

I heard him calling my name, but the street was a chaos of color and movement, laughter, kisses, the grittiness of sugared skin brushing my own, and hands trying to grasp at mine as I pushed my way through, snarling at anyone who tried to pull me back in to the celebration, glad that my mask was both fearsome and unpleasantly pointy enough to put off any questing hands or mouths. The powdered sugar that had sweetened the air and dusted my skin had now blended entirely with my sweat to become a sticky, sickly paste, stinking like sour milk. My clothes were stained with color from the melting crystals and soot from the cremation chimneys.

Stupid. Stupid. It had been a stupid risk to take, all for sweetmeats and dancing. I thought about finding and confronting Mieka, but my mind was crowded with new information, and I just needed to get away and think. I would be lucky to make it back to the shop unscathed, or mostly so.

The parade snaked past again, and I wondered how I would push my way through the floats decked in ribbons, the dancers stomping in time, the Priests swinging censers that spewed their choking smoke, the standard-bearers carrying some vast and intricate banner …

I halted. The great tapestry.

It took a dozen men to carry it, stretched taut between tall gilded poles. The cloth seemed even more massive outside of the Temple building, and the stitched motifs took on almost godlike size and significance: the rising Plague represented by waves of skeletal figures, and the Temple triumphant against them, the Eye of the One-Eyed God blazing over neat rows of graves. Every thread stitched to tell the story the Temple wanted remembered.

The crowd cheered, some throwing flower petals, others shouting prayers. But not all voices blended. I began to hear the undertones first—hoarse cries, angry chants—until the protestors surged forward.

“Liars!” someone bellowed.

“Thieves!” shouted another. “Bleeding us with your tithes!”

The Temple guards stiffened along the parade line, then moved to shield the Priests. The celebration cracked open. A stone flew, striking one of the guards’ helms with a sharp ring. Shouts turned to screams. The guards surged into the crowd, and the crowd shoved back, fists rising.

A woman was knocked down to sprawl in the mud, then trampled as the crowd pressed and broke apart. The drums faltered, then ceased altogether. Someone pushed me hard from behind. The tapestry lurched, creaking and snapping like a ship’s sail caught in a storm wind as its bearers struggled, some dropping their poles and running, some fighting to keep it upright.

For a heartbeat, the tapestry still loomed, the vast Eye flaring against the embroidered bones, and then a protestor leapt, blade flashing. The fabric tore, and the great cloth sagged, ripping down the middle, its two halves flapping like wounded birds and coming to rest on the dirt-and-sugar-crusted ground. People clawed at it, tearing it apart, trampling the Temple’s story into mud and spilled wine and ash fallen from the torches overturned and doused on the wet ground. The crush of bodies grew worse. I couldn’t breathe, shoved shoulder to shoulder with strangers. The air was sharp with sweat and smoke. Somewhere, a guard’s sword flashed—too close.

A hand gripped mine. Patrick.

“This way.” His voice was low, steady against the chaos. He cut a path through the crowd with quick, precise movements. When someone lunged in our direction, he shoved them aside, keeping me behind him. I stumbled after him, my mask jostled sideways, my sweat-soaked Hair tumbling into my eyes. Everywhere I looked was madness: a man bleeding from a rock to the temple, a baker face-down in his own spilled sugar, a young boy crying underfoot until someone dragged him clear. The beautiful tapestry lay in shreds.

Patrick pushed me through a gap between two stalls, the wood already half splintered from the press of bodies. “Run,” he said, and for once I didn’t argue.

I ran.

My lungs burned. The sounds of the riot followed—screams and shouts, steel on steel, bells clanging—but they dulled until only my own panting breath filled my ears.

By the time I burst into the narrow street where the Book Man’s shop waited, I was shaking. My palms were raw from clutching my skirts, my heart still pounding with the kiss and the riot and the sight of the tapestry falling.

I pulled off the porcupine mask. My Hair relinquished its hold on the quills and fell away, long and silken.

And then I saw that a thin stream of smoke feathered from the crematorium’s chimney.




Chapter Ten
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The Holy Flame

‘A most sacred stitch, reserved only for altar cloths and the robes of the High Priests. Though simple, its very simplicity marks it as one of the patterns most favored by the One-Eyed God.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

Smoke?

I stopped dead. None of the stray revelers on the street paid it any mind. Why wouldn’t a crematorium be smoking? But they didn’t know it was dormant, a mere front for the Book Man’s establishment.

I increased my pace, almost running to the door the Book Man had bade me use. It felt warm to the touch. As soon as I opened it, something large and dark flew at my face, and I yelped. It was Baldbeak, clearly in a panic, his feathers askew. He fell against me heavily, actually burying his head in the crook of my neck.

Fire, was all he said, and I could feel the deep, primal horror in the shiver of his voice. Fire, when he was trapped and could not outfly it, was the ultimate predator.

No. No, the bookshop was warded against fire. The Book Man had told me so.

But wards were not unbreakable.

If the door was hot, the flames might be just behind it. I went instead to the crematorium entrance through which I had first entered the bookshop. I held Baldbeak tight, but looked beyond him to the hatch leading into the oven. I thanked my lucky stars that it was open, or Baldbeak and the Book Man would have been trapped inside. I could not see the orange light of flames, nor any smoke—although I supposed the chimney was designed to siphon it up and out, so that might not mean much.

The Book Man.

“Baldbeak,” I said urgently. “The Book Man. Did he get out?”

Baldbeak sent me a succession of images, wavering at the edges and even harder to discern than usual through his panic. He seemed to have been roosting on a shelf when the fire started, and he shot out of the passage into the exterior room as soon as he smelled the smoke. He had not seen the fire.

“Wait out here, Baldbeak,” I whispered.

You must not go in! He snapped at my finger. If I hadn’t moved quickly enough, it would have drawn blood.

“I have to see if the Book Man is in there.” I scratched his head. “I’ll be all right, I promise. I won’t keep going if it’s too dangerous.”

I left the porcupine mask outside the crematorium door, and Baldbeak perched on it. The sight of the gigantic black bird perched on the leering skull was enough to give anyone nightmares, but perhaps that was a good thing—I would have to leave the door open behind me this time, and no one would be likely to follow me in.

I plunged into the blackness of the passage. The metal did not feel warm on my hands, and although, as before, it was difficult to breathe through the soot and bone dust, I smelled only a little smoke. When I emerged at the other end, the bookstore looked just as usual. I called for the Book Man, but heard no response. My voice sounded odd and flat in the silence. Somehow I could tell that there was no one else in the building with me—the air felt dead.

I followed the scent of smoke through the store. The smell and the haze in the air grew stronger as I approached the round metal door that led to the basement. Once I was close enough, I could see a thin line of smoke, like a curling blue ribbon, winding from the very edge of the door. I pressed my hands to the metal and felt that it was warm. I fumbled with the doorknob, hoping it was not locked from the inside, and … it swung open.

The basement was on fire. The magical wards were clearly fighting it, because the flames hadn’t yet taken over, despite the plentiful supply of kindling—instead they flared up in different parts of the room before dying down, only to blaze into life again a moment later.

The spellbooks in this room were chained to the wall and appeared to be trying to break free of their shackles. They sparked and spat like sausages in a pan, the magic inside them reacting to both the fire that was attempting to consume them and the wards that were desperately trying to douse it. The air thrummed with the tension between them all.

And in the center of the room—a puddle of blood.

I felt dizzy. No body. Nothing but this little pool of deep red, the dancing reflections of the many-colored flames flashing in it like bright fish in a dark pond.

“Book Man!” I called. Of course there was no answer. There was no human life in this room.

I looked down and noticed for the first time the five small, pale shapes that were scattered on the bottom stair, gleaming like pearls. I knelt, and the breath of air from my swaying skirt stirred them, and they made a clattering sound on the tile.

A complete set of fingernails, bloody at the roots.

Fingernails?

Before I could touch them, there was a great whoomph, and the flames roared up a thousandfold. The wards. Whatever magic had started this fire had finally defeated the wards, and they had failed, and the flames had taken root in earnest. I looked around at the priceless volumes on the shelves. The Book Man would have wanted me to save them if I could, I knew, but there was no time. Already the room was filling with choking black smoke.

I ripped a length of cloth from my skirt hem to cover my mouth and nose, and ran up the stairs, slamming the basement door behind me. The door would buy me only a little time—I knew the flames would make their way through it soon. I fought my way through the stacks of books, through the tunnel, through the crematorium, back to the front door, and emerged gasping onto the street. Baldbeak flew up to my shoulder, cawing urgently in my ear, scolding me for going inside in the first place.

Mieka. I had to find Mieka and tell her what had happened. If she were indeed still my ally. I hoped against hope that she was.

The courtyard beyond was quiet and relatively empty. I broke into a run, sliding a little on the cobblestones, putting as much distance between me and the shop as I could. I swung into an alleyway, stumbled, and clutched at something that turned out to be an elbow beneath a rough sleeve. Baldbeak snapped at its owner.

“Oi! Watch it!”

I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

I did not know if I had spoken aloud. The stranger shook me off, and I fell against a stone wall, feeling its rough scrape all along my side. I leaned there for a moment, panting. My vision threatened to turn white, and panic clawed at my throat. I felt, rather than saw, the strange looks I was getting.

“You all right, love?” said someone. A woman. I blinked, and a kindly face came into focus, stained with colored sugar.

“Yes. I am fine. Thank you. I am fine.”

I had to get off the streets.

“You don’t look all right,” said the woman.

More people were gathering as they caught sight of the fire that was now taking hold of the whole shop and crematorium in its blazing fist. I heard the Watch’s rattle sound in the distance, and forced myself to stand up and stumble on, aware now of curious eyes on my back. Eyes, eyes all around me, the eyes of the Watch and the Temple among them—if not now, then soon. I heard cries of “Fire!” behind me. The bookshop would be soon be laid open by the flames, picked over and investigated.

My legs could hold me no longer. I found a doorway from which I could still see the shop and crouched within the little shelter it offered, shivering and shocked, watching the ashes steam in the soft but relentless rain that had started to fall again. The drizzle had little effect on the blaze. Baldbeak nibbled at my ear, trying to comfort me.

Was this my fault? Had someone come to the Book Man’s shop to find me and, failing that, destroyed him instead? And, selfishly—how was I to find Mother and her spellbook now? I would have to make my own way to Spire without his help. It was no more than I deserved, I told myself.

Footsteps clicked their way over the damp cobblestones and stopped beside me. My head was resting on my knees, so at first all I could see were the shoes—an unusually beautiful pair, hand-painted with a pastoral scene and laced with gold ribbon. My exhausted mind, glad to be distracted from the destruction and my desolate future prospects, lingered on the beauty of the shoes for long enough that one of the feet tapped impatiently, finally making me look up. It was Milady.

“My dear,” she said, her beautiful face a picture of concern. “What happened here?”

To my shame, I burst into loud sobs, my nose streaming with the cold, the rain, and my own tears. Milady crouched beside me and patted my shoulder.

“You poor thing.” The ribbon of her voice, smooth and smoky, wound around me, quieting me a little. She rocked back on her heels and looked behind me to the flames and smoke, now clearly visible even from blocks away. “I just saw … What a shame. I am so sorry, my dear. What a terrible thing.” She sighed. “Really such a tragedy. He was a very special man. Do you have somewhere to go, my dear?”

This was my fault, somehow, I knew. All this destruction. All this death.

Milady helped me to my feet. “Here, my carriage is just across the street. I was actually on my way to the bookshop anyway, to speak with you, when I saw what happened. Fortuitous, in a way.”

“To speak with me?” I managed to say through the fog of guilt and despair.

She placed her gloved hand on mine. “I had meant to tell you under different circumstances,” she said, her voice softening. “I suspected when I first saw you, and now I am certain. Your mother is Margotte Edevane, is she not?”

I nodded slowly, not speaking.

“Netta, my dear,” she said. “I am your aunt. Your mother is my sister.”

Your flock? said Baldbeak, with an air of deep skepticism. He had been busy grooming his ash-smeared feathers, but now he cocked his head to eye Milady sidelong.

It took a moment for my mind to comprehend the words. My thoughts felt obscured, choked by the rising smoke from the bookshop. I peered at her, the revelation sinking in slowly. How had I not noticed before? Her features were Mother’s, painted by a flattering portraitist: the edges softer; the eyes bluer; the cheeks touched with rose petals where Mother’s were wan; the curve of her mouth sweet and pink where Mother’s was a hard, firm line. Lost in examining her face, I reached out without thinking to touch the tendril of hair that curled over her shoulder. She smiled. I snatched my hand back.

“My dear, I have been searching for you for longer than you know.” She folded me in a perfumed embrace, her cheek silky against mine, and I breathed in the scent of her hair, heady and floral. I did not quite know what to do with my arms, so they stayed uselessly at my sides. My Hair shrank from the unfamiliar touch, but something deep in me responded to it. She looked so much like Mother, after all.

“I am so glad to have found you,” she said. She clapped her hands together. “Now, you must come with me, you poor thing.”

“Wait—did the Book Man know? That you’re my aunt, I mean.”

“He may have suspected,” she said. “Poor man.” Her eyes glistened prettily. “He had many enemies, I’m afraid. It was inevitable in his line of work. But we must put all that behind us. Come, let us go to the carriage.” She cast a slightly disapproving glance at Baldbeak. “Your raven may ride on the roof.”

A spark of hope in the swirling smoke of my thoughts.

“Are you going to help me find my mother?”

“Of course, my dear. I have been looking for her for twenty years, and I’m certainly not going to stop now. Having you is a wonderful gift, and I feel sure that together we will be able to find her now—and her book.” Her lips curved. “We are going to have such a marvelous time.”




PART
 TWO




Before the young woman came to the Tower, she was a girl growing up in a grand house that smelled of furniture polish, candle wax, and magic.

She and her sister knew they would be mages one day, like their father, and when they learned their letters from their governess, they pretended they were reciting spells, chasing each other around the school room and terrorizing the poor woman, who only wanted to teach them the alphabet.

When the girl had her eighth birthday, her father brought her into his study. She clutched a baby tooth in her fist that she had lost earlier that day, biting into a green apple. A bright moment of pain, a little blood, and then the tooth, sticking up like an ivory tombstone from the smooth flesh of the fruit. She had taken the tooth to her mother first, who had cried over it—but instead of putting it in the little velvet box where she kept all her daughters’ baby teeth, she had folded it into a little handkerchief and told the girl to take it down to her father: to hold it carefully and, above all, not to lose it.

The girl did not know why this tooth was so significant, but she clutched it so tightly in her hand that her fingernails left little red half-moons on her palm. She padded into the library, where her father worked late into the night, and he pushed back his chair and put her on his lap—a rare privilege. This close, his beard tickled the top of her head, and she could smell cigars and ink on his fine linen shirt.

“Let me tell you about magic,” he said, and she settled herself against him. His thighs were bony and uncomfortable, but she was aware of the great honor it was to sit with him, here, in his sanctum, and so she did not wriggle or complain.

“Ability exists in many,” he said, “but few have the strength and knowledge to actually practice. The power comes from two things: sacrifice, and study.”

She nodded. He had said this many a time before.

“Sacrifice: the renewable parts of the human body, burned or broken as they are used. Teeth. Fingernails, like your sister. And hair. But this sacrifice is useless without study and scholarship. Spells are complicated things, and unwieldy—long, and full of odd details. Sounds that have to be pronounced precisely. A practitioner with sufficient strength and the ability to draw from their body without exhausting it. A book built to contain and channel such a spell. And you cannot cast spells indefinitely. For example, even though mage’s bodies renew at a much faster rate, there are only so many teeth someone can lose at one time.”

She felt about her mouth with her tongue, running across the ridges and valleys of her own teeth—imagining nothing there but bloody sockets.

“Teeth are probably the hardest. Nails and hair are more plentiful and grow faster. And they are less painful to lose. You have lost all your baby teeth now, have you not?”

She nodded. She held out her hand, opening it to reveal the handkerchief and the blood-streaked little prize within. He touched it gently.

“You remember when your first ever baby tooth fell out, don’t you? You were frightened. You thought it meant you were breaking apart.”

“It hurt.”

“All real power does, at first. But see”—he turned it in his fingers so that it shone pearly in the light—“this is a gift. A piece of your body. And it still remembers you.”

He set the tooth on the desk. There was a small spill of ink on the smooth wood. He dipped his finger in the little puddle and drew a circle. He wiped his finger clean with his handkerchief, then drew a volume from the shelf beside him and, flipping to a well-thumbed page, began to read. As the girl watched, the tooth shivered, turned in place like a slow spinning top, and then started to roll clumsily about the desk, following the path of ink.

“It’s alive!” she cried.

“No,” said her father. “Just … obedient.” He watched as the tooth trundled around and around the little circle, senseless and dogged. “This is your essence at work, child. But the spell is mine.”

“But,” said the little girl, furrowing her brow, “you said we must use our own bodies for magic. Our own pain.”

Her father smiled, proud and faintly cruel. “That is what the Temple teaches. And it is true—for the weak. But the strongest mages learn to steal. You can take the body of another and use its sacrifice in place of your own. If you are clever. If you are careful.”

He spoke one more word, and the little tooth exploded into sparkling dust, giving off a strong smell of burned hair. The little girl almost yelped in surprise, but kept herself still and silent with a great effort, knowing it would please her father.

“Good, good,” he said. “Now that you have left childish things behind, you are ready.”

He stood, gently removing her from his lap, and strode over to one of the bookshelves. He ran his hand along the row of spines, selected one volume, and pulled it out partway. There was a click, a creak, and a section of the shelf swung free. Inside was the secret room that she had always longed to see.

“Teeth, nails, hair. And then there is bone magic,” he said.

He walked inside, not waiting to see if she would follow, but of course she did. It was a library in miniature, with its own shelves lining the walls, and its own desk. He selected one of the books—a thick tome bound in leather, with gold tooling on the cover. The gold had tarnished, and the paper was singed and crumbling at the edges, stained with ash.

“It is the most powerful magic of all,” he said, tracing the lines with his finger. “For generations, we have searched for every remaining volume on the subject. Most were burned, of course, but some were hidden. And some snatched from the fire.”

He took the girl’s small hand in his large one.

“We repair the books,” he said. “We make them strong again. And we learn from them. Study them.”

She found her voice. “But what is the sacrifice? For bone magic? Do your bones crumble all up?”

He smiled. “That is the beauty of it, my dear, and the power. Just as I showed you with your tooth—for bone magic, the sacrifice does not have to be your own.”

After that day, she studied the spellbooks of bone with him every afternoon. She was his assistant; his protégée; his little helpmeet. When her little sister hovered by the library door, he told her to go and play—that it was not yet her time. Although her sister was her only playmate, the young girl glowed with pride when she heard this. She was the oldest, the chosen. She would learn all the secrets first and best.

“What about this one?” she said on one particular day, holding out a book. It was a slimmer volume than the others, bound in a leather unpleasantly smooth to the touch. When she put her nose to it, it smelled like the ocean.

“Fish leather,” he said with distaste. “A flimsy binding. And it taints your skin.”

He took it from her and riffled the pages.

“Not the best-crafted of spells,” he remarked. “Look here, and here.” He showed her places where the ink was blotted and where the scribe had appeared to write in haste, forming the letters untidily. “I keep it more as a curiosity than for any serious research.”

“May I read it?” she asked.

He eyed her for a moment, then shrugged. “It could be a valuable exercise,” he said, passing her the volume. “Examine the spell. See what you would do to repair it, if repair is possible. See where you can improve it.”

She pored over it in bed for a week’s worth of nights. The spell was like lace—intricately woven parts interspersed with gaps and holes where the writer’s knowledge or imagination had failed. She pored over it, running her finger across the careless ink, finding places where one word could be exchanged for another more precise, or an unnecessary section could be excised. The ocean smell of the leather seeped into the skin of her hands. When she played with her kitten later, it bit at them as if her fingers had become wriggling eels.

She knew she was on the right path when she scratched out her own version of the spell. Even on scrap paper, she felt it thrum through her skeleton when she spoke it aloud. She took her work to her father, who examined it and pronounced it good. It was not bone magic yet, he said, but she was on her way.

He showed her how to create a book of her own, with paper and hide and glue and ink, to house the spells she mended—and, later, created. She learned how to make a book in which the spellwords would thrive, as you build a tempting hive for a swarm of bees. With every spell, every book, she felt bone magic stir, just a little, from its long sleep.

It was addictive. It was powerful. And she wanted it.

So close were she and her father over the years, so aligned in their ambition, that she expected one day to take over his work. She was horrified, then, when he announced at dinner that he was fostering the son of a noble but impoverished family, in order to have a male heir. The girl protested, stamped her foot, even cried, but her father was implacable. She could be an assistant, a helpmeet, but never his successor. She was sixteen.

He took away her key to his study. She was still allowed in, but only ever in her father’s company now, and she was never again permitted to take a book from his collection to study alone in her room.

When the boy came, she avoided him. It was not difficult. Her sister played with him occasionally, she knew, but she was thirteen, still young enough to be amused by the boy as she would have been amused by a puppy or kitten. The girl was surprised, then, to see him hovering in the hall outside her room one day, watching her as she practiced an incantation.

“What are you doing?” she said sharply.

He flinched. He was a slight boy, and sickly, with changing eyes and a crooked smile that made him look sly. She had heard tales of him stealing food from the kitchen. Her maid had told her that he took loaves of bread to crumble for the ravens that lived in the grounds, and that she had even seen the boy speaking to them. The staff wondered if he were weak-minded, perhaps, or odd in some other way.

Seeing him now, the girl thought he was thin, pale, and altogether disappointing—so underfed that he looked younger than the six years old she believed him to be. Hardly the hale and upstanding heir her father had wanted. She felt a twist of spiteful glee.

“Go and play,” she told him when he said nothing.

He hovered in the doorway. “There’s no one to play with.”

“Go and play with Sybil.”

“She doesn’t like me. She pulled out one of my fingernails.” He held up a bloody finger, and his lower lip trembled.

Perhaps the boy could be of use. She crouched down beside him and used her best smile. “You poor thing,” she said. “Let me help you.”

It was a simple enough matter to find one of her books of healing spells and pluck a hair from her head to nourish it as she recited. The boy watched with fascination as his nail grew back, pale and perfect as a seashell. “Thank you,” he said uncertainly, as if the words were unfamiliar.

“You’re welcome.” She made herself ruffle his dark hair. It felt greasy and unwashed against her fingers. “Now, can you do something for me?”

He nodded uncertainly.

“Do you know how to get into Father’s rooms?”

“I’m not allowed to go in there without him.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

He hesitated. “Yes,” he said in a low voice.

“Without being seen?”

He looked apprehensive, and she smiled at him again, trying to seem motherly.

“A … clever boy like you,” she said. “I’m sure you know a way.”

After a beat, he blinked, and his outline seemed to tremble and blur. He was there, and then he wasn’t—or not quite. There was a sensation of movement, of shape, but even when she squinted she couldn’t make him out. An affinity! Father would be horrified. It did explain how he was able to sneak so much food from the pantry, however.

“Very good,” she said with feigned approval. “There is a book I need from his study. If I describe it, can you bring it to me?”

“I … I think so,” came a voice from the shadow.

The girl smiled.




Chapter Eleven
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The Rose

‘A deceptively simple stitch that in reality requires complete mastery of the needle to express its complexity. For the expert seamstress, it supplies a pleasing and sophisticated addition to any design.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

We arrived at Milady’s mansion late that night. I had watched Quell disappear behind us and then stared out the window at the little hamlets we passed through until all the light had drained from the sky, leaving nothing but blackness and the whispered presence of a few clouds, subtly lit by a hidden moon. I felt equally drained—empty of emotion. Empty of thought. I knew that later I would grieve, but for now, I was content to rest my forehead on the cool glass and stare through it, glad for this short reprieve.

For a time, Milady and I had talked, as she asked me questions about Mother and our life together in the Tower, but we had been silent for a while now. Milady appeared to be asleep, but I could not rest—and by the sounds of his little claws scuttling on the roof above, neither could Baldbeak.

My fingers itched for my embroidery. It had burned in the bookshop, of course, along with everything else. I had the handkerchief containing my mother’s hairs stuffed into my pocket, but that was all that remained of my worldly possessions—aside from the yellow dress I wore, now smeared with ash. I thought of the porcupine mask, which I had discarded on the ground outside the crematorium when I rushed in. Mieka had said it was expensive, and I felt a brief pang.

I wished I had never joined her for Plaguenight. The destruction of the bookshop and the death of the Book Man—and I felt that he must be dead, despite the fact that I hadn’t seen his body—felt like a judgement on me for choosing to leave and enjoy the frivolity of the festival with my new friend, rather than stay behind and ready myself for the journey to Spire.

If I had just stayed at the shop, I felt, I could somehow have prevented everything. Maybe we could have left for Spire tonight, and I would be sitting in a carriage with the Book Man beside me, smelling his scent of old paper and glue rather than Milady’s flowery perfume that threatened to become cloying before long. Mother had been right, I thought—magic needed to be kept in check, caged with rules and structure. Look what happened when it was allowed to run free.

I racked my brain to think of anything, any small clue, that Mother might have let slip that would tell me what her all-encompassing ‘great work’ was. I felt very stupid, now. Mieka wouldn’t have put up with not knowing. She would have demanded answers and, if denied them, would have stormed out of the Tower long ago. But my whole world had been Mother, and her whole world had been her work. Everything I knew before leaving the Tower, I knew because she had taught it to me. Even Baldbeak had known more of Virelith than I did.

I shifted in my seat, trying to get comfortable. The showers of sugar during the festival had left me sticky and stained, my skin a patchwork of pastel colors. The rain and the floating ash from the fire had melted into the sugar and created a sort of gray paste that collected in the crooks of my elbows and every crease in my wrists and hands. I hoped that I would be able to take a bath when we reached the house, but I also felt that my discomfort was just, even earned. In that moment, I felt like I didn’t deserve to be comfortable ever again.

The rumble of the carriage wheels over the packed dirt roads turned into a sort of churning rattle. We must be on loose gravel, I thought.

Milady roused herself, yawning prettily, and smiled at me.

“We are here,” she said. “Edevane House. Your home.”

My home. The words felt strange. I wished it were light still, and I could see the place, but I had to make do with the scrunch of the carriage wheels and the dim glow of a couple of glims up ahead. We paused as someone jumped down to open a gate—a loud scraping sound—and then drove at a reduced pace down a long driveway.

Finally, I could see something of the house—but all I could really tell was that it was very large. Glims lined the driveway at intervals, leading to a darker square against the night sky, lights burning in a few of the windows. The carriage wheeled about and came to a halt.

“Come along, my dear,” said Milady.

A footman helped her down from the carriage, then took my arm as well. I flinched back from the touch instinctively, then muttered an apology. His face was completely blank. Baldbeak fluttered down from the roof and landed heavily on my shoulder. I could feel his fatigue.

“Are you all right?” I whispered.

I don’t like this place, he said. It feels like the Tower.

“It’s probably the wards,” I murmured. I could feel them thrumming in the air about me—more powerful than Mother’s, I thought. I reached up to scratch around his beak, soothed by its familiar feel and the nudge of his head against my hand. We followed Milady to a sweep of shallow steps before a large door, and she stopped.

“Your little pet will have to stay outside, my dear,” she said.

My hand went to him instinctively. “Can he not come in? He …”

“I’m afraid not,” she said implacably.

“But …”

“We can discuss it further in the morning.”

Baldbeak and I exchanged glances.

I will be all right, he said. I do not want to go in there.

“I know, but I would rather stay together,” I whispered.

“Netta. Come along.”

I will be nearby, Baldbeak promised. He pushed off from my shoulder and dissolved into the night. Milady smiled and took my arm as we mounted the steps to where what I supposed was the staff waited in a line to greet her, all impeccably turned out and completely silent. The housekeeper stood just inside the door, ramrod straight. Milady gave her some orders while I looked about me.

I had never seen such wealth. The wood paneling, the gigantic curlicued staircase, the paintings, the elaborate knotted rugs … It all shone with money and a certain cool awareness, as if the place itself accepted all this finery as its due.

“This is where your mother and I grew up,” said Milady, watching my reaction. “Can you believe that she chose to leave all this?”

Actually, I could believe it. It was so difficult to imagine Mother here. The austerity of the Tower suited her, and it was difficult to imagine her set face and gray eyes amongst all this splendor. Milady, on the other hand, fit as perfectly into the lavish surroundings as a precious stone in a gold setting.

“She wasn’t always happy here,” continued Milady, leaning forward and speaking to me in a lowered voice, as if confiding in me. Her movement released another heady gust of her perfume, making me almost dizzy for a moment. “She was a … difficult girl, in many ways. Very headstrong.” She patted my hand and gave a laugh as pure and high as a bell. “I certainly hope you haven’t inherited that!”

I didn’t know what to say, so I gave an approximation of a smile and hoped that would be enough.

“Let me show you to your room.” She took my hand and tucked it under her arm, pulling me close to her. “It is the very nicest one. Besides my own, of course.” Another tinkling laugh.

“Was it my mother’s room?”

“I’m afraid your mother’s room has been closed up for some time. My poor father …” She sighed. “He couldn’t bear to look at it, once she left us. He locked the door and hid the key—I was never able to find it. He died without ever opening it again.”

“Can you tell me about what happened—when Mother left, I mean?”

“She was pregnant,” said Milady, briefly and disapprovingly. Pregnant with me. I wondered if I could ask Milady about my father—but her expression was forbidding. Perhaps later.

“She knew Father would be furious,” Milady went on. “They used to be close, but had a falling-out when he refused to recognize her as his heir. She left in the middle of the night, having switched garb with her lady’s maid to get past Father’s guard.”

She said these last words as she unlocked the door to what would be my room. A four-poster bed piled high with pillows; painted furniture with gilded trim; and that elusive floral scent permeating everything. It was thickly carpeted, the nap so soft underfoot that it muffled all sound. I felt like I could drop to my knees and bury my hands in it as if I were scratching the fluff of a dog’s belly.

“I will see about getting you a lady’s maid of your own,” said Milady.

“Oh, I don’t need—”

“Nonsense,” she said briskly. “Perhaps one of the under-maids is deserving of a promotion … Although really, if we are to bring you into society, we need someone on the very edge of fashion. I will ask my housekeeper to place an advertisement.”

“Society?”

She looked at me, wide-eyed. “But of course, my dear. You are my niece. You will need to take your proper place as a member of the family.” She patted my hand. “It is nothing to worry about. We will make sure you look the part, of course, and that you meet the right people … And as befits a daughter of the house of Edevane, I will prepare you for an advantageous marriage.”

If possible, my voice got even higher. “Marriage?”

“Oh, I’m aware that to your mother it was a dirty word,” she said disdainfully. “She despised the very idea. She always wanted to be a scholar, of course. I suppose she got her wish, after all, locking herself away in that Tower for twenty years. So strange to think that the pair of you were holed up in that draughty old place all this time! It belongs to our family, did you know that? Part of an old holding given to us, oh, centuries ago. It was too marshy to be of any real value, and so no one really ever went there.”

“I didn’t know that,” I whispered, still recovering from the idea of marriage.

She cupped my cheek. “So unfair to you, my dear. You are young and pretty and nobly born. She had no right to keep you from the family and lock you up away from the world. Why, you were no better than a sort of servant to her!”

My little helpmeet. “It wasn’t like—”

“And your clothes!” She interrupted me, looking me up and down in distaste. I flushed. “Please don’t be embarrassed, my dear. None of this is your fault. No, you had no say in any of it. But you are home now, and I will make sure to outfit you as befits a lady.”

“But I don’t want to get married,” I said. “I have to find my mother. I can’t …”

“Oh, of course we will search for your mother! Together. And when we find her, and that book she is so passionate about, we will bring her here, and she can continue her work on it in comfort. Don’t you think she would like that, my dear? I’m sure that, deep down, she wants the best for you—a comfortable life and a family.”

I did want a family. Perhaps not in the way she meant, but … I had only just found my home, my name. My aunt. She watched me with those wide, iridescent blue eyes as I thought.

“Do you promise me that we will keep looking for her?” I hedged.

A flash of something in her face, quickly smothered again by a smile.

“Of course. I will continue making inquiries.” She tapped her fingers on the bed frame, her face creasing in a pretty frown. “It is terribly inconvenient to lose the Book Man. No one had a network quite like his.”

My stomach dropped. I stared at her. She met my gaze and laughed a little. “How insensitive you must think me! Of course I am just heartbroken to hear of his demise. But I am afraid a selfish part of me is also heartbroken that we have lost his wealth of knowledge. Never you mind. There are others. I think you said your mother corresponded with many other bookmakers?”

“Yes, but I don’t know …”

“Now that I know where she has been hiding, I will send someone to the Tower to retrieve her things. Perhaps some of her notes and letters remain.”

Why did this make me feel so uneasy?

Milady seemed ready to turn and go, but I stopped her.

“Milady …”

“There is no need for such formality. Please call me Aunt Sybil.”

That was going to take a lot of getting used to. She simply looked too glamorous and remote for such a name.

“Aunt Sybil,” I said with some effort, “do you know of someone named Patrick?”

She went very still, all smiles gone. “I beg your pardon?”

“Patrick? I met …”

She turned, and her eyes were ablaze, making me take an involuntary step backwards. “Where did you meet him?”

I was taken aback by her reaction. “On my way to Quell, and then … tonight, at Plaguenight …”

She took several rapid steps towards me and grasped my hands. “My dear,” she said, “you must stay far, far away from Patrick Foley.”

A fluttering against the window. Was it just the rain outside?

“Who is he?” I whispered.

“An ambitious little weasel,” she said coldly. “Who works against me at every possible opportunity.”

I frowned. “But he’s just a traveling magician, and I think some kind of … criminal? A black market dealer of some kind?”

She scoffed. “Is that what he told you?”

“Not exactly, I just …”

“I did not know that he had found you,” she said as if to herself.

“Who is he?”

“Let me tell you about Patrick Ladran Foley,” she said. There was a venom in her voice, all the more powerful for being quiet. “He was our foster brother.”

“Patrick was …” I couldn’t even finish my sentence out loud. Patrick was the foster brother Mother had told me about?

“Father brought him in when your mother and I were sixteen and thirteen, to be his male heir. Even as a child, he was cunning. He stayed for barely three years before Father sent him away again, and he has never forgiven us.” She snorted. “Now, of course, they call him Ban Foley.”

Ban was the usual honorific used to address those of high rank.

“So he’s a nobleman, then?”

“Given a title and lands by the king, after he wormed his way into the royal family’s good graces. His own family is nothing. He plays at being a high lord, but he is no better than a merchant. He was using you, my dear, in yet another attempt to hurt our family. Nothing more.” She cupped my cheek in her gloved hand. “You must trust my judgement on this, child.”

“I’m not a child. I’m twenty years old.”

“Ah, but twenty years spent living in a ruin? With no one to speak to but your mother, whom I adored, of course, but I’m afraid to say was … eccentric, at best? My dear, you might have lived for twenty years, but your experience is that of a child’s. I must insist that you accept my guidance, as your aunt … and, I hope, your friend.”

She drew me into an embrace. My thoughts were swirling white, a blizzard that I couldn’t penetrate. Patrick had lived with Mother and Milady (I could not bring myself to think of her as Aunt Sibyl). If the story Mother had told me was true, something had happened to make him hate and resent them. He had betrayed them in some way. Why would he then have anything but contempt and malice towards me?

I was so tired of holding myself taut, of bracing myself for the next disaster. It was so tempting to trust her. I relaxed into her arms, inhaling her scent. I could still smell the heady scent of roses, but there was something else there: something that seeped from her skin, sharp and medicinal—like eucalyptus or witch hazel, but not quite.

I heard a distinct tap at the window now and looked over my shoulder. It was still pitch black and raining, but there was a smaller, blacker shape outlined against the sky. Baldbeak had found my room.

“Now my dear, I will leave you to get some rest,” Milady said. She held my face in her hands and kissed me on both cheeks. “Just one thing: I will give you a proper tour of the place in the morning. Please stay in your room until I send for you. I want to be there when you see your family home for the first time. Yes?”

I nodded.

“Good night, my dear,” she said, and finally, finally, I was alone. I waited a few moments after my door closed, long enough for her to be out of earshot, and then opened the window a crack. Baldbeak was there, shivering the light rain off his feathers.

“You can come in,” I whispered. “But you’ll have to leave before morning, just in case.”

He hopped in.

This room smells bad, he said.

“The flowers? I know, it is quite strong.”

Not just flowers. There is something else. It smells like old things. Bad ones.

He made a raark of distaste and started investigating the curtains around the bed.

How long must we stay?

It was a good question. I had barely had time to think about it, with everything that had happened that day, but Milady clearly thought I was here permanently.

“I don’t know,” I said honestly.

I lay awake for a long time that night, Baldbeak in the crook of my arm. Once again I heard the papery crackle of the flames that had engulfed the bookshop, saw those five perfectly formed fingernails lying on the stone floor. When I tried to turn my thoughts away, all I could picture next was Patrick in his bird skull mask, telling me he wanted to help me, while all along he wanted nothing but the downfall of my family. I rubbed my hand violently against my mouth, trying to erase his kiss, light and quick as it had been. I might never see him again, but if I did, I would demand an explanation.

I wondered how often my mother had lain awake in this very house. I would have thought that I would feel closer to her here, in her girlhood home, but she had never felt further away.

When I woke in the morning, it took me a moment to remember where I was. The flowered curtains around the bed looked at first like a thicket of real roses, and I wondered if they had grown up around me while I slept, as if I were a girl in a fairytale.

Marriage. I hoped we would find Mother and the book before Milady could put that particular plan into motion.

In all the stories Mother had read to me when I was a child, the princess ended up married. Happily, for the most part, although in some of the more sinister tales—which Mother always read with relish, I had noted—she might end up opening some forbidden doorway or casket, or sneaking out at night against her husband’s directions, or putting her eye to a keyhole or crack in the wall. This curiosity inevitably led to some kind of disaster: She would discover her husband had been turning into an owl by night (or a frog, or a deer, or a swan), or had a room stuffed with the bodies of his previous wives, or had some other nefarious plan brewing all along that probably involved a curse of some kind.

At any rate, the princesses in these stories usually ended up dead. Curiosity, my mother said, was only profitable for the highly educated. Empty-headed little madams like the princesses, my mother said, found nothing but heartache and trouble when they went sticking their noses into matters better left alone. Such mysteries, I was left to conclude, were better left to women like Mother, who had the intellectual fortitude and scholarly rigor to investigate without tumbling headlong into catastrophe.

Despite that, however, I was not going to stay put in my luxurious room when I had been explicitly told not to wander the house alone. If Milady had told me I was welcome to explore as I wished, I would probably have felt little need to snoop—but now, having left the Tower and learning that so much of what I had been taught was wrong, I was unwilling to trust anything but the evidence of my own eyes any longer. Besides, I needed something to distract myself from the weight of grief and endless churning what-ifs that had troubled my sleep all night.

Someone had spirited my old clothes away in the night—hopefully without seeing that I had smuggled Baldbeak into my room—but the wardrobe now contained new ones that would fit well enough. I stared at the rail of elaborate dresses. The seamstress in me rejoiced at the rich fabrics and the wealth of intricate detail, but it felt frivolous to care about my clothing when the Book Man was dead and I was no closer to finding Mother. I selected a gown at random.

“You had better go back outside, Baldbeak.”

I want to come with you.

“I want you to, as well, but …” I hesitated. For some reason, the idea of Milady seeing Baldbeak inside filled me with dread. Which was silly, because she wouldn’t hurt him, would she? Not really?

“I think it’s safer if you stay outside,” I finished.

Grumbling, Baldbeak hopped out the window again and stared at me beadily while I closed it behind him.

“It’s for your own good,” I whispered.

I opened the door to my room. Outside was a long, paneled hallway, with yet more roses on the tufted carpet that ran down the entirety of it. I slipped out and ran as noiselessly as I could down the corridor to explore.

I felt intimidated by the size of the house. It was enormous and rambling, but impeccably clean. Every piece of wood, brass, and marble was buffed to a high shine, and I was hard-pressed to find so much as a cobweb. As I walked down the long passages, I pressed the pads of my fingers to the gleaming wall panels here and there, leaving my prints. It gave me the illusion that I was making some mark on the old house; some small rebellion against its cleanliness and order.

I wished Baldbeak were with me. I knew he was used to being outside, but I had grown accustomed to having him nearby at all times.

Being in Milady’s house, where everything was so perfect, reminded me a little of how it had been in the Tower with Mother. Everything about my existence had seemed designed to irk her. Her body had required so little—so little sleep, so little food, so little anything. She was able to sit for hours almost without moving, seemingly barely even breathing, poring over her books or meditating. By contrast, I felt restless, twitchy, overflowing with inconvenient life and energy. I had a hearty appetite and was always hungry, where she could subsist on greens and a boiled egg for days. We did not eat meat—not on principle, but because I had to procure all the food we ate, from the time I was old enough to toddle out on my own and gather the greens, and I was too squeamish for any form of hunting. We had eggs aplenty from the ducks and geese, as well as nuts and vegetables, dandelion leaves and green herbs. The most cookery I ever did was frying an egg or boiling the water to soften potatoes or parsnips.

As I had gone about my chores each day, I had made myself as small and unobtrusive as I could. Stubborn aspects of myself, however, kept springing loose from my restraint—my Hair, for one, which seemed possessed by a spirit of mischief and swirled about at the most inconvenient of times, disarranging her room. My footsteps, my voice, even my scent and the warmth of my body were an intrusion on the inert and clinically organized tranquility of her space. No matter how hard I tried to keep myself contained, I kept spilling over. Milady’s house felt like that. In the hushed halls, I was a small point of chaos.

Edevane House was rooms upon rooms upon rooms. I supposed I was in a guest wing, because most of the rooms I passed seemed also to be bedrooms—but vacant ones, with the furniture covered in dust sheets. I found a stair and descended it to the lower level, examining the portraits hung along the wall above the banister. These might have been my ancestors, I supposed, but I could find no resemblance in the crowd of painted faces.

At the base of the stairs was a foyer, with two further corridors leading from it. I hesitated, then chose one at random. I had seen no servants yet, nor seen any sign of life … But now, as I padded along another long stretch of carpet (lilies this time, I thought), I heard voices coming down the hall.

On impulse, I tried the handle of the nearest door beside me. To my relief, it was unlocked, and I opened it as noiselessly as I could and slipped inside. It was so perfectly balanced on its hinges that it made only the softest click as it closed behind me.

I was in the library.

The curved, book-lined walls muffled sound, and the silence fell about my shoulders like a woolen blanket. All I could hear was my own breathing. The ranked spines welcomed me like old friends, and I was glad for a moment—and then everything came crashing down as I remembered the bookshop and what had happened the night before.

I didn’t expect to cry, but my body seemed to start sobbing without my permission, and I sank to the floor and gave in to it for a little while, stifling the sound in my hands while my Hair wrapped around my shoulders like a warm shawl. When the sobs subsided, I wiped my nose with my sleeve and rubbed my eyes vigorously. The grief was still there, but shaken loose, somehow, by the tears. I took a deep breath and straightened my spine—then started to look around.

Milady’s library in the great house was far more orderly than the bookshop had been, with row upon row of books organized as straight and clean as soldiers on parade. I walked about the room, and, feeling rebellious, let my fingers run along one row, lightly, barely touching. I wasn’t really paying attention to the titles themselves, so I was startled when I felt something pulse under my fingertips. I backed up a step, feeling for whatever had caused that odd little thrum of energy, and found that it seemed isolated to one section of the shelf. I worried one book from that section free, just enough for it to tilt out ever so slightly and spoil the perfect line of the ranked volumes. I expected to see the wood of the shelf-back behind it, but instead felt a faint draught. Putting my eye to the gap, I saw there was an open space behind the shelves. Curious, I pulled the book out fully, then another, and another. There was definitely an opening back there, hidden behind the perfectly ordered regiment of spines.

A noise from just outside the door. I started, and the book I was holding twisted itself free from its row and fluttered to the floor with a thump. Pages fluttered out like plucked feathers.

Plague take it. I dropped to my knees and shuffled the pages together again as if the book were a pack of cards. My hands shook. If someone had been right outside the door, they surely would have heard the book hitting the stone floor. A priceless, irreplaceable spellbook that would probably be under armed guard anywhere else. I glanced over my shoulder, but the door remained closed. How long had I been away now? I had to get back before Milady came looking for me. Oh God, I prayed to a deity I didn’t believe in, or even like the sound of. Oh, One-Eyed God, save me.

With shaking hands, I managed to get the book looking vaguely book-shaped again and stuffed it back onto the shelf. The loose pages made it fatter than before, and I had to lean on it with my elbow to get it all the way in. Perhaps I could sneak back in sometime and rebind it. When I had succeeded in replacing it, I brushed down the front of my skirt, hoping I wasn’t visibly disheveled, and pressed my hot hands to my face. The Hair was probably coming loose, too, having seen and seized its opportunity, but there was no time to find a mirror and tame it.

I ran to the door and opened it cautiously, but the corridor was empty. Just one movement caught my eye—a dark swirl that I couldn’t quite make out, disappearing around a corner. My treacherous mind, remembering how Patrick could move in the shadows, wondered if it had been him. But no. Perhaps it had only been one of the servants, after all.

I had learned something useful, however: There was a secret room in the library, containing books that Milady—or someone else—considered worth hiding. I needed to get back in there somehow, when I had enough time to fully explore, and see if there was anything to point me in the right direction. For now, I had to find my way back to my room.

The old house was silent—a watching sort of silence. The lush carpets and wall tapestries swallowed sound. I retraced my steps along the hall, past the long line of closed doors, until I came to one that was slightly ajar. The scent of Milady’s perfume was strong from within, so strong that the air felt damp and humid with its weight.

I knocked lightly. “Milady?”

There was no answer. I pushed the door open softly and ventured in. This room was very much like my own, but richer. I knew that I should leave, but curiosity got the better of me. I crossed to the wide white dressing table, spread with scarves and bottles, and opened the top drawer.

Gloves, in every possible color and material: soft and rough, gleaming and dull. I worried my hands into the mess of fabric. Some of the gloves were leather or kidskin and felt like live fingers brushing my own; some were mere cloth; and some were lace, which raised small red hives on my skin. So many of them, like faceless, tentacled deep-sea creatures. My Hair floated tentatively towards them, as if it, too, wanted to touch. I found them oddly fascinating. Each pair seemed to hold the ghosts of Milady’s hands.

I pulled out a pair—nothing special; cream, soft leather, with a small bow at each wrist—and snaked them on, one finger at a time, feeling the second pair of hands enclosing mine. I spread my fingers and looked at myself in the mirror. My hands did not seem to belong to me anymore.

As I watched, they lifted themselves to my Hair, smoothed it back. They encircled my neck as if to strangle me. I put one finger into my mouth, to taste it—I did not know why. The glove had a musty, rubbery mouthfeel. The quiet suddenly seemed oppressive and the gloves oddly sinister.

I pulled the finger, now slightly damp and darkened at the tip, away from my mouth and tried to remove the gloves, but they seemed fused to my skin. Fighting rising panic, I struggled with them, but they would not budge. They were a slick second skin, elegant and malicious, making my hands look like they didn’t belong to me.

“What are you doing?”

I turned. Milady was there in the doorway, a tall column of cream and gold.

No use lying. “I was looking through your drawers.”

“I can see that.”

Silence. I bit my lip, but said nothing, feeling dread out of all proportion to my crime. Milady moved across the room like an elegant ghost.

“I hope you didn’t disarrange anything.” She was smiling, but there was something dangerous about it. I bit my lip and held out my hands, showing her the gloves.

“Ah.” She walked over and peeled them off for me, finger by finger. For her, they relinquished their hold. Beneath, my hands were red and swollen. “These are very … specialized gloves, Netta. Only to be worn on very particular occasions. I hope you have learned your lesson.”

I nodded. My hands stung and tingled. She paused at the fingertip that I had mouthed, perhaps feeling it still damp.

“Sorry,” I said, sounding—I knew—decidedly un-sorry.

“Here.” Milady pulled out a pair—pink lace, with ribbons at the wrist. “These ones. These are much more suitable.”

I was loath to touch them.

“Keep them,” she said. “You will need them.”

“What?”

“Don’t say what, say pardon.”

“Pardon, Milady?”

“Keep them. They’re yours.”

I took them reluctantly, wondering if they would slither themselves on and fuse to my skin again, but they lay limp in my palm. Milady had turned back to her dressing table. I stood, uncertain.

“Go on.”

I turned to leave.

“And Netta?”

“Yes?”

Milady’s face had seemed to lengthen, grow pointed. Her eyes raked up and down my body, somehow managing to convey disapproval without changing her expression one whit.

“Why were you wandering the house alone?”

“I just … wanted to get to know it. The place where my mother lived,” I added quickly.

“Hmm. Wash yourself”—she raked me with her gaze, dusty hem to disheveled Hair—“and I will send for you shortly.”

I was in disgrace; I knew it. I shouldn’t have cared, but something about Milady made me feel like a small child again. Perhaps her resemblance to Mother. Her maidservant escorted me back to my room; in case I got any ideas about wandering off again, I supposed. I noticed that Milady’s servants didn’t walk, but rather scurried—heads down. Closer to the walls than they needed to be.

The air in my room was warm and stifling. I went to open the window, but the maidservant inserted herself between me and the glass.

“I just want some fresh air,” I said.

“I’m sorry, Miss. Milady said your windows were to stay closed.”

Through the wavering glass, I could see Baldbeak’s silhouette in a tree opposite the window. I hoped he had found something to eat.

“Just for a moment,” I said. “I really do just want some air.”

“I’m sorry, Miss,” she said, standing her ground. Another pair of maids entered carrying a large tub, and a third with a ewer. I gave up and submitted myself to be washed.

When I had changed, I presented myself to Milady’s chamber—accompanied by the maidservant, of course. Outwardly, I was calm. Inwardly, I was fuming. The Hair frizzed out irritably, as if expressing the frustration I could not. I was beginning to suspect that climbing into Milady’s carriage had been an enormous mistake—but I needed her to help me find Mother and her book. I told myself that I was not imprisoned—if she did not keep her promise to aid me, I could somehow get away and head to Spire.

Milady opened the door, smiling. I forced my mouth into an answering smile. Behind her, I could see that a lectern had been drawn from edge of the room into the center. It looked like it might be made of porcelain, painted with pink and gold roses. On top of the lectern was a large spellbook, open to a central page.

“What is this for?” I asked, stopping dead.

She looked me over again in silence, her face unreadable.

“Well,” she said. “Let’s put this morning’s unpleasantness behind us, shall we? Did you bring the gloves I gave you?”

Reluctantly, I nodded.

“It is a myth, you know, that one should wear gloves when handling valuable books.”

“I know. Mother told me.”

“All the same—mine are a little different, and I prefer you wear them when you read for me.”

I resisted the urge to snap back. I pulled out the pair of pink gloves she had given me and wiggled them on, finger by finger, making a face at the itchy fabric. There was that same sensation of tightness and restriction, but they did not seem to stick as the others had. Perhaps that had been some kind of ward, set for anyone foolish enough to go rummaging through her drawers.

“It is time for us to see exactly what your mother taught you, I think,” said Milady. “You may look at the book.”

Despite my trepidation at what might be coming next, I was eager to look at the book—to weigh it, smell it, feel the pages between my fingers, examine the calligraphy and the intricacies of the illuminations. Call it professional curiosity. I had spent so many years working on them, after all.

“It’s beautiful,” I said almost involuntarily.

“Isn’t it?” Milady had turned and now faced me, her hands clasped before her. “Place your hands on it, please. Palms flat. One on each side.”

“Why?”

“There is nothing to fear, my dear, I promise.” She cocked her head. “If you wish me to help you find my sister, I need your full cooperation.”

“I would have thought you’d want to find her for your own sake,” I said without thinking. She turned her bright blue gaze on me.

“Of course,” she said after a beat. “Now. Hands on the book.”

I obeyed, letting my hands rest on the paper. For some reason, this simple action made my heart race, as if the book were about to grow teeth and snap at my fingers. Why did this posture unnerve me so? It felt both familiar and dangerous, but as far as I knew, I had never done anything quite like this before. And the paper beneath my skin was only paper, after all—there was no need to fear that it might become warm and viscous, absorbing me into itself with the slow, inexorable suction of quicksand.

My fingers trembled. I told myself not to be silly, nor to invite any further reprimands, and willed myself to stay frozen. Milady herself stood very still beside me, only the rise and fall of her bodice giving away the fact that she was human and not a statue so beautiful that the sculptor would have abandoned their tools upon finishing it.

We watched each other for a tense moment—what was she hoping would happen?—and then the whole room seemed to take a breath, and the fire seemed to start flickering again, and I lowered my hands.

“I can’t read,” I said. “I’ve never been able to learn.”

“Well,” said Milady, and sat. There was no trace of disappointment or anger in her face, but I felt the dropping of her bright blue gaze as viscerally as if she had slapped me.

“I can memorize, though,” I added quickly. “Mother used to make me recite …”

“Recite? Interesting.” She tapped one gloved finger against her reddened lips. “Let us see. Pass me the book.”

I did so, as carefully as possible. Milady’s gloved hands seemed to open like lilies as she received it, the book barely registering as a weight in her graceful movements. I brushed my palms on my skirts. What had Milady hoped would happen, just then? I was used to feeling like a disappointment when it came to such things, but usually I had at least an idea of what was expected.

Milady started to read. She read through the entire first page, her voice perfectly modulated, pausing and breathing in exactly the right places to pause and breathe. She made a point of moving her eyes very deliberately to the start of the opposing page, so that I could see where I would need to break, and then she read down the second page. Finally, she stopped and looked up, one perfect eyebrow raised.

“Is that all?” I said. Two pages was nothing. Mother had expected me to memorize a dozen at a time, at least.

“For now, yes. Say it back to me. Without the book, this first time.”

I clasped my hands behind my back to keep them from trembling and recited the words Milady had just spoken. My Hair strained to rise and float about me. The gloves became tighter and tighter, until blood buzzed in my swollen fingertips, and my pulse fought against the skin of my wrists … And then it stopped.

I felt strange. Depleted.

“Fascinating,” she said when I had finished. “Yes, this will do.” She reached for my hands and peeled off the gloves with surprising ease, considering they suddenly felt about three sizes too small. “You will read this at the dinner party tomorrow.”

“A party?”

“Just a few friends, my dear, who wish to meet you. After all, what a wondrous thing, for you to appear after all these years.” Milady closed the book and passed it to me. “Take special care of it. And practice.”

I was shaking, but I took the book obediently. The cover was soft and very lightly furred. I imagined the lamb it had once been, before damping and stretching and scraping had transformed the skin, and I hugged it to my chest as I made my way back to my chambers, breathing more easily now I was out of Milady’s presence.

One of Milady’s footmen now stood to attention right outside my door, with the air of someone who would be standing there for a long time.

“Afternoon, Miss,” he said.

I knew now that I wasn’t a beloved, long-lost family member, or even a guest. I was a prisoner.




Chapter Twelve
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The Lovers’ Knot

‘Traditionally used on wedding garments and the altar cloths displayed at such ceremonies. The Lovers’ Knot is not on the list of forbidden stitches, which may only be used by those sworn to the Temple, but it is of a higher order than everyday embroidery. Use with solemnity and humility when you must.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

The next night, in readiness for the dinner, Milady sent all the maids in the house—every last one—to tackle the Hair. They had obviously heard the story of the lady’s maid who had tried earlier that day and ended up in tears, surrounded by a dozen broken brushes and combs. The Hair was in a mood—as was I. I had not left my room all that day.

When one footman ended his shift, another took up his place. Even my meals had been brought to my chambers—as if I were a child to be confined to my room for speaking out of turn. I hadn’t even been able to speak to Baldbeak, as Milady had sent a maidservant to sit with me. She had been yawning and doing her needlework all day in the armchair by the hearth, making sure I didn’t open the window.

“Please,” I had said eventually, in despair. “Could you lend me some sewing things? I’ll go mad if I have nothing to do.”

I had done no stitchery since leaving Quell, and my fingers were itching for it. My head felt like a tangle of thread, and I knew if I could just get some fabric in front of me, my needle would draw it all out smooth and silken, and I would be able to think.

The maid put down her things for a moment and looked at me. There was genuine sympathy in her eyes, I thought, but she shook her head. “I’m sorry, Miss.”

Because of all this, I was looking forward to getting out—a little—even if I was terrified at the prospect of a dinner with society. I had no idea what Milady was planning. All there was to do was study the book she had given me and practice reciting from it convincingly, and so I had reluctantly turned my attention to that. I must have read it a hundred times by the time the maids entered my room warily, eyeing the Hair as if it were a dangerous animal. One held her brush out in front of her already, daggerlike.

“You’re having a bath tonight,” insisted the oldest and strongest of the women. She had rolled up her sleeves in readiness, and her bare forearms looked like legs of lamb.

I stepped back. “I had one yesterday.”

“Milady insists.”

And so a great copper tub was filled, and I was stripped, shivering, down to my smallclothes, before four pairs of arms lowered me into the hot water. I couldn’t help squeaking a little as my skin reddened. I looked like a lobster cooking in a pot, I thought; even more so after they had scrubbed me with soap and soft-bristled brushes, leaving me smarting and raw. Lastly, they washed the Hair. It swallowed up all the soap they could rub into it, with nary a lather, just to be spiteful.

“It’s bewitched,” snarled the leg-of-lamb woman, tugging so hard at the soapy strands that I wondered if my scalp would finally peel off altogether.

“Such a sweet girl to have such wicked hair,” said the second.

If they only knew, I thought.

“It’s pretty, though,” said the third, letting it curl on her palm and turn fiery in the candlelight.

“Pretty, my arse. Woven from the devil’s bumfluff, it is,” said the leg-of-lamb woman, as if I weren’t right in front of her. I held my tongue.

Finally, I was cleaned to their satisfaction and allowed to step from the tub into the welcome softness of a fresh towel. Outside the window, Baldbeak pecked at the glass—a hollow clock-clock.

“Nasty things,” said one of the maids, opening the casement herself and sending him fluttering. “Shoo!”

“Leave him alone!” I cried.

“You have a tender heart, Miss, but those creatures are no better’n rats.”

“That’s my friend,” I said.

As they dried me with the towel, there was a knock at the door. It did not wait for an answer. The maids stood to attention as the door opened, and Milady entered with her light, firm tread. She crossed the floor to where I stood, barefoot, shivering, and naked under the towel. I noticed that she no longer looked beautiful to me, now.

“All clean, I see,” she said. “I shall expect you in the dining room in two hours’ time. That should be long enough to get this”—she stepped forward to curl one strand of the Hair around her finger—“under control.”

The curl went limp in her palm. Milady turned her smooth, bland smile on me, full force. “Tonight is very special. It will be quite a treat for you, I think.”

When she shut the door behind her, so gently that the sound was almost inaudible, the maids sprang to life with renewed vigor. One produced a packet of hairpins that looked more like harpoons. I was in for a painful two hours.

By the ringing of the first dinner bell, I was primped and nigh ready. By some miracle, the maids had managed to tame the Hair into a series of fiery braids looped one upon the other, giving the illusion of an up-pinned style while only using a handful of actual pins, and, by some further miracle, it had not yet escaped.

In the smoky glass of the mirror, I looked like a different person—someone much more confident than I felt. Someone in charge of her own destiny. I laughed to myself. I was in charge of nothing; owned nothing. The gown I wore, the jewels, even the light brushing of cosmetics across my freckles all belonged to Milady.

All were her discards, her rejects. Royal blue didn’t suit Milady, apparently, and so I wore the scorned velvet dress now, my skin milky against the dark bodice that the maids were lacing.

“All done!” said one of the maids, and they stood back to examine their handiwork. They beamed, flushed and proud. I straightened, giving them a better view. It wasn’t their fault, after all. None of this was.

“Just in time, too,” said one.

The second bell.

“I’ll escort you, Miss,” said one of the maids.

I followed her to the dining room. I had guessed that the party was a large one, from the commotion I had heard in the courtyard outside that morning and the flurry of footsteps down the corridors all afternoon. Now, as we neared the dining room and started to hear the sound of talk, I slowed my feet and let my hand trail along the paneled walls, eventually coming to a halt right outside the dining room door.

“Here you are, Miss,” said the maid. She hovered for a moment, as if wanting to say more, then withdrew. She contented herself with a quick smile as she turned away.

I hesitated. There were so many voices! I didn’t know whether I had it in me to smile and curtsey and mumble polite words to a group as large as this. Still. Too late now. I took as deep a breath as the dress would allow and stepped in.

Milady sat in state at the head of the table, languid in her chair, one hand resting along the length of its arm. A gloved hand.

Plague take it. Gloves. I had forgotten the gloves.

Milady’s slow gaze traveled along my bare arms, raking up gooseflesh in its path. “Gentlemen.” Milady straightened in her chair. “My niece, Miss Persinette Edevane.”

The heat of their stares, and the surprise as they took in my name and its implications. They no doubt knew the story of my mother—many probably remembered her—and I instantly went from just another young noblewoman to a curiosity.

Throughout the introductions, I kept my face impassive, my eyes lowered, and found my way to the seat left empty for me. When I finally reached it, I spread my napkin in my lap—taking far too much care to smooth out all the wrinkles and align it perfectly, because it gave me an excuse to put off facing the ranked army of silverware and the sea of faces. When I could no longer stare downward, I looked up and took a deep breath, steeling myself to be social. Milady’s eyes were on me, hard and bright.

Everyone at table was talking about politics, but in an easy, mannered way, as though the world beyond their estates were simply a chessboard with pieces to be moved and discarded at will. I focused on my plate, trying to keep my face unreadable as I listened. It dawned on me slowly that Milady and I were the only women present, besides the servants. Why were all the guests men?

“… the king’s condition has worsened,” said a man to Milady’s right, his voice smooth but heavy with disdain. He was a large man, his rings catching the light as he gestured with his goblet. “The court physicians are scrambling to keep the rumors contained, but everyone knows he won’t last much longer.”

Milady tilted her head slightly, her ruby earrings swaying with the motion. She offered him a serene smile as she swirled her wine. “And what do you think will happen once he’s gone, Ban Hallow?”

Ban Hallow snorted. “The same thing that always happens when a weak king leaves no heir. Chaos. Every lord with a speck of ambition will come crawling out of the woodwork to claim the throne. And the Temple …” He paused, his lip curling. “They already think the One-Eyed God favors them above the crown.”

Another guest, a wiry man with sharp eyes, gave a short laugh. “It wouldn’t be the first time a faith has tried to rule. But Priests make poor kings. They’d outlaw every vice they can’t control, tax the life out of us to fill their coffers, and likely burn half the kingdom to cleanse it of imagined sins. No, if the Temple gains power, it’ll be the end of reason—and profit.”

I risked a glance at Milady, whose expression was a mask of amused detachment, her sharp eyes taking in every subtle shift in tone and gesture.

“And what of Foley?” asked a quiet voice at the far end of the table.

I stiffened and tried not to show it.

The man went on, “Rumor has it he’s already begun making overtures to the smaller houses to align them with the king’s interests.”

“Foley is ambitious, but he’s not foolish,” Ban Hallow said, pouring himself another glass of wine. “He knows better than to provoke the Temple outright.”

“He’s still dangerous,” Milady said softly, her voice cutting through like a blade. All eyes turned to her. “Men like Foley don’t wait for opportunity to come to them. They create it.”

“And you would know, wouldn’t you?” the wiry man said with a smirk, raising his goblet in a mock toast.

Milady’s smile widened, but there was no warmth in it. “I merely observe the tides, my lord. Some of us have the foresight to prepare for what’s coming. Others … drown.”

“What about the Plague?” a young lord asked hesitantly, breaking the tension. “I’ve heard whispers …”

“Whispers have a way of growing louder when fear takes hold,” said Milady. “The Temple knows that well. They’ll use these rumors to tighten their grip.”

“Speaking of whispers,” said Ban Hallow, “I heard that a band of Followers will be passing this way very soon.”

Groans around the table. These men clearly disliked the Followers—I supposed because they had to offer hospitality to them, by law. Despite their vast estates and dozens of unused bedrooms, they resented having to share any of it.

I clenched my fists beneath the table, my unease growing with every word. These men spoke of the kingdom’s collapse as if it were merely a game to be played for their own advantage. And Milady, poised and composed, seemed to be pulling every string in the room.

A man on one side of me asked polite, conventional questions and listened to my responses, but I knew how to make myself seem dull and slow-witted, and he soon abandoned his attempts. I was determined to make Milady’s mission as difficult as possible, without actually courting any more punishment. I turned my attention to one of the spoons instead, tilting it to catch the light, and then realized that someone else was speaking to me. The man on the other side.

“Persinette, your name was?”

“Yes, sir.” I managed to keep my gaze averted. “But people call me Netta.”

“Interesting name.”

I looked up. The speaker was a handsome man in a dissipated way: middle-aged, heavyset, with a lazy power in the way he sat and moved. Unexpected muscles rippled beneath the silk of his sleeve as he reached for his wine glass. One of his wine glasses. I counted five at each place setting.

“It’s … a plant. A herb,” I said. “It grew around … where we lived, when I was small.”

“Ah yes. And where was that?” he asked.

I stumbled over my response and settled on, “Far from here.”

“What a pleasure, to live in such a wonderful place as this, beneath the warmth of your lady’s smile.”

“Milady is very kind to me.” I hoped he didn’t hear the acid in my voice.

“How could she be anything but kind to such a sweet young woman? You are the moon, my dear,” he said, raising his glass almost imperceptibly, “pale and bright.”

Inwardly, I rolled my eyes. What rubbish.

“If I am the moon, sir,” I said in over-sweet tones, “then I owe any beauty I might have to the sun. Any light I possess was given to me by Milady, who shines brightest of all.”

How do you like that, Milady? I thought. And I could tell she was listening, although she appeared to be deep in conversation.

Someone else had been listening, too. There was a low laugh from the other end of the table. I turned sharply. I could see a figure there, far enough from the candles that his face was in shadow, but close enough to eavesdrop, evidently.

No one else seemed to have heard the laugh—my companion, at least, kept talking, with no pause. I narrowed my eyes and tried to see the stranger’s features. He—for I could tell that the owner of the laugh was a he, at the very least—was a moth-like blur in the firefly lights around the table. However hard I tried, I found my eyes shivering over him, never quite settling, as if my gaze and mind found him too unremarkable to rest on even for a second.

Was it Patrick?

I tried harder. By keeping my gaze fixed and steady, I was able to catch a blurred glimpse of the man—dark haired, with a neatly trimmed beard, and a silver pin winking at his neck. Then the indifference descended again, feeling almost like nausea, and he had gone.

It had to be him—didn’t it?

“You find me tedious?”

I gathered my thoughts from the strange malaise that had overtaken them and tried once again to listen. The man beside me was smiling, lips pressed tightly together. I noticed that one of his canine teeth overlapped his lower lip very slightly.

“I’m sorry, sir.”

I turned my attention back to his mild questioning and passionless flattery, and did not look away again, although I desperately wanted to. Could Patrick really be here, in Milady’s house? My mind raced as I tried to think of a way to find out without Milady noticing.

When dinner was finished, Milady stood. This was the signal for all the others to stand, also.

“Shall we retire to the drawing room?” she said.

This transition would give me a chance to go back to my room—to breathe. I was turning politely to take my leave of the silver-haired gentleman—I had never asked his name—when I heard, “Netta. Won’t you fetch your book? I’m sure our guests would like to hear you read.”

So it was that time. Dread curled in my stomach. I looked from one impassive face to the other and then scrambled to gather my skirts and rise. Every movement was a production when you had this much fabric wrapping itself like an embroidered octopus about your legs.

“And, Netta?” Milady added.

A pause.

“Yes, Milady?”

“Gloves.”

My cheeks burned. I ran one sweating hand down my bare forearm.

“Yes, Milady.”

“It seems I shall have the pleasure of your company a little longer,” said the nameless gentleman, who would probably have to remain without a name forever, because I would never have the courage to ask for it after we had been talking all this time.

“Yes,” I said stupidly. “I mean, the pleasure is mine. Will be mine.”

His mouth didn’t move, but his eyes told me he was laughing at me. I pushed back my chair, letting my napkin fall to the floor, where it was scooped up immediately by one of the footmen.

I half tripped over my own feet as I walked—no, be honest, Netta. Scurried, I was scurrying—away. I could feel Milady’s gaze on my back, but the woman could hardly object to me urinating. At least, she could object, but not in front of the guests.

Several pairs of eyes watched me go, with tangible curiosity. Wonderful. Rather than lessening over the course of the evening, the attention beamed on me was just becoming more and more concentrated.

I felt my way through the door, fluttering my fingers and smiling stupidly at the people I passed, and then I was in the safety of the corridor. I hurried, as much as my voluminous skirts would allow, startling one of the maids who was seizing her brief opportunity to smoke a hand-rolled cigarette in a secluded corner. I almost wished I could take a gasp of it myself, to steady my nerves.

I had five minutes, ten at the very most. Enough to compose myself and arrange my face into an expression suitable for another hour or two of conversation and scrutiny.

In the room, Baldbeak was peering hopefully through the window.

Is it finished?

“No, she’s going to make me read. I have to get those gloves, though.” I rummaged through my drawer. “Baldbeak, I think Patrick is here.”

He has come to get us?

“Maybe. I don’t know if I want to go with him, though.”

He clicked his beak.

For why?

“I don’t know if what Milady said about him is true, but it might be. I don’t trust him.”

But we cannot stay here. Although, I have found a flock.

“I’m glad you have friends. Look, I want to get away, but I don’t want to go with him.”

A general sense of skepticism.

“I know, I know. We might have to. But I want to think of something else. I have to.”

I grabbed the gloves, tugging them on over my sweating hands. The book was next. I was already sick of it—properly, physically sick to my stomach of its weight and smell, of the pages that dried my fingertips as I turned them and the words that left my throat raw. I grabbed it and started back to the drawing room.

The door was slightly ajar. I managed to push it open silently and enter the murmuring dimness without drawing too much attention to myself, although I could feel Milady’s bright blue gaze and the mocking eyes of the silver-haired man. They were sitting together at the far end of the room. The other chairs were lined up in rows, facing expectantly towards the fireplace. As my eyes cast about helplessly, I again heard a low mutter of laughter brightening the room for a brief moment like a struck match. The same laugh I had heard at the dinner table.

Milady crooked a finger. “Come.”

The drawing room was so shadowed, lit only by the fireplace and the burning coals in the hookah pipes, that I nearly tripped over the carpet. Milady, luckily, stood out, with her shining gold hair and the glint of metal thread embroidered on her dress.

“You took your time. I trust you are sufficiently refreshed.”

“Yes.” I swallowed. To my surprise, Milady shifted slightly on the couch and smoothed a cushion before patting it invitingly.

“Join us.”

I hesitated, glancing at the silver-haired man. He smiled, that one protruding incisor tooth glinting in the firelight, just a little. I gathered my skirts and tried to lower myself elegantly. Milady had managed to arrange her skirts in perfect folds, but I ended up with something like an over-played fabric concertina.

“Netta, this is Sawl Morin, Margrave of Sterne.”

I scrambled to remember Mother’s old stories. Margrave. That meant this man was both powerful and rich, although that didn’t come as a surprise. He would have holdings, probably extensive ones, and possibly a private army also. I held out my hand.

“Pleased to meet you. Er, again.”

Should I have waited for him to speak? Was he meant to hold out his hand first? Was I meant to touch his hand at all, or was there some other more proper greeting? A strand of the Hair sprang into a tight curl at the back of my neck, in protest.

The silver-haired man—Sawl Morin, his name was Sawl Morin, and at least now I didn’t have to ask for it—seemed amused. He took my hand in both of his, trapping it, and I felt an almost uncontrollable urge to wriggle my fingers.

“Pleased to meet you,” he echoed, with a twitch at the corners of his mouth that suggested a smile. That pointed tooth again. Something about it made me uneasy.

“You will address him as Margrave,” said Milady.

“Please, Milady.” He released my hand. His hands had been perfectly dry, but mine were sweating. “She may call me Ban Morin.”

“An honor,” said Milady.

“Ban Morin,” I repeated, the words sitting oddly in my mouth. The man smiled. A curl of Hair freed itself from the pins that were desperately trying to contain it at the nape of my neck, twisting itself around to the front as if to get a good look at the Margrave.

Ban Morin raised Milady’s white-gloved hand to his lips. “It is a rare treat for me, also. I wish I could attend your parties more often. The border roads, however, demand a great deal of my attention.”

“Netta is going to read to us,” said Milady. “Isn’t that nice?”

The room held masculine scents as a glass held wine, scents warmed and deepened by the fire: leather, sweat, smoke, brandy, hair oil. Only Milady’s perfume floated above it all, elusive and sweet and sinister. I took up my position before the fireplace, feeling it hot at the backs of my knees. It gave me a little strength, the warmth, but my hands still shook. Milady took the chosen book from me, examined it, and then passed it back, nodding.

I had never read aloud before so many. I swallowed, catching the eye of Ban Morin, who was smiling at me with that disconcerting, wolfish gleam of tooth. I looked down. If I kept my eyes on the page, and didn’t look up, I might be able to do this. I wished Baldbeak were there, or Mieka.

I willed my hands to be steady, took a deep breath, and started to “read.”

The familiar rhythm of the words calmed me somewhat. I kept my eyes on the page, letting them dart from one line to another as if I were really reading, remembering where I should raise and lower my voice; where I should pause; where I should add emphasis. I almost relaxed. It wasn’t until I heard a muffled gasp from the audience that I looked up, feeling myself tense again.

The Hair was floating. I had forgotten about that. Most of it was still contained by the elaborate updo, but feathers of red had worked their way free and were coiling about my neck. I kept both hands steady on the book, but my brief glance upwards at the audience had reminded me of the rows of suddenly intent faces, and now I felt as hot as the fire behind me.

I reached the end of the passage, with a sick surge of relief, and closed the book. The stray hairs fluttered back to plaster themselves against my sweaty neck. Perhaps no one had even noticed or thought anything of it. Perhaps they had merely been interested in the words. I looked at Milady.

“Thank you, Netta,” said Milady. “You may go.”

Behind her, Ban Morin was tapping one of his cold, gold rings against his teeth, watching me. They were all watching me. I tucked the book under my arm, mumbled something, and started to make my way out, aware of the faces turning to watch me go. I looked back, just once, and was aware again of the mysterious smudge, the patch of rubbed-out air that had evaded my gaze at dinner. I could no longer make out the figure behind it, but I felt, somehow, its fierce attention.




Chapter Thirteen


[image: ]


The Tightening Noose

‘A simple stitch that loops back upon itself to form a puckering knot, excellent for securing the start or end of a piece, or for borders and edging, as a way to prevent the fraying of the fabric.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

The morning after the reading, I awoke to Baldbeak tapping at my bedroom window, as usual. He had brought some friends, the whole flock of them from the looks of it, and they were all peering in at me.

I swung my feet out of bed and onto the carpet, aware of the ache in my limbs. In the small spoonful of sleep I had managed to attain, my dreams had been confused. Had it really been Patrick last night? If it had been, surely he would have found a way to talk to me? Could he get me out of here? Or, as had happened when I left Quell with Milady, would I be leaving my situation here for one that was even worse, orchestrated for his own purposes?

My breakfast had been placed on the little table by the armchair before I awoke, but by some miracle, I had finally been left alone, with no maid to be seen. Honeycakes with raisins and a cup of tea, still hot. I nursed the tea against my chest and carried the plate of honeycakes across the room. My stomach was too knotted to welcome food. Baldbeak and his friends could feast.

I opened the casement window, letting in a shimmer of snow-soaked air. Baldbeak hopped from foot to foot.

“Are you cold?”

The nights grow colder. He fluffed himself up.

“I’m sorry you have to stay outside.”

I crumbled a honeycake onto the sill. Baldbeak snapped up the bulk of it, but more ravens swooped down upon seeing it, and they all fought to peck and gulp.

My friends, Baldbeak explained.

“Yes, hello. Nice to meet you, too. There’s plenty. Calm down.”

They shouldered and shoved each other for the crumbs, relentlessly honest in their pursuit of the food. Baldbeak watched them fondly.

I heard the door open and slammed the window shut. There was no hiding what I had been doing, though—the room was filled with the cold, old-blood smell of snow. The maid assigned to watch me came in—Cattin; I had asked her name the day before. Her eyes went to me, then the window, but she didn’t comment on it.

“Filthy things,” she said mildly when she caught sight of the ravens.

“Are all the … guests still here?” I asked her.

“Most of them.”

Most of them? The thought that Ban Morin might still be here, that I might bump into him down one of the long corridors, made me feel sick for reasons I could not quite define to myself. I leaned against the sill and started picking at the skin around one of my fingernails.

“You stop that,” said Cattin. “You want Milady to scold you for not keeping your hands tidy?”

“I can’t help it. There’s a bit hanging off.”

“Here.” She took my hand. “Stop nibbling at it. You’re making it worse.” She drew a pair of scissors from her pocket and snipped off the hangnail. A bright bead of blood spread spiderish legs in the whorls of my fingerprints.

“Ouch.”

“Well, better than peeling all the skin off yourself.” She put away her scissors. “I’m to help you dress and then take you to see Milady. She has engaged a lady’s maid for you. A proper one, all the way from Quell, no less!”

“Oh,” I said dully.

She patted my hand. “It’s a good thing. You will have one companion, rather than the rest of us taking turns.”

I gave her a weak smile. She was kind.

“Now, let’s get you ready. Would you like the green today or the puce?”

“I’d like to stay away from anything with a name like ‘puce.’”

“Green it is.”

I entered Milady’s chambers reluctantly when I had dressed. She sat in her armchair, sipping at a cup of tea. A diminutive figure stood beside her in a plain gray gown.

“Ah, Netta,” she said pleasantly. “I have engaged a private lady’s maid for you, to help with your toilette.”

I had spared the other woman barely a glance, so focused was I on Milady—in the same way you focus on a dangerous animal, to anticipate its next move—but now I looked, just as Milady lowered her eyes to her teacup. Familiar bright brown eyes glinted at me from under a white mobcap.

Mieka!

She put a finger to her mouth, warning me to be quiet. When Milady turned back to her, she was smiling again. I didn’t know how she managed to make her sharp, clever face look so bland, but anyone looking at her now would probably have labeled her as being a bit simple. Milady certainly seemed to have decided so, as she spoke to her a little more slowly than she would normally.

“Perhaps … What was your name again, dear?”

“Matilda, my lady,” said Mieka, bobbing a quick, deliberately clumsy curtsey.

“Perhaps Matilda will succeed where the other maids have not. She comes highly recommended, particularly when it comes to the dressing of hair. Which is what we need most, of course.” She stood and reached out to smooth my Hair from my brow. It flinched from her touch.

“Yes, Milady,” I forced myself to say. I even managed an approximation of a smile. Milady took my hand in hers and patted it.

“Excellent. Now, Matilda will accompany you to your chambers and familiarize herself with your things.”

I felt like I would burst as we walked back to my room together in silence, Mieka a few steps behind. My heart beat against my ribs as if it was trying to escape. As soon as we had closed the door behind us, I spun round and hugged her as tightly as I could.

“Mieka.” I could barely get the words out. “I’m so glad to see you.”

“Where’s your bird?”

I held her at arms’ length, blinking back my tears. “She won’t let Baldbeak in the house,” I said. “He’s living in the trees outside. Oh, Mieka, what are you doing here? How on earth did you get here? You don’t know what she’s like. It’s not safe.”

“Hush.” She sat on the bed and patted a spot beside her. “Patrick sent me.”

I froze.

“Patrick? Why?”

“I know you don’t believe me, but he really does want to help you.”

“Mieka,” I said. “He was fostered into my mother’s family. There was some kind of fight, a betrayal … I don’t know exactly what happened, but both Mother and Milady told me that he wants nothing more than to see our family destroyed. How can I possibly trust him? If he really, genuinely wants to help, why didn’t he tell me any of that himself?”

Mieka shook her head. “I don’t know about any of that. But he sent me, didn’t he?”

“I don’t trust him.”

She sighed. “That’s probably wise. But in this case, I think he really does intend to help. He paid me handsomely enough for it.”

“Mieka …” I hesitated. “Did you invite me to Plaguenight so that Patrick could talk to me there? Or to get me away from the Book Man’s while the fire was being lit? I have to know.”

“What?” Mieka’s brown eyes grew wide and indignant. “Why in Plague’s name would you think that?”

“You invited me out that one night, and I ran into Patrick while we were dancing, and got back to find the bookshop in flames. It just seemed such a coincidence.”

“What do you take me for?” she cried. “Of course not. I was so sorry to hear about the Book Man. Honestly. No, I didn’t know anything like that was going to happen. Do you have any idea who did it?”

She seemed sincere, but of course I was no real judge of that. “No, I don’t. I found fingernails on the floor …”

“So a mage, then? Could be some spellbook deal gone wrong …”

“You didn’t answer my question about Patrick at Plaguenight.”

“I swear, I didn’t know he would be there.” She traced a cross over her heart with her finger. “But he obviously has an interest in you, for whatever reason. He has ways of … keeping track of people. When you vanished, he found out where you had gone and sent me after you. And the woman was looking for a maid, anyway.” She snorted. “The kind of woman who thinks a fine lady shouldn’t wipe her own bottom without a servant to help her. I’m here to help you get away—although I’m not sure how, yet.”

“With him, I suppose.”

“Well, yes.”

I stared at her.

“Don’t look at me like that. I wouldn’t have agreed to come if I didn’t care about what happened to you.”

“And what does Zlata think about all this?”

“Oh, she hates it,” said Mieka breezily. “But she let me go.”

“And you’re really here to help me get away?”

“If I can. Or at least keep you safe until we figure out how.”

I bit my lip. “I still have to find my mother. Or her book, at least. The Book Man told me he might know … have known where it was. In Spire, at a monastery. But Milady has a whole library full of spellbooks here, as well—and a secret room hidden in it. Doesn’t that seem odd to you? She said she has been looking for Mother for years—maybe she found the book somehow, or …” I huffed a frustrated breath. “Although why would the Temple be involved, then? Unless she was working with them as well? I just don’t know. But I have to at least look in that room. I can’t just sit doing nothing.”

“No harm in looking,” Mieka agreed.

“They guard my room at night, but now that you’re here, if you can get me out after dark, we can have a look, and you can read them—at least enough to know what they are.”

Mieka chewed at a fingernail. “All right. I’ll see what I can do.”

There was a knock at the door. We sprang apart, and Mieka strode to the door. Another maidservant stood there, twisting her apron in her hands.

“Milady wants to see you,” she said.

I dressed quickly and scraped a brush through my Hair, Mieka helping me as best she could. As I walked to Milady’s chambers, I felt the floor beneath me slope uphill, the carpet ruck itself into creases and hillocks below my feet, and the glims flutter and dim as I passed. All in my head, I knew, but my Hair was tense and stiff as wire, and my empty stomach churned.

Milady was seated at the little table in her room, picking at a honeycake of her own. “My dear,” Milady said. “Please sit. Tea?”

“Yes, please.” It would give me something to do with my hands. I sat, trying to look relaxed, but feeling my body clenched tight as a fist.

“You did very well last night,” Milady said, pouring a cup. Despite myself, I felt a glow of pride—a holdover from my days with Mother, when I had fought so hard for her notice and approval. Milady did resemble her, after all.

“You were quite the talking point.”

My face grew hot. I buried it in my tea.

“Sip, Netta. Sip. No need to gulp it down.” Milady put down her own cup and steepled her fingers. “Yes, quite the talking point. There was a lot of interest in you. From several quarters.”

I said nothing, but sipped at my tea. Where was this going?

“A success, I think.” She stirred her tea again, unnecessarily, striking a pleasant chiming note against the china. And then: “Sawl Morin has offered for you,” she said, with no change to her usual low, perfectly modulated tone.

“Offered what?” I said absently, thinking about Mother and the book. There had to be a way I could leave here with Mieka without Milady knowing.

“Marriage.”

I froze.

“Ban Morin?” I repeated faintly.

“A great honor,” said Milady. “He is second in rank only to the king himself.”

She took another sip of tea.

I wasn’t stupid. I was being sold. What had the Book Man said about magic practitioners and marriage? Many nobles seek out magic-skilled partners in an attempt to strengthen their wealth and position at court, and the marriage bond is an excellent way to bind that power to you forever.

“But I don’t want to get married,” I said. “I’ve only been here for two days. We’re meant to be looking for Mother.”

“Of course, of course,” she said. “But there is plenty of time for that. And you can search for her just as well once you are married to Ban Morin—better, in fact. Yes, I think this is really a marvelous turn of events.”

“I won’t do it,” I said.

She looked up from her tea.

“I beg your pardon?”

“I won’t do it,” I repeated. I stood. “You can’t make me do it.”

“Make you do it?” she said, raising a delicate eyebrow. “My dear, I am not a barbarian. I would never dream of making you enter a marriage against your will. Although you do disappoint me.”

I let out a long breath.

“There was one thing,” said Milady. “On that second passage.”

My throat convulsed, suddenly too dry to swallow. “Yes, Milady?”

“You missed three words on the fifth line,” said Milady.

I scanned my memory. It was unusual for me to miss words, but it could happen sometimes if I was very tired or overwrought.

“I’m sorry, Milady,” I said weakly.

Milady sighed. “It pains me to do so, especially as overall you did quite well, but if I fail to discipline you for your mistakes, you might grow complacent. It is in your best interests. I hope you will come to see that.”

She gestured for me to stand before the fire, where a book was again open on the porcelain lectern.

“Hands,” said Milady.

“I don’t have the gloves,” I said.

“For this, we do not need them.”

My throat thudded with my heartbeat as I extended my fingers. I rested them on the open book, trying to control their trembling, but they shook so violently that the lectern rattled beneath them. Milady, face impassive, laid her own fingers over mine to still them and started to read from the book. When she had finished the passage, she tapped one finger against her perfect lips, thinking.

“Hmm. Just two this time, I think. After all, it was a small error.”

“Two what?” I asked.

She did not reply, but took off her own gloves. Her hands were as exquisite as the rest of her, with long fingers and perfectly polished nails.

“Stand still,” she said, “and do not move your hands.”

She rested her own hands on top of mine again and resumed reading.

My hands trembled, and, oddly, my nails seemed to start quivering in their beds.

I swallowed.

“Milady, please …”

I made as if to lift my hands, but I was frozen in place. No part of me could move, save my face. I started to panic, thrashing my head about—and I noticed then that my Hair was similarly frozen and lifeless, heavy against my spine.

“What did you do to me?” I shouted.

“Please lower your voice,” she said calmly. I opened my mouth to retort—but no, I did not, because now my mouth was paralyzed as well. Only my darting eyes were alive. The rest of me might as well have been a statue.

Milady continued to read from her spellbook. My hands quivered, then burned.

It was an odd sensation, the loosening of my nail beds. The skin at the base turned warm and liquid, then cooled. When Milady reached out to grasp the nail’s protruding edge, I took a deep breath and held it.

I closed my eyes, but I saw every second of the process as if it were imprinted on the inside of my eyelids. The slow slide of the nail out of my finger, surprisingly long under the skin. The smarting of the raw, red flesh below. The initial slow drag, and then the throb, and then the burning. I bit the inside of my cheek and tasted blood.

“And again,” said Milady. The whole hideous process repeated itself. My eyes would have filled with tears if they could, but my tears seemed frozen as well.

When Milady had finished, I opened my eyes and saw that one of her nails—the one on her index finger—had turned gray. As I watched, it fell, leaving clean new skin beneath, and Milady caught it in her other hand and placed it in a painted ginger jar on the dressing table. I did my best to breathe slowly through the bright haze of pain as spots danced before my eyes, not wanting to show her how much it hurt.

“I didn’t want to have to do that, Netta,” said Milady. Her voice sounded muffled through the ringing in my ears. She started to read again, starting the equally excruciating process of growing them back, millimeter by millimeter, my very bones seeming to creak in protest as the hard nail pushed itself back out of the wound. When the terrible motion finally stopped, I let myself breathe again.

“That will be all,” said Milady. She poured a little water from a pitcher into her basin and washed her hands, drying them thoroughly on a cloth before lovingly replacing her gloves. She stepped back, gesturing to me to do the same.

“And Netta,” she said. “As you can see, I will always correct your mistakes. Your errors of judgement.”

I was panting, still half frozen.

“Not marrying Ban Morin,” she continued, “would be a grave error of judgement.”

Back in my room, Mieka held me while I cried, brushing the Hair gently back from my face.

“Nails,” she said. “Nasty.”

I splayed out my hand, making sure the nails really had grown back. They looked just the same, save a slight bluish tinge around the cuticles. There was nothing to show the terrible pain. And the fear.

“I didn’t think she would really do that,” I whispered. I looked into Mieka’s face. “Mieka. In the Book Man’s shop—remember I said I found fingernails on the floor? A lot of them. Do you suppose she …”

Mieka pressed her lips together. “Don’t think of it,” she said.

“We have to get out of here. She will make me marry Ban Morin. I don’t know why, but she won’t take no for an answer. What she did today—that was a threat.”

“I know. Patrick …”

I pulled away. “I know you trust him, but I do not.”

“Netta. He sent me here to take care of you. He has done nothing but watch over you. What has he ever done that makes you think he means you harm?”

“He hates my family.”

“Well, maybe. But to be fair, I hate your family, too. At least, the only one of them I’ve met. She’s hardly a paragon of virtue, is she? If it’s something Milady told you …” She shrugged. “I’d take that with several barrels of salt.”

“Mother told me, too, though.” I stared into space for a moment. “I will think of something,” I whispered. “I have to.”

Knowing I would have to see Ban Morin again that night was excruciating. Would an announcement be made? Would I be expected to sit next to him—to be affectionate with him? I cringed at the thought.

My Hair was worse than ever that night. It frizzed out around my head in spiky chaos, resisting every attempt the maids made to subdue it—even Mieka. In the end, I sent them away and gave it a tortoiseshell comb to chew on. It seemed to enjoy tangling itself around combs and breaking off their tines, like a dog gnawing on a bone, and it could keep itself occupied that way for an hour or more. By the time I had finished dressing, the Hair had calmed down enough for me to braid it over one shoulder, shuddering once or twice but eventually lying still enough.

Last of all, I put on the gloves. I still did not fully understand their purpose, but I knew it was nothing good. They seemed to shrink and expand according to Milady’s will. They lay still enough on my skin now, but I knew that, at a word or a glance, they could tighten, making my hands not entirely my own.

When I entered the drawing room, Ban Morin smiled. I was uncommonly aware of his mouth now, knowing that I might have to deal with it intimately in the near future, and the slightly protruding tooth and the shine of spit along his lower lip made my stomach churn. His hands, too, richly beringed and strong, with long nails polished to a sheen—these I would have to learn, as well, if I were betrothed to him. I swore to get out of here, one way or another, before that was a possibility.

The way he looked at me hadn’t changed—that knowing, penetrating look, with a slight smile, as if he saw all my thoughts and found them amusing. I knew I had a thin-skinned face, easy to read.

“Take off your gloves,” he said. I glanced at Milady, who nodded. Immediately I felt them loosen and peeled them off, flushing a little. Ban Morin watched me greedily, with an odd intensity, and that made me all the more self-conscious of my bony, raw knuckles and ragged nail beds.

“Wonderful,” he said, taking my hands in his, rubbing his thumbs slowly against the backs of them. He meant it to be soothing, perhaps, or even pleasurable, but it made my skin crawl.

“I suppose Milady has told you of our arrangement,” he said, not stopping that soft caress.

“Yes,” I managed to say through a tight throat.

“It must come as a surprise,” he said, with a slight smugness that suggested he imagined it must be a good one.

“It was,” I said, swallowing hard. “If you don’t mind me asking … Why?”

“You are modest,” he said. A courtly pleasantry and entirely unhelpful.

There was that low laugh again. I snapped my head round, trying to pinpoint the sound. The room was filled with brightly dressed noblemen, mingling and talking, but I was looking for something in particular—and I found it. That patch of strange, unfocused air upon which my eyes were reluctant to alight. It felt like trying to blink away water, or to clear your eyes of the day’s first bleary haze upon waking. I concentrated, but the best I could make out was a darkly dressed male figure, a moth among the butterflies, before my eyes lost their tenuous purchase on him and blurred once again. Patrick.

“Netta?” Sawl Morin was saying.

“I’m sorry,” I said automatically, turning back to him.

“No need to apologize,” he said. “I see that I was being a bore.” His tooth glinted.

“No, not at all,” I said, stumbling over my words. “I just …”

“It has been a momentous day,” he said. “For both of us. I do not blame you for being a little flustered.”

He rested his hand on mine again, making it look like a pale, weak little animal caught in a trap. I could feel the cool metal of his rings.

“Your rings are beautiful,” I said, for something to say, and immediately cursed myself. He would think that I was thinking of his wealth, the jewels that would soon be mine.

“That reminds me,” he said, withdrawing his hand. He reached into a pocket and drew out a little engraved box, holding it out to me. I hesitated, then took it.

“What is this?”

“Look inside.”

There was an intricate little lock on the box, made of a contrasting wood, and it took me a moment to manipulate it correctly. When it unlocked, it snapped open with some force, startling me.

“Do you like it?” he said.

Inside the box was a ring. An engagement ring, I supposed, although it was heavier and clumsier than I would have imagined a woman’s engagement ring to be. The metal was yellow gold, with a flat face like that of a signet ring, engraved with letters and studded with gaudy gems: rubies, emeralds, and a purple stone I didn’t know. As usual, the letters slid and slithered under my gaze.

“It’s beautiful,” I said weakly, even though “beautiful,” wasn’t really the right word for this bright, vulgar thing. It looked like a golden toad squatting on its velvet pad.

Ban Morin took it from me and slid it onto my ring finger with a smooth, decisive motion. It could have been my imagination, but I thought I felt it squeeze and tighten around my finger when it reached its destination. Like Sawl Morin’s own rings, it was cold.

“It suits you,” he said.

I couldn’t think of anything less suited to my thin, pale fingers, but I smiled anyway.

“I look forward to hearing you read again tonight,” he said. “And one more thing.”

He reached his hands around the back of my neck, as if he were about to clasp a necklace there. Instead, he grasped the ends of the ribbon that was keeping a tenuous hold on the Hair and pulled it free. The long red strands floated out from their braid, some curling around my face and neck, some sending questing tendrils down my back.

Ban Morin reached a hand for one of them, and it flinched away. Something flashed in his eyes, but he smiled and lowered his hand. “There is plenty of time yet, after all,” he said as if to himself—and then, to Milady: “So unspoiled. Like a blank page. You spoke truly.”

“A true innocent,” said Milady, flicking her eyes to me before smiling at Ban Morin. The word “innocent” sounded like something foul in her mouth.

He leaned forward and pressed hot lips to my cheek. I hadn’t been expecting this and almost flinched, but Milady’s eyes on me made me stand still. Though his mouth was chastely closed, his kiss was damp and left my cheek cold when he pulled away.

“Wonderful, my dear,” he said. “I am very much looking forward to taking you to your new home.”

“You must be wed first, of course,” said Milady. “I expect a quiet ceremony would be preferable? We have a small chapel on the grounds. It could be ready by the end of the week.”

The end of the week?

“Of course,” Ban Morin said. He smiled at me again. “And then we will leave for Morin House. We will have a few days to get to know each other—and I imagine you will have some packing and preparation to do.”

The room seemed to close in on me, and my ribcage suddenly felt like a vise tightening about my lungs. I had to get out of the room, or I would scream.

“Please excuse me, I … the water closet,” I managed to say. Milady made a face of distaste, but I barely registered it. I had to get out. I had to breathe.

As soon as I was outside, I leaned against the paneling, gasping for air. My room felt too far away. Black spots danced like a swarm of flies before my eyes. I groped along the wall until I found another door and opened it, eager for any respite, any concealment, no matter how temporary.

I was in the library again.

I slid down the wall until I was on the floor and tried to slow my breathing. The books did calm me—it felt rather like having the Book Man there. When I had recovered enough to stand, I ran my fingers along them, taking comfort from the familiar sensation. The up-and-down of the spines felt like a row of knuckles. I didn’t know how long I had even been away from the drawing room—too long. But I couldn’t bring myself to return. Let Milady send someone to search for me.

I looked again at the ring Ban Morin had given me. It was so heavy, so impossible to ignore. I hoped that I would grow used to it, in time, as I was supposed to wear it every day. I started to twist it on my finger and winced. Was it my imagination, or had it stung me? A thread of blood snaked out from beneath the cold metal. I tugged at it again, more vigorously, and cried out at the pain. There was no mistaking it now—something about the ring itself was injuring me.

I held my finger close to my eye and squinted, trying to see the underside. A row of tiny, pin-thin teeth ran around the lower edge, hinged intricately so that they would lie flat when the ring was slid onto a finger and then bite into the skin when you tried to pull it off—something like a fishhook lodging itself in a cheek. Feeling panic opening its dark petals in my chest, I tugged at it. The ring did not move, but it felt like the flesh might slip off my finger like one of Milady’s gloves.

I gave up and stood still, panting.

This was not a ring.

It was a shackle.

I heard a noise and spun around, wondering if Ban Morin had followed me in. The door was shut, and I could see no one. I heard it again and squinted into the gloomy corners until I identified a familiar silhouette and heard a familiar raark.

Baldbeak had sneaked in. Into the library. It was bound to have happened eventually, I suppose, but if Milady found out Baldbeak was in here, she would have him killed for certain. I had to get him out, somehow. In the middle of a party. Wearing my best, fanciest and most delicate dress, which would not respond favorably to claws in its shoulder or a streak of bird droppings down the back.

How had he gotten in, anyway? There were no windows in the library, lest the light damage the books. He must have come in through another room and somehow made his way in. I prayed to all the gods I didn’t believe in that he hadn’t done any damage, or there would be hell to pay.

“Baldbeak!” I hissed, trying to keep my voice low while still allowing it to carry. “Come here!”

He must have gotten flustered on his journey through the house, however, because instead of fluttering to me as he usually would, he simply puffed out his feathers and let out a muffled squawk. He was perched up high on one of the bookshelves. Why wasn’t he talking to me?

“Get down here!”

I would have to carry him out under my dress, somehow, because the library had no windows through which to let him out. Baldbeak shuffled a little and made a movement as if to fly down, but at the last second shifted his trajectory and plopped down on top of another shelf, still up high.

“If Milady finds you here, she’ll kill you!” I shout-whispered. “Oh, for Plague’s sake.”

I didn’t have much time. I briefly considered leaving him there until the party was over and coming back for him, but I couldn’t risk him making a mess or damaging any of the books. If Milady saw so much as one raven feather in here, she would send out the groundskeeper to shoot every last one on the grounds, I just knew it.

I sighed, glanced over my shoulder—the door was still shut, and no sound came from beyond it—and hitched up my skirt, tucking it into my smallclothes to make makeshift pantaloons. If I was quick, I would be able to let Baldbeak out and get back before anyone noticed I had been gone for a while. Before my future husband noticed I had been gone for a while. I gave a little inward shudder, took off my shoes, and started to scale the bookshelf as carefully as possible.

The bookshelf was taller than it had looked from the floor. I felt the slither of leather and cloth against my fingers as I felt for handholds and placed my toes onto the narrow space at the front of each shelf.

Baldbeak stayed quiet and still on his perch. He still wasn’t saying anything, although I’m sure he could see all the furious mind-pictures I was sending his way.

“Don’t you dare move, you idiot,” I hissed between my teeth, feeling about for another foothold. He was almost within reach. I stood on my tiptoes and stretched out one gloved hand. Baldbeak, apparently deciding that was quite enough adventure for the day, hopped docilely onto my arm and made his uncomfortable, scratchy way up to my shoulder. “Good boy,” I said. Now I just had to figure out how to get down.

Before I could formulate much of a plan, I heard a sound that made my Hair stand on end. Literally. I felt it lifting from my scalp, prickled and tense, like the fur along the spine of a startled cat. The library door was opening.

I panicked. I lost my balance and teetered on the edge of the shelf … and fell. Grabbing at the books without thinking, looking for a handhold, I brought several volumes down with me. Baldbeak fluttered up from my shoulder, and I landed on my tailbone, feeling the shock rattle up my spine. Baldbeak, satisfied that the danger was past, hopped back onto my shoulder with a cheerful caw.

Sitting on the floor and gritting my teeth at the pain radiating up my spine, I awaited my fate. The library door shut again, and someone was inside, but I could not make them out, as if they were made of some slippery substance that refused to give my vision any purchase. Of course.

“Patrick,” I said, certain this time.

“Are you all right?” his familiar voice inquired.

I shook my head and blinked hard, to try to make him materialize, but he did not come into focus. “Can you please stop doing that?”

“My apologies,” he said, and although he made no movement nor came any closer, something changed in my vision, and I could at last see him clearly, his hair as perfectly trimmed as always and his black clothing impeccable. The only point of color was the little winking pin at his throat.

“May I?”

He extended a hand. I regarded it for a moment, then placed my own hand in it. His was cool and dry, with long, agile fingers. He turned my wrist a little so the grotesque ring from Ban Morin caught the light.

“It’s … my engagement ring,” I explained.

“Truly remarkable,” he said, then added, “Really astonishingly ugly. It’s almost impressive.”

I was startled into a laugh.

“My congratulations,” he said. “Or condolences. Whichever seem most appropriate to you.”

I was silent, but my face gave him my answer.

“Ah,” he said. “Condolences, I see. Well, as far as I’m aware, it is illegal to marry a girl off against her will. Unless the kingdom has slipped into barbarism since last I checked.” He gave me a fleeting smile.

I got to my feet, smoothed down my skirt, and stepped back into my shoes. With the small heels on my boots, I was a hair taller than him. Baldbeak teetered on my shoulder, seeming terribly pleased with himself. I hoped he hadn’t yet relieved himself down my back—although, with the stress of the last few minutes and the tension of the current one, it was likely he had. I wished I had time to get to a mirror before going back to Milady’s drawing room.

Patrick seemed to read my mind. “Here,” he said, and withdrew a hand mirror from inside his jacket. It looked too large to have been secreted in there in the first place without spoiling the perfect line of his tailoring, but I was grateful for it.

“Did you hurt yourself?” he asked. “You fell rather a long way.”

“No,” I said. My bottom ached, but I was hardly going to tell him that. I could see in the mirror that the Hair was beyond help, escaped from its braid, and I settled for tucking it behind my ears and letting it lie loose along my back. When I had tidied myself as best I could, I gave him back his mirror, and he stowed it back inside his doublet.

“Thank you,” I said, and took a deep breath, trying to regain my dignity. Baldbeak flapped his wings a little and gave a squawk.

“And what was all that about?” I said, turning my anger on him. “What were you doing in here? Why didn’t you come down when I called?”

Sorry, he said in a very not-sorry way.

“It’s not his fault,” said Patrick. “I asked him to come in. I had some idea of luring you in to the library so we could speak alone, but you apparently lured yourself in without my interference.”

“You asked him?” Baldbeak clicked his beak in a guilty way as I turned my head to glare at him. “He can talk to you?”

Yes, in a way, he said. Not like you. He can’t understand what I say, but I understand him.

“Why didn’t you tell me that?”

He asked me not to, said Baldbeak, as if that should be perfectly obvious and I was rather dim-witted for asking.

I threw up my hands and spun back to Patrick. “How long have you been talking to Baldbeak?”

“I could ask you the same question.”

“Another of your affinities, I suppose.”

“Exactly.” He ticked them off on his fingers. “Sleight of hand. The ability to move in the shadows. And communication with ravens … one that you apparently share, and to a greater degree than I.”

I glared at him for a long moment.

“Did you come to gloat?” I said finally, crossing my arms. “Because I asked you to leave me alone?”

“You wound me,” he said, pressing a hand to his heart.

“Yes, well, I admit that going with Milady wasn’t the best decision I’ve ever made.”

“Your aunt is strict,” he observed mildly. It could have been a harmless remark, but I stiffened.

“Yes, you know all about her, don’t you?” I seethed. “You have quite a history with my family. The little lowborn lord, adopted by the Edevanes.”

He grew very still.

“Ah. And you heard this tale from Milady, I presume.”

“Yes.”

“You heard that I betrayed the family. That I have a burning desire for revenge against all Edevanes, everywhere.”

He said it drily, but I kept my jaw set as I answered, “Yes.”

He sighed. “I will be honest with you.”

I snorted.

“I was sent to live with the Edevanes when I was very young—the impoverished son of a minor lord. A little boy too clever for his own good, always getting into mischief. They were kind to me, at first. But that changed. I barely knew your mother—she left not long after I arrived, but not before enlisting my help to steal several volumes from your grandfather’s study. I was left alone with Ban Edevane … and your aunt. It did not take me long to see Sybil’s—Milady’s—true nature. Her fascination with pain.”

“She said you betrayed the family.”

He laughed humorlessly. “The betrayal was all on her part. She lied about me to her father, saying I had stolen and destroyed some of his research. He refused to believe that it was in fact your mother who had taken it, and I was cast out. But my life does not revolve around revenge, as she seems to imagine. We do have a … rivalry. I make it my business to know when there is something she wants. And if I can keep it from her, I will.”

“And she wanted me?”

His silence gave me the answer.

“You knew who I was. And that is why you … ‘helped’ me. Watched over me.” I pressed my hands to my eyes. It was all too much to take in.

Patrick was shaking his head. “At first. Only at first. Netta … I wanted to thwart her, yes, but as I came to know you, and your predicament, I also wanted to help you. I knew her intentions couldn’t have been good. And I did not know your importance. Not yet.”

“My importance?”

“I have been following your mother’s research for some time, suspecting she may be dabbling in magic that has very far-reaching consequences. I suspect Milady was, too, and probably others. Bookmakers talk, you see. Your mother was—is—skilled at wards, however, and at misdirection, and none of us were ever able to find out exactly where she was. Until, one day, one of my … associates brought me a strange thing they had found. It was a handkerchief, stitched with a remarkably detailed map, showing the location of a tower.”

I started to feel sick. “Associates?” Only one person—or raven—had ever seen that handkerchief, that I knew of.

“I recognized the place, you see, as belonging to the Edevanes, as I had made it my business to know all they owned.”

“So you knew where to find us,” I said.

“I meant you no harm,” he said quickly. “But I did want to observe you.”

“Through Baldbeak,” I said slowly.

“Yes, I have an affinity for ravens. They make wonderful … gatherers of information.”

“Spies,” I said flatly.

“If you prefer. I was curious. That particular raven decided to stay on with you long term. Quite his own decision, I assure you.”

So it was my stupid, girlish dreaming, my head stuffed with stories, that had set all this in motion. If I hadn’t stitched that little map and sent it winging off to Plague-knew-where, wishing for rescue from my stifled, stunted little life, no one would ever have found us, and none of this would have happened. And why had I done it? Because, like a fool, I had hoped for a prince to rescue me from my tower. Instead, I’d had to clamber down myself. And anything further from my dreams of a fair and square-jawed knight than Patrick Foley would be hard to imagine, slight and dark as he was, and standing barely as tall as I in stocking feet.

“You were watching me through Baldbeak? From the very beginning, after you found my map?”

I am sorry, said Baldbeak, confirming my worst fear.

“You were my friend,” I whispered to him. “My one friend.”

The room was threatening to close in on me again.

“And what of the Temple?” I said hoarsely. “Why was it Temple guards that attacked the tower? In all your machinations, have you come across that information?”

“I did not know that for certain until I saw them pursuing you in Quell,” he said. “I do not know what the Temple wanted with the book, or your mother. But I intend to find out. We can find out together.”

It was all too much.

“I’m going to be sick,” I said with great dignity, and then, without further ceremony, I was. Patrick did me the kindness of turning away while I heaved up what little I had eaten onto the library carpet. Baldbeak fluttered about me, but I shook my head and shooed him away.

“I have to get back to the party,” I gasped when I was calm enough.

“Ah yes … and to your betrothed.”

“Well, what would you suggest I do?” I said sharply.

“Why, come with me, of course. Surely you see now that I am a better prospect than Milady.”

I snorted.

“You are so fond of that noise,” he said.

I peered over his shoulder at the door. “I have been gone far too long. They will miss me. You don’t know what they will do to me if I displease them.”

“Wait a moment,” said Patrick with more urgency. “Just a moment. Just hear what I have to say, and then, if you choose, you can go.”

Baldbeak chattered his beak from where he perched on Patrick’s shoulder. He seemed completely comfortable with Patrick, as if the man were an old friend. Which I supposed he was.

“I can take you to Spire,” Patrick said softly.

I froze. “How do you know I want to go to Spire?”

“I told you, I am in the business of secrets.” He looked at my set face. “I understand your … reservations. But you need to know that Ban Morin is a dangerous man. Milady is bad, yes, but he is worse. And once you are on his lands, in his house … in his bed …”

I shuddered.

“… it will be much harder for me to reach you.”

I started towards the door. He reached out and held my upper arm with a cool, firm touch, stopping me. Baldbeak, still on his shoulder, rattled his feathers a little.

“I am merely offering you a choice,” he said. “Safe passage to Spire. And then, after we have found the book, the company of others like you. Other mages who do not wish to be married off, pledged to the Temple, or otherwise used. Mieka can vouch for them. She is … involved with their welfare, also, as I am.”

I bit my lip. His expression was serious—but those unsettling hazel eyes with their changing colors did not inspire confidence. “I’ll think about it,” I said.

“That is all I ask. Get back to the party,” he said, raising a hand to stroke Baldbeak, who arched himself up against the pressure. “I’ll make sure he gets safely back outside. Don’t worry.”

“I will talk to you later,” I said to Baldbeak and stumbled out of the room.

The rest of the evening, even Milady’s scolding when I returned to the drawing room, passed in a blur. When I returned to my chambers, Baldbeak was knocking his beak against the glass, and Mieka wasn’t there. I pointedly ignored Baldbeak as I undressed.

I am sorry, he said.

I blinked back tears.

Please let me in.

I thought for a moment, then opened the window, just a crack. He hopped closer, just a little, unsure of his welcome.

“You were my only friend,” I said to him. “And you were reporting back to Patrick the whole time.”

He cocked his head. I would not have stayed if I did not want to.

I snorted. “He said your lot are his spies.”

When we consent to it. We are curious, and if someone offers us meat and shining things … He shrugged. I wanted to stay.

“And you wanted to gather information for him,” I said.

There was little to tell. I went back to him once or twice, but I have not seen him since the Tower except in your company. He hopped towards me, sidelong. I have stayed with you.

I sighed. “Just … let me get used to the idea, all right? I need some time.”

Mieka pushed open the door.

“Am I interrupting something?”

Baldbeak and I exchanged glances. “No,” I said, turning back.

“Oh good. Here.” She spilled a pile of silks onto the bed. Among them were several spools of thread and a packet of needles. “I know you must have been going mad without these.”

“Mieka!” I grabbed a handful of the spools. “Where did you get all this?”

“There’s a sewing basket for the lady of the house. Cook showed me. Milady doesn’t use it, of course, but I thought you would.”

“Thank you,” I said. I let out a long breath. Even the idea of being able to sit down and stitch my thoughts out of my head was calming. “Really, thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, grinning.

“I saw Patrick tonight,” I said, sorting through the supplies and avoiding her eyes.

“And?” Her face was bright with expectation.

“I’m going to think about it,” I said.

“Suit yourself,” she said. “By the way, I’m going to be the one watching your room tonight, if you still want to go to the library.”

“I do.”

I sat on the bed with needle in hand—a bone needle, not as sharp and elegant as my own, which I mourned, but good enough—and a square of fabric draped over my knees. Threading a slender vein of silk into my needle, I wondered, how can I possibly get out of here without going with Patrick? I started to stitch, feeling the usual blessed calm settle over me as my fingers followed the needle, and a memory rose unbidden: One of the lords had said that a band of Followers was nearby, had he not? Could I travel with them again?

The Followers. Ironically, the first solution Patrick had offered me, on that day beside the river. It felt so long ago, now.

Well. It had worked before, and it could work again. I thought about rescue, about the Followers, about safe passage. I thought all those things onto the cloth, and they sprang to life there. It was not a spell in the traditional sense, but it was all I could do … And it wasn’t quite right.

I stared at it in frustrated silence. It was almost there—I could feel it. It was like not quite remembering a simple word, knowing it was on the tip of your tongue, but being unable to summon it forward, to speak it into the world. My needle hovered above the silk, charged and waiting. I bit my lip hard enough to draw blood. Then I gritted my teeth and got back to work, determined to keep stitching.

Please. Please come. Please find me.




Chapter Fourteen
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The Split Braid

‘A technique whereby the seamstress splits her own thread while working it, doubling it back upon its own path to create an intricate plaited effect.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

True to her word, Mieka managed to take the night shift, and it was she who stood outside my room when I creaked open the door in the middle of the night. I had not been able to sleep, but had lain awake waiting for the great house to descend into silence.

“You’ll have to let me nap in your room tomorrow,” she said, yawning.

“Of course.” I looked up and down the corridor. “Is anyone else around?”

“Not that I’ve heard or seen. It’s as safe as it’s going to get.”

“Right, come on.”

We walked as noiselessly as we could down the long, hushed halls until we came to the library. It had a different nature, in the dark; the ranked books were gray and as evenly spaced as teeth. I ran my hand over the shelves, searching for the hidden room I had found before. After some trial and error, we found the very faint, almost imperceptible seam that marked where the opening was, exposing an alcove beyond—large enough to step into, but small enough that I had to duck my head to enter.

“What do you see?” Mieka hissed.

More books. Perhaps more valuable than the rest in the library? They had the ornate, expertly bound and decorated covers of the Book Man’s most precious wares. I ran my fingers along the spines, and it felt like I was trailing them across the vertebrae of a sleeping animal. There was that same sense of life: present but dormant.

“Come in,” I whispered.

Mieka ducked her head as she entered the little room, looking about her with wonder. The dust made her sneeze, and it sounded like a donkey’s bray in the silence.

“Sorry, sorry! It got up my nose.” She rubbed her nose violently. “What are all these, then?”

I reached for a book and slid it from its place, dislodging a shower of dust. It had clearly not been moved in some time, and the pages crackled as I opened it. I traced the shapes of the letters I could not read and saw that after a few pages of spellscript, there were illustrations, picked out in gold leaf. Bones, labeled. And someone had written notes in a different color of ink next to the pictures. I put that volume back and selected another. This one was almost all illustrations—bones again, skeletons moving and dancing in strange postures.

“You tell me.” I passed her one of the books. “My guess would be bone magic, from the pictures.”

“Plague, yes.” She cast her eyes down the page. “I don’t understand all of it, but it’s bone magic all right.”

I passed her another. She opened it to a random page and started reading silently to herself, lips moving.

“Some of it is in another language,” she said. “But yes. More bones.”

I looked around at the volumes that lined the walls. “All of these spellbooks must be about bone magic.”

“Some of them aren’t even spellbooks,” she said. She had picked up another slim volume and opened it to show me. “This is all just notes, look, and little drawings. And here’s another, all in the same hand.”

“So someone was doing research.”

“Or keeping a diary, of sorts.”

Mieka began to read aloud from one of the notebooks.

“‘I grow tired and discouraged in my Great Work, but I press on. The most Powerful Magic of all is at my fingertips, and if I stop now, I will not only cheat myself of the glory of its resurrection, but cheat future generations of its …” She stopped and made a face. “Took himself a bit seriously, didn’t he?”

She leafed to a new page and read again.

“‘I have told my daughter that the seed of Magic may grow in ways unexpected and that we risk awakening something not easily put back to sleep. It might not suffer man’s control. It might rebel. I believe that what she calls an Inspiration would be an Experiment swiftly come to sorrow. Margotte is stubborn, however’—look, he underlined ‘stubborn’ three times—“and will not listen to the Wisdom of her Betters.’”

“Margotte was my mother,” I said. Stubborn. Well, she was that. Once Mother was set on a path, there was no diverting her from it.

“Why would anyone want to bring back bone magic, anyway?” said Mieka.

“Mother said the Plague wasn’t bone magic’s fault. Not exactly. That she thinks someone started using it wrong, and taking too much, and it sort of threw everything off-balance.”

“So I suppose if you used it properly …” Mieka shook her head. “This is dangerous, Netta. We have to be careful.”

“I know.”

The following day, I stitched and stitched the piece I had started the previous night, saying my mantra over and over. Please come. Please, please come. My fingers were raw from it, but luckily I could conceal them with those cursed gloves when Milady called me to her chambers again. Finally a good use for the awful things.

“Ah, there you are, my dear,” she said. “Your betrothed wants to spend some time with you—isn’t that nice?”

I stayed silent.

“I wish you would see my side of this, Netta,” she said. “I only want the best for you. You are my niece, after all.”

She still wanted to keep up this pretense of concern, of care? I watched her as she moved about the room.

“No one can argue with a marriage bond,” she said, as if partly to herself. “Both magic and religion recognize it as sacred. Once you are wed, your power belongs to him as surely as if it were his own.”

“It will be of no use to him,” I said coldly. “I don’t choose when or how to wield it. The most I can do is read to him from his books and let my Hair put on a show.”

“Oh, my dear.” She crossed the room to me and cupped my cheek in her hand in a mimicry of motherly affection. “Did you not suspect? Ban Morin has a very particular skill, rare among mages. He is able to use another’s magic as his own, when he binds them to himself. Isn’t that interesting? He may even give you a demonstration of those abilities tonight, if you are fortunate.”

My skin crawled where she touched me.

“My maid will escort you to his rooms now,” she said. “And Netta? I suggest you submit. For your own sake.”

I knocked on the door of Ban Morin’s chambers. The hideous engagement ring winked maliciously from my finger when I raised my hand, and I felt a deep, visceral distaste for it, as if it were a stinging insect that had alighted there.

“Come in,” came his voice from inside.

I turned the handle reluctantly, my brain still racing to decipher a way out without resorting to accepting Patrick’s help and exchanging the frying pan for the fire. Perhaps I could tell Ban Morin just enough to persuade him to let me go to Spire? Or perhaps I could tell him nothing and suggest we take a ride together within the grounds to celebrate our betrothal, then gallop away at the first chance …

Not that I knew how to ride.

I entered the room slowly, forcing myself to move forward when all I wanted to do was run.

“Netta,” Ban Morin greeted me. He was even bigger and more threatening than I remembered now that I was alone with him.

“Ban Morin,” I said, trying to keep my voice from trembling.

He caught my hand in his and touched his unpleasantly wet lips to my knuckles, leaving a slimy gleam on my gloves when he straightened up. He seemed to be in a good mood.

“The ring …” I began.

“Striking, isn’t it? It’s a family heirloom.”

“I can’t take it off.”

“Why would you want to, my dear?” he said.

I knew I had to tread carefully. “There are some tasks … I would be worried about damaging it …”

“No chance of that. It is almost indestructible.”

“I do a lot of needlework,” I said in a sudden burst of inspiration. “The jewels are so grand, but they stand out from the setting—I think they will snag on the threads.”

“Needlework? My dear, you are made for more than squinting over your stitches. There will be servants aplenty to embroider anything you require. Better yet, purchase it all readymade.” A toothy smile. “There will be no shortage of pin money.”

I was out of arguments that I could make politely. He smiled widely at me, showing all his teeth.

“Now that we are betrothed,” he said, “I would like to take begin your instruction in the high art of magic.”

He turned away and opened a large case, inside which were several ornate volumes.

“Here.” He seemed breathless; excited. Indecently so. His hands trembled a little as he handed me a book.

“Be careful,” he warned. “It is priceless.”

I removed my gloves to handle it. The tome was bound with a leather so smooth that it felt slippery and cool beneath my fingers, as if I were handling an eel. The cover was an unpleasant texture, and I fumbled the book a little, causing him to suck in a sharp breath—but I didn’t drop it. Opening it, I saw the usual scramble of lines and symbols, the images seeming to slip away under my gaze.

“Has Milady told you …” I began haltingly, ready to admit my deficiency.

“Ah, yes.” He took the book back from me. “I confess, I wanted to see your face for myself when you opened the book.”

“Why?” I said in a small voice.

“Because I would know at once if you comprehended the words, with this book in particular, and I wanted to ensure I had not been deceived in you. But you are an innocent, my dear,” he said, as he had in the drawing room the night before. “How charming. Your guardian spoke truly. For my purposes, I much prefer you to be ignorant of the spells you speak. What a rare prize you are.”

His lips stretched taut over his teeth in what I supposed was intended as a smile. I felt myself flush.

“I will read it to you first, of course,” he said. “Now, pay attention.”

He began to read, exaggeratedly slowly, as you would read to a very small child. I bit my lip to suppress the surge of irritation.

“Are you ready?” he asked when he had finished.

“My mother—” I cleared my throat. “My mother read it through for me twice or three times. So that I didn’t make any mistakes.”

“Ah. I think once more will have to suffice. And perhaps in the future we will have you trained to listen only once, yes?”

He read it again, as I strained my ears to catch every detail of the sounds. He had a particular, wet way of pronouncing his consonants, perhaps due to his protruding tooth, but once I was used to it, I felt that I had memorized the passage well enough. He handed me the book again, and I moved to sit in one of the armchairs at his hearth.

“No,” he said. “Stand.”

Another sharp stab of annoyance. What difference would it make? If I had stayed standing, he would probably have asked me to sit. He seemed the kind of man to enjoy giving orders and seeing them obeyed, even if the orders were arbitrary.

I began to “read.” My Hair started to float up, as it always did.

“Restrain it,” he ordered.

I bit my lip. The book was heavy, and when I felt my Hair start to rise again, I couldn’t spare one of my hands to clamp it down. Instead, I stopped altogether, mid-sentence. Ban Morin hissed in frustration and reached out himself to clasp my braid in his fist at the nape of my neck, as you might grab a snake to stop it from biting.

The Hair hung limp. I had hoped it would lash out, coil itself around him, or strike like a snake, but he must have prepared some magic against it, for it hung lifeless and lank about my shoulders as his grip tightened at the back of my neck, forcing my head down. It was my own nervous sweat that saved me, for he gave an exclamation of disgust and pulled his hand away to wipe it on his coat.

“Do you have no control over it at all?” he snapped.

“Not … not really …”

He huffed to himself. “We must find a way. We can’t have it floating about every time you practice. Such a waste.”

A waste?

He saw the look on my face, and his smile widened. “Innocent,” he said again. I was really starting to hate that word.

“Your guardian really has told you very little, hasn’t she? Wise.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It is better this way. She knew that your future husband would want to … mold you. Few women understand the nature of power as well as your benefactor.”

I felt we were having two conversations at once, and I was woefully ill-equipped to handle either of them. I set the book down carefully on a little side table and reached up to tighten my braid, feeling the Hair bristle at my touch like a nervous cat. Ban Morin said nothing, but sat in the chair in front of me and crossed his arms, watching. I picked up the book again, feeling that same shiver of revulsion at the odd material of its cover, and cleared my throat.

I worried that the fear clouding my head and turning my hands clammy with sweat would also cloud my memory, but the words he had spoken came unbidden to my practiced tongue, and I recited them back—pausing in the right places, modulating my volume and tone just as he had. The Hair stayed still, cowed by whatever force he had used to subdue it.

When I had made it through the entire passage, I exhaled a long breath. I was feeling almost pleased with myself when he reached out to touch the book, reading a line of it in a hoarse voice, and a pain like nothing I had ever felt sang through me, high-pitched and piercing, setting my teeth to rattling in my skull.

I cried out, sinking to my knees and dropping the book. My vision shuddered. Everything around me seemed to take a sudden staccato leap sideways before steadying. When it cleared, Ban Morin was crouched before me, holding the book. He must have caught it as it fell from my hands.

I stared at him helplessly. The pain was gone, but my skull seemed to vibrate with the memory of it, and my teeth had clenched together so tightly that the sudden loosening of my jaw started them chattering.

I began to speak—to say what, I did not know—but saw his hand lift and then felt a dizzying crack against my face that sent me sprawling. The book. He had hit me with the book, across my face.

I raised a shaking hand to my cheek. Why was my body not responding? What was he doing that had me feeling so … muffled? He was still crouched there, studying me. His watch-chain had loosened with his movement and swung by his thigh with a hypnotic motion.

“Never let the book drop,” he said. He turned to his side and spat out a bloodied tooth.

I blinked, unable to respond. A tooth. He was a tooth mage.

He got to his feet, passing gentle, expert hands over the book’s cover as if it were a beloved horse who had suffered some injury.

“I had hoped that your mother had taught you the proper handling of volumes like these,” he said.

“She did … I mean, I …” I was still shaking, but at least I could speak again.

I kept myself very small and still. Was it my imagination, or did the ring feel tighter about my finger? I thought about calling out …

For Milady?

I did not belong to Milady anymore. This man was supposedly my new master, my soon-to-be husband. Milady—my long-lost aunt—had sold me. Washed her gloved hands of me.

For Mieka? She would come if she heard, I was certain, but what could she do? At best, she would lose her position. At worst—

I didn’t like to think about the worst.

For Patrick?

What if he turned out to be no different from Ban Morin?

Ban Morin reached in his mouth and ran his fingers over his bottom teeth. “I can spare one more, tonight, I believe,” he said, as if to himself. He turned back to me.

“Get up and start again,” he said.

“My Hair …”

“Needs to stay restrained,” he said. “I have a theory I am testing.”

“What is it?” I said. For a moment, I thought he was going to slap me across the face for speaking, but then he gave his warmthless smile.

“If your Hair is given free rein, it provides some outlet for your powers. I want to see what happens when you have no outlet. Read it again.”

I took the book again, handling it as if it were made of glass. I took a deep breath and started to speak the words again. When I was halfway through the passage, Ban Morin reached out again, and I faltered, bracing for that wave of terrible pain. I felt hostage to its memory.

He shook his finger at me. “No, no,” he said. “No stopping.”

He reached out to grab me, but finally, finally, the Hair mustered enough strength to lash out like a whip and bind itself around his wrist, the thick braid strong as a rope. He yanked his arm back, and the braid tore at my scalp, making me yelp. And then, incredibly, he smiled.

“Very good,” he said. “I think this is progress.”

The Hair was still wrapped around his wrist. He read a line from the book, and the pain came again, seeming to start at my scalp this time and then reverberating through my body like the strike of a gong. My bones seemed to press against my skin, as if under immense pressure, and my eyes felt swollen in their sockets. The engagement ring was so tight now that I wondered if it would sever my finger.

Ban Morin took the book from my hands just as my grip on it started to slip, and yanked roughly at my hair again. Specks of light dazzled my eyes, and I felt as though I might pass out, but the terrible pain would not let me—it kept me immobile and imprisoned, refusing to let me have the comfort of unconsciousness, keeping me in its embrace like a jealous lover.

“Good,” I heard him say as if from a great distance. “Much better.”

The pain released me as suddenly as it had come, and I fell limp and unresisting to the soft carpet. After a few moments of silence, I dared to look up.

Ban Morin had gone.

I sank down into myself again. I am not here. I am in my bed back in the Tower, and Mother will wake me soon. I am curled among the sleeping books at the Book Man’s shop, breathing in the comforting dust. I am hugging my knees in a steaming copper tub.

My own teeth felt loose in my mouth. The Hair hung about me like the canopies around a bed, making a small, private space where I could hide, moving lightly back and forth against the skin of my ears, the friction making a sound like someone whispering—oddly comforting. The door opened, softly, and the tears I had managed to hold back so far started to burn behind my eyes.

Footsteps.

“Mieka?” I whispered.

I waited for the comforting sound of Mieka’s voice, a shawl around my shoulders but … nothing. The steps paused in front of me, and I peeped through the red strands. Elegant, embroidered slippers with a squared toe; gold laces. Not Mieka.

A susurration as Milady crouched down beside me, gold skirts spreading out in a shining mass that stung my eyes. Every part of me felt delicate, easy to break. I felt like the slightest movement, even a blink, could snap something irreparable inside me.

Her hand rested on my cheek. I forced my eyes upwards. Her eyes were very blue.

“I told you to submit,” she said. And then she stood, and I watched her slippers move almost soundlessly on the thick carpet, over to the chaise longue beside the fire. I laid my head flat again and closed my eyes against the pain. I lay on the carpet, limp as a dress discarded after a night of dancing, and was paid as little attention.

I suppose I must have passed out. When I swam to the surface of myself, I heard Milady and Ban Morin talking.

“There is a limit to how much we can do without the book,” he was saying. A clink, and then the sound of wine filling a glass. “And you are no closer to finding it.”

“The Book Man was a miscalculation,” she said. “I didn’t know my sister had worked with him, or that he was harboring the girl.”

“You should have.”

Milady’s voice sharpened. “How, exactly? My sister has hidden from me for twenty years. She is very skilled at wards and concealment. You have no idea of her power.”

“I have a very good idea of her power, which is exactly why I want to be the one to wield it.” His voice came closer, became softer. “Let us not quarrel. We will find it. And until then, we have the girl, which is the next best thing. Her own power has a certain … piquancy. I am interested to explore its limits.”

“My love,” she said, and I heard a purr in her voice. “Do I not bring you the greatest gifts?”

There was a crowded silence and the rustle of fabric. I imagined their kiss, and my stomach turned.

I fell into blackness again. I was barely aware of the maidservants who lifted me by the elbows and marched me down the corridor to my bedroom, releasing me just inside the door so that I fell to my knees on the floor.

Baldbeak was tapping frantically at the window, hard enough to chip the glass. It felt an insurmountable distance away, but I managed to drag myself over to the casement, fumbling at the latch with numb fingers until it came loose, and the glass swung open just wide enough for the raven to wriggle through.

He seemed to know I was in pain; he did not hop to my shoulder, as usual, but flapped to the bedpost and perched there, puffing himself up a little against the chill and making small, concerned noises, little clicks and mutterings.

Are you all right?

“I will be,” I murmured, hoping it was true.

I will stay with you.

“Thank you.”

It seemed too much effort to move my limbs, and the thought of the fabric of my clothing sliding against my skin made me feel ill. Instead, I pushed each boot off with the toe of the other foot and left them where they fell, then climbed as slowly and carefully as I could onto the bed, fully dressed.

Its softness felt like a blessing. I lowered myself onto the mattress gently, even that little amount of friction making my skin burn, until finally I could rest my head on the pillow. My Hair lay limp on the pillow beside me, not moving at all. I started to reach out a hand to touch it, but it was too painful and took too much effort, and I let it drop. Baldbeak made another of those low muttering sounds.

There was a disturbance in the air of the room. A familiar presence. Mieka.

“They kept me away,” she said, and I heard the tears in her voice. “They wouldn’t let me come to you.”

“Mieka,” I said in barely more than a whisper.

In a few quick steps, she was across the room. I felt a weight at the edge of the mattress as she sat. Even that small movement made my limbs ache again. I opened my eyes and saw her silhouette, barely visible in the little starlight that managed to spill through the window.

“What did she do to you?”

“Not her,” I managed to say. “Him.”

She stroked my Hair back from my forehead.

“Water,” I mumbled into the pillow. The pitcher was across the room, and it seemed a hundred miles away. She poured me a glass and held it against my lips.

“Patrick …” I began, intending to ask if she had heard more from him.

“He is not here,” she said. “I wish he were. But I can call him, through the ravens. He will come if you ask him to.”

“No,” I whispered, barely audible.

“Netta …” I felt rather than heard her sigh.

“I cannot stay here, but I do not want to go with him,” I said. To my own ear, my voice sounded slurred, almost drunk.

“You are so stubborn,” she murmured.

“It’s a family trait,” I managed.

“How can I convince you that he is to be trusted in this?”

I shook my head very slightly.

“Ban Morin will break you,” said Mieka. “He might even kill you. He is not a man who knows the meaning of restraint.”

“I will find my own way out,” I murmured. Sleep was pulling me under despite myself. I felt the mattress shift again as Mieka stood. I opened my eyes.

“Wait.”

The shadow stilled. “What is it?”

“Will you … stay a while? Just don’t leave yet. Stay until I fall asleep.”

“Of course. I will stay all night, if they let me.”

She sat down again, resting her hand on mine, and though it was as soft as a moth’s wing, I felt the touch as I fell asleep.




Chapter Fifteen
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The Couching Stitch

‘When the thread is too fragile, thick, or unwieldy to be sewn into the fabric as usual, a couching method allows the practitioner to fasten it securely without directly employing the needle to the inconvenient thread.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

He will break you. He might even kill you.

The words echoed in my head as Mieka dressed me the next morning in silence, her hands gentle. When I came down to breakfast, I found Milady sitting in state among her visitors, who barely spared me a glance now—because I had already been sold, I supposed, and was no longer of interest to them. Ban Morin had the gall to smile at me from where he sat at Milady’s right hand.

I felt like there must be some signs on my body, something to show what had been done to me the night before, but the guests smiled as usual, and no one recoiled in horror. It seemed wrong that I could feel so broken inside and look so unchanged.

I couldn’t go with Ban Morin. I couldn’t. The thought of being alone with him again made me feel cold and sick. I sat in front of a plate of pastries, but couldn’t do more than pick at the flakey crust. Even the smell of tea made me feel nauseated.

One of Milady’s footmen entered the hall and bowed low before the table.

“Followers at the door, Milady,” he said quietly.

The Followers? They were here? My heart gave a leap. It had worked. My Hair started to curl about my shoulders, but I pulled it over my shoulder and held it still, pretending to play with it as I sipped my tea. I couldn’t let Milady see my excitement.

“They are calling on your hospitality, my lady,” said the footman.

I saw the slight flare of her delicate nostrils.

“Always so conveniently timed,” she murmured. “You have told them we have a houseful of guests?”

To deny them shelter or a meal was blasphemous, punishable by the Temple. She had to let them in. She had to keep up the pretense.

“Yes, Milady, but …”

“Yes, but.” She sighed. “Very well. Throw open the door to the east hall, and tell Cook to bring out more breakfast. It is an inevitability, I suppose.”

My heartbeat pulsed behind my eyelids, making my vision sparkle with each beat. I held myself tense as this band of Followers filed into the hall, as colorful and untidy as the band I had traveled with.

One of them peeled away from the group—a tall, white-haired figure—and spoke the formal words that invoked the rule of hospitality. The new arrivals caused a great deal of interest among Milady’s guests, and some stifled laughs as the Followers filed past the head table, making obeisance to Milady and thanking her for her generosity in cool, remote voices. Milady smiled and nodded, looking the very picture of a gracious lady. I took some pleasure in seeing her impeccably polished floors smeared with dirt and wet grass, and in seeing her notice and pretend not to notice. I smiled, suddenly having enough appetite to take a large bite of my pastry.

When I had finished eating, I made my way to the east hall, where the Followers were sprawled on chairs or carpets. A few of them shot curious glances my way. Although I saw them out of the corner of my eye, I kept my gaze fixed on the one I presumed to be the leader—the one I had seen speak to Milady.

The Priest of this band of Followers sat with their back against the wall and eyes closed, seemingly lost in thought. I put a nervous hand to my Hair, making sure it was behaving itself, and cleared my throat.

The Priest opened their eyes. They had very light eyes, more gray than blue, and hair white and fine as a dandelion clock.

“Priest,” I said, and curtsied. The Priest inclined their head.

“You are the daughter of the house?” they said.

“No. Well … in a way. Milady is my … guardian, of a sort.”

“I see.”

“I wish to join you,” I said in a rush. “Is that possible?”

The Priest’s eyes widened a fraction. “We turn no one away,” they said. “And all Followers are under the protection of the Temple. We cannot be harassed or pursued.” They peered at me shrewdly. “As you no doubt know.”

I let myself take a deep breath for the first time in hours. “Then I want to come with you when you leave today,” I said.

The Priest shrugged. “Of course. You understand that you will have to work and walk alongside us?”

“Yes.”

They eyed my gown. “It will not be the life to which you are accustomed.”

“I know that,” I said. “And luckily I am not really accustomed to it.”

“Very well,” said the Priest. “We leave in an hour.” Their lips stretched in a wry smile. “We find that most of our … hosts prefer us not to stay too long.”

I raced to my room, where Mieka was tidying the bedclothes.

“Get your things. We’re leaving.”

“What?”

“The Followers.” I was smiling so broadly it hurt. I opened the window and called to Baldbeak, who came fluttering down to land on the sill.

“We are leaving this morning,” I told him. He cocked his head.

Good, he said.

“Mieka and I will be walking with the Followers. You can join us as soon as we get outside.” I scratched the fine fuzz on his beak. “I’m sorry. I know you will miss your new flock.”

You are my flock, he said. I buried my face in his wing feathers for a moment.

“Wait, what is happening?” asked Mieka.

“The Followers are here. We can leave with them, and no one can stop us. It’s Temple law.” I laughed at the expression on her face. “Quickly, get everything you need. They will be leaving soon.”

I gathered up the sewing things Mieka had found for me, and checked that Mother’s three hairs were still safely wrapped in their handkerchief in my pocket. I was superstitious about them by now, keeping them on my person at all times and sleeping with them under my pillow. Mieka and I found warm cloaks in the wardrobe and fastened them about our necks with trembling fingers.

“Ready?” said Mieka.

“Ready.”

“Why on earth are you wearing that?” asked Milady when I came back downstairs. She had immediately spotted the cloak I now wore over my dress, of course.

“I was cold,” I said. I pulled it tighter around myself.

“Well, the Followers are leaving,” said Milady. “We have to bid them goodbye in order to receive their blessing”—she said this with heavy sarcasm—“on the house. Come along.”

The Followers were busy gathering their bedrolls and tying on their packs. Milady watched them, expressionless. Ban Morin’s expression, however, was easy to read. He hated them. That seemed odd to me. It seemed altogether too strong an emotion for these peaceful people, yet it blazed from his skin like body heat.

When the Followers were ready, the white-haired Priest looked over at me where I stood next to Mieka, both of us straight-backed and tense. They did not speak, but one of their eyebrows raised questioningly.

Feeling as if I might faint, seeing spots of light dance in front of my eyes, I started forward. Ban Morin grabbed my hand. As soon as he touched me, the finger encased by his heirloom ring felt numb. I flexed my fingers a little, and at that small movement, Ban Morin’s grip on my arm grew tighter.

“What are you doing?” he hissed. I struggled to free myself.

Milady noticed the kerfuffle from the corner of her eye. “Netta?”

“Let me go.” I wriggled my arm, trying to slip it through his clenched hand, but could not move. Beneath his fingers, my skin was turning white.

“What are you doing?” Milady shot at me. Her eyes were like two chips of glass.

“My lady,” said the soft voice of the Priest. “Please ask your companion to release the girl.”

Milady wheeled round. “What?”

“Please ask your companion to release the girl.” They gave a gentle smile. “She has requested to join us on our pilgrimage.”

Surprise sat oddly on Milady’s perfect features.

“I beg your pardon?” Her tone dripped acid.

Ban Morin, on the other hand, turned red. His fingers pressed right on the bone of my arm, as if to bruise it down to the marrow. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. “She is bought and paid for.”

The Priest’s eyes widened.

“You have no authority over the Temple,” they said softly. “And they have decreed that anyone who chooses must be allowed to join the Followers and wander with them undeterred.”

“Do you have any idea who I am?” hissed Ban Morin.

“I’m afraid not,” said the Priest, “but even if you were the Pontiff himself, this girl has the right to leave you and follow her calling.”

“Let. Go,” I said through clenched teeth. I glared at Ban Morin with all the force I could muster, and he glared back with a cold, dangerous fury. He looked from me to the Priest, and back, and then released his grasp—one finger at a time, as if asserting that he meant his loosening hold to be only temporary. When he finally let go, I staggered a little, but made my way over to where the Priest stood, rubbing at the encircling bruise on my arm. They watched me approach, with Mieka following close behind.

“Matilda!” called Milady. “Where do you think you are going? Have you forgotten who pays your wages?”

Mieka made a rude gesture at her, and Milady gasped.

It couldn’t be this easy, surely. Ban Morin and Milady would find a way to stop me. But no—both had to stand there impotently and watch while Mieka and I found a place amongst the Followers and joined their march out of the mansion and off the grounds.

The ravens chittered at me from the eaves, one defecating a long white stream, which told me exactly how he felt about the drying-up of the ravens’ daily crumb supply. I heard a ruffle of wings and felt a sting in the skin of my shoulder as something sharp-clawed and ungainly landed there, wobbling a bit as it got its balance.

It was Baldbeak, of course, flapping and complaining in my ear as he dug his claws right into the weave of my cloak, probably leaving a hole. I turned to look at him, and he snapped affectionately at the end of my nose.

“Ridiculous bird,” I said. I reached up to smooth the sparse feathers at the base of his beak, and he closed his scaly eyelids and crooned.

“Friend of yours?” inquired the Priest. “He is a handsome creature.”

Baldbeak preened. The Priest continued looking straight ahead. “Your … guardian seemed not best pleased at your leaving.”

“She certainly is not,” said Mieka under her breath.

My heart pounded with every step away from Milady’s estate, half expecting shouts or galloping hooves to sound behind us. The Followers’ reputation for inviolability, however, seemed to hold; no one dared interrupt our steady march.

The Priest of the Followers was delicate, bird-boned; their soft cap of hair barely concealed the pink of their scalp. They rode on an elderly gray mule at the front of the Followers’ train, so still in the saddle that they could almost have been asleep. If it weren’t for the slight gleam beneath their eyelids—also lashed with that near-white hair—I would have thought they really were asleep.

It was not difficult for the walkers to keep pace with the mules, as they plodded as slowly as they could get away with. There was an ease to the Followers, however, now that they were on the road again; a tension when still that lifted when in motion.

I just had to get far enough away, I told myself. Just far enough away that Ban Morin would not follow …

Foolish. Of course he would follow. Possibly Milady, also. I could never be far enough away. The most I could do was slip away from the Followers as soon as I could and make my way to Spire. Once I found out where it was.

I was glad to have Mieka with me, but I wondered reluctantly whether I should try to slip away from her as well. She would be safe enough with the Followers. I wanted to believe she was truly my friend, but she worked for Patrick, and as long as she was with me, he would be able to find me as well.

I had been walking in a dream, and now I collided with the rump of the mule in front, making it huff and stamp its hind leg. Baldbeak, who had been dozing on my shoulder, gave a startled croak.

“Sorry,” I said to the mule’s backside.

“Come and walk with me,” said the Priest. It was a gentle request, but even if I hadn’t wanted to obey, I had the feeling I would have been powerless to resist.

“Why did you really come with us today?” they asked.

I hesitated, unsure of how much to reveal. “I … I just needed to leave,” I said finally. “The people I was with—they were using me for their own purposes. I had to get away.”

The Priest nodded, their gaze steady and neutral.

“And there is somewhere I have to go,” I said. “Do you know of a monastery at Spire?”

“Yes. It is not more than two days’ ride from here. One of the more famous monasteries, as it boasts the largest scriptorium in the kingdom. All the best makers of books work there, creating all the most complex and powerful spellbooks.” The Priest crooked an eyebrow at me. “But I thought you had a burning calling to become a Follower,” they said. Their sleepy eyes were suddenly sharp as silver pins.

“Oh, yes,” I said, stumbling a little.

The Priest smiled at me. “You would not be the first to join us for your own reasons, nor will you be the last,” they said. “We are moving in the direction of Spire, but will turn aside on our own road. We can part ways then. I will let you know when we are near.”

“Thank you,” I said.

I bit my lip, wondering if they would ask further questions, but, blessedly, the Priest seemed content to ride in silence.

This band of Followers was a friendly, boisterous group, as they always seemed to be, and it felt more like a family party than pilgrims on a never-ending journey. Mieka laughed and chatted with those around her, seemingly unconcerned, but I could not stop thinking about Ban Morin and Milady. I knew there was no way they would have let us leave without someone trailing us, even if they dared not intervene as yet. Just because I couldn’t see anyone didn’t mean that they weren’t there.

“Baldbeak,” I whispered. “Can you fly about a bit and see if anyone is following us?”

His eyes were sharper than mine, and he would have a better vantage point. He gave me an affectionate ear-nibble and pushed off, zig-zagging up into the canopy of trees.

“They wouldn’t dare attack in daylight,” murmured Mieka from beside me.

I gave a yelp. I had been deep in thought, and her words startled me.

“Jumpy, are we?” she said in amusement. “Probably just as well. We should try and separate from the Followers before nightfall. Makes sense to stick with them as long as we can, though. Safety in numbers, and all that.”

I had wondered where we would spend the night, and my aching feet were glad when we came to a small hamlet at the edge of a wood before sunset. When the Followers stopped to rest, children poured out from the little houses to greet them. There seemed to be few travelers on this road, and such a colorful group would surely be a novelty and a distraction.

I watched as the Priest performed a few little tricks for them, much like Patrick had when I first met him, clapping their palms together and opening them slowly. Between them, an arc of light leaped, joining one palm to the other—white at first, then splitting into all the colors, before returning to white again.

The children bounced and applauded, talking excitedly. One of them made a little spark himself—barely there, the tiniest little flash of light on his palm—and the others responded as if he had lit up the sky with lightning. The Priest seemed just as delighted. This, too, reminded me a little of Patrick. Their tricks had the same edge of joy to them, that sense of magic for magic’s sake.

The Priest caught my eye and smiled. “Little things,” they said. “But it pleases the children.”

“That was beautiful,” I said. I sat cross-legged beside them. This close, I could see the pink of their scalp gleaming through their dandelion-fine white hair. “Is that … an affinity?”

I was becoming more comfortable with the word and it no longer felt forbidden.

They seemed surprised. “Some call it that, yes,” they said. “What do you know of affinities? I thought they were no longer spoken of, let alone taught.”

I tipped my head back, drinking in the sunshine. My Hair floated gently about my face, just a little—the way a cat’s tail moves ever so slightly when it’s contented.

“Someone told me about them,” I said. “Just a little. I don’t really know much.” I sighed. “And I spent my whole life watching my mother work with spellbooks and listened to her tell me that was the only way to wield magic safely. Then I find out that there are all these smaller magics, and anyone at all can use them, and they don’t need any kind of books or words to do so, and that no longer seems so bad … And then I find out about bone magic. So I don’t know what to think. If you told me now that someone could perform magic with their ears, I’d probably believe it.”

The Priest plucked a small meadow flower from the grass by their sandals. “If power is a precious stone, then affinities are more like these little blooms; fragrant and lovely for a day, then fading into nothing.”

“What is the point of them, then?” I asked.

“You sound like the Temple,” said the Priest softly, and I flushed.

“It is all right,” they continued. “I know it is hard to grasp when all you have ever heard is that magic must be harnessed and focused, pointed towards some end or other. That is what you have been taught—what everyone is taught, now. It is hard for the Temple to understand that something could exist merely for pleasure or for beauty. Affinities—or modest magics, as they are sometimes called—do not always have a use.”

They twirled the stem of the flower between their thumb and forefinger, and the little blossom shone brighter and brighter, until it was almost too painful to look at, before fading back to its unremarkable dusty pink.

“It is like my embroidery,” I realized. “Mother always said there was no purpose to making things prettier. She only let me do it because I couldn’t read—otherwise she’d have had me working on her books all day and night, as she did.”

“Perhaps it has no purpose—not in the sense she meant, anyway. But what a dull world it would be without such things,” said the Priest.

For a moment we were silent. Then, “May I share with you some of our old teachings from the Plague times?” they said after a while.

I nodded. They began to recite, their voice becoming deeper and somehow ceremonial.

“The Temple would have us believe the dead rose because of bone-craft. I tell you: It was magic itself. Fettered too long, silenced too harshly, it burst its bonds. Magic is not ours. It is older than our books, our bones, even our gods. When forced into cages of ink and words, it sickens. When offered too much of the body, it devours. Left to run free, it flourishes—but seldom in ways men can predict. Magic demands respect, not mastery. The wise learn balance. Those who would command it as servant will find themselves, in time, commanded.”

They closed their eyes for a moment and tilted their face to the sun, then turned to me and smiled.

“Does that make sense to you, little daughter?” they said.

“Yes,” I replied. “I think so.”

Instead of claiming the right of hospitality from the villagers, the Followers bypassed the little settlement and walked just beyond it, to where the houses petered out and a cobblestone path led to a small pool lined with bulrushes and large-fronded shrubs. The pool was too uniform to be natural and must have been dug deliberately. As the Followers prepared their evening meal, Mieka and I walked around its edge and found a large rock carved with the shapes of human bones, a spring gushing from it through the mouth of a skull. A stone arch lay just beyond, seeming to mark the entrance to a gathering of standing stones, all as intricately carved as this first one.

“What is this?” Mieka asked in a hushed voice.

“A Plague shrine,” said the Priest. “We come across them, now and then, and once we have found one, we revisit it if we find ourselves near it again. To pay our respects.”

“Were these put up by the Temple?” asked Mieka.

They shook their head. “By mages, long gone. Some people think they are just memorials, and some think they were imbued with power at some point, in an attempt to keep the Plague at bay. No one knows for certain. If you look closely, you can see that the grooves are perfectly uniform—made by magic, not by human hand.”

The Priest returned to the rest of the group, and Mieka ran her hand over the carvings. The images of bones ran in rows, from the splayed bones of feet all the way up to skulls at the top of the stone, like a hundred skeletons had been taken apart and stacked neatly on top of one another.

“A powerful spell, to last so many years,” she said.

“Yes,” I said. “Mother would have loved to see it.”

“Really?”

“I think so. She was always interested in history—especially the history of mages and magic.”

“You miss her.”

“I do.” I touched the carving with the tips of my fingers. “She was all I had for so long. It is strange to think I might never see her again.”

“Don’t think like that,” said Mieka. “We will find something in Spire, I am sure of it.”

She ducked under the stone arch and went to investigate the standing stones, while I stayed behind to examine the bone carvings. They fascinated me. I laid my hand against one and fancied I felt an answering warmth against my palm.

I am coming to find you, Mother, I said silently. Wait for me.

When I went looking for Mieka, I found her sitting cross-legged in the grass before one of the standing stones, her eyes closed. I trod carefully on the already dew-damp evening grass, trying not to disturb her, but she turned and smiled at me.

“Did I ever tell you how I met Patrick?” she said.

“I don’t think so.” I sat beside her.

“He was part of the same organization as my father. They wanted to loosen restrictions on magic, get it out from under the purview of the Temple. He was very kind to me after my father …” She stopped, swallowed, and continued. “After he was hanged as a heretic.”

“Mieka …”

She put up a hand to stop me. We sat in silence for a moment, the dew soaking the hems of our skirts, the first evening darkness seeping into the sky like ink swirling in water.

“I am so sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know.”

“I didn’t tell you.”

Mieka sighed, drawing her knees up and resting her chin on them. She shivered a little—perhaps just from the growing chill in the air.

“He believed in the old ways,” she said. “Like the Followers. There are many non-Followers that do. Obviously, we can’t be open about it.”

“We?”

She shrugged. “I don’t advertise it, but yes. It’s hard to find others, now, because the Temple ferrets us out when it can, and we certainly can’t have gatherings. Not often, anyway. And even when we can, there’s not much we can do. There are so few of us and so many of them. The only naysayers they will tolerate are the Followers—and then only because of the old agreements, and because they aren’t allowed to preach.”

“But your father …”

“He thought we could do more. He was a mage. Hair, like you.” She pulled at one of her own tight black curls. “I didn’t inherit it, although I look a lot like him. He didn’t want to spend his life serving some rich lord or other, so he kept it quiet. He was the one who told me that you don’t really need all those Temple-approved spells and books to wield magic—that you could do it on your own. He didn’t like how the Temple favored their own mages over everyone else, either—barely even letting on that other kinds of magic exist. Anyway …”

She glared straight ahead. “He was stupid. Trusted too many people. Started talking about doing something. Knowing my dad, he probably meant just writing a sternly worded letter or the like. But the Temple found out about it and branded him some kind of ringleader, and …”

Her voice trailed off.

“I’m so sorry,” I said inadequately. I wished I knew what to say. I wished I’d had other friends before, so that I would know the right words in the right order to tell her how a pit opened in my stomach at the very thought, and how grateful I was that she had told me, and how useless I felt for being unable to help her in any way.

“It’s all right,” she said. “It was a long time ago. But I started working for Patrick not long after that because Dad didn’t leave me much, and I take any opportunity to screw over the Temple when I can. I’m careful, though. Not like he was.”

“And Zlata …?”

“She has her own story. Worse than mine. She understands.” Mieka looked up at me for the first time. “She’s a mage, too. Nails.”

I couldn’t suppress a shiver, remembering Milady. I thought back to the night I had last seen Zlata. I couldn’t remember if she had worn gloves inside—although perhaps she had nothing to conceal if she didn’t use her magic as often as Milady.

“She keeps it quiet,” said Mieka. “She spent a few years as mage to a rich family. She doesn’t talk about it much, but it wasn’t a good time. Unless you’re noble-born yourself, or high up in the Temple, it rarely is.”

“I wouldn’t have guessed. She seems so …”

“Seems so what?” said Mieka fiercely. “She’s the strongest person I know, and she would do anything—anything—for me, or for anyone she cares about.”

Chastened, I said, “I was just going to say that she seemed to hate mages.”

“Oh, she does. If she could rip out her nails and be done with them, she would. She tried that once, she told me. They grew right back. She keeps them painted with this colored polish she buys in the Undermarket, which helps to suppress them, so she doesn’t use them by accident.” She sighed. “Zlata thinks I am foolish. She thinks the time of the old, free magic is gone for good, and we need to survive in a world where power is bought and sold.”

“And you don’t?”

She let out a long breath. “I would like to believe those days will come back. Eventually. Magic is more powerful than the Temple, or the king, or any one person who imagines they can control it. They might put a bridle on it for a time, but it will throw them off its back sooner or later.”

We sat there for a time, contemplating the stones, then wandered back to rejoin the Followers.

“Where’s Baldbeak?” wondered Mieka.

“I think he’s just enjoying being able to fly around freely for a while,” I said. But then Baldbeak came careening into the camp like a winged demon, cawing coarsely and flying so low overhead that many of the Followers had to duck.

They are coming! I heard his silent words between his harsh raven-cries. They are coming!

“They?” I called up to him. “How many?”

Many humans. A flock.

I had expected stealthy assassins in the dark, not an open attack. I had not thought Ban Morin would dare to openly defy the Temple’s edict. I ran to the Priest and opened my mouth to warn them, but just as I grabbed their arm, the first man stepped out of the shadows—clad in red leather, sword glinting. More followed, all heavily armed. They fanned out, circling the camp. Baldbeak landed heavily on my shoulder, and Mieka came up behind us, so close that I could feel the heat of her.

“We’re just here for the girl, Old One,” said the first man. I gathered he was the leader—the others hung back and looked to him as he spoke. I tried to stand tall, but my legs felt as substantial as two river reeds.

“Let me go to him,” I whispered.

The Priest placed their hand over mine. Where mine was sweating, theirs was smooth and dry. “They will not hurt us,” they said in a low voice. They patted my hand a little, comfortingly, then took a step forward.

“You know the Temple’s laws,” they said, their voice heavy with authority despite its softness. “And you know also that none may interfere with the Followers’ passage.”

“We don’t answer to the Temple,” said the big man in leather. “We answer to Ban Morin, and he wants the girl.”

“And does your master not answer to the Temple?”

“Not anymore.”

My knees buckled, and I nearly fell. Mieka held my shoulders from behind. “He’s bluffing,” she whispered. “No one has ever attacked the Followers. Ever. He would be hanged. We are safe so long as we stay with them.”

The Followers stood very still and straight around us, aside from a couple who started calling to the children in low voices and pulling them aside, into the trees. It made sense that they would be careful, even though no one would really violate a Temple edict in front of an audience of dozens … Would they?

The Priest stepped between the men and the Followers. “This is not a matter for armed men. You risk bringing war upon yourselves and your master.”

The leader chuckled. “War is coming anyway, Old One. We’re just getting on the right side of it.”

The Priest raised their hands, palms open in a gesture of peace. “Leave now, and I will not report this to the Temple. No harm need come of this.”

The armed man hesitated—just for a moment, but I saw it. But he drew his sword. “Step aside.”

It could still have been all right. It could. I had already taken half a step forward, and the words of surrender were already on my tongue, waiting to be spoken.

It must have been an accident, a terrible accident, but as the Priest took several more steps forward to remonstrate with the armed men again, one of them—a youngster, perhaps new to service, and jumpy—thrust out his sword.

The Priest staggered, their hands clutching the blade. Blood bloomed across their robes; a dark and sinister flower. Mieka dug her fingernails into my shoulders. The Followers wailed, some sinking to their knees.

“No!” I cried.

My fault. This was my fault.

The leader’s face had been frozen in a horrified rictus as he watched—clearly this had not been his intention—but now his head snapped round towards me, his eyes narrowing. The men surged towards me. Baldbeak took flight, screeching as he darted at the nearest attacker, pecking and clawing with wild ferocity. I felt wild panic at the thought of being restrained again, imprisoned—at Ban Morin’s mercy. Desperately, I threw out a hand towards the advancing men, my hood falling back to reveal my floating Hair.

I remembered the Temple guard whose neck I had snapped back in Quell—that strange surge of power. I pictured the swift stab of a needle through cloth. The leader cried out as his leg made a terrible crunching sound and folded unnaturally beneath him, sending him sprawling. The others watched him fall. The majority had not yet bothered to draw their swords, but now they did, and they ran at me, shouting. Some of the Followers, maddened by the death of their Priest, stood in their way, although they were unarmed.

Chaos. Confusion. Sparks kicked from the fire. The Priest’s body trampled beneath the charging men. Baldbeak shrieking above.

Mieka shook me by the shoulder. “Run!”

We ran for the trees. My lungs burned with every panicked breath. Behind us, Ban Morin’s men shouted orders. Baldbeak flew just ahead of us, his sharp cries cutting through the cacophony.

“There she is!” one of the men yelled, his voice too close. I glanced over my shoulder and saw three of them closing in. Baldbeak dove at the nearest one, raking his powerful claws across the man’s face. He cursed, swinging wildly with his sword to knock the raven out of the air, but Baldbeak dodged and flew at him again.

“Get that Plague-damned bird!”

Another sword swung through the air with a sickening thwack. Baldbeak’s cry cut off sharply, and I froze, my breath catching in my throat. I turned just in time to see him climb higher into the sky, scattering blood droplets behind him like the tail of a comet—and then fall.

Despite Mieka grabbing at me, I stumbled back, catching him in my arms before he hit the ground. His feathers were wet in my hands. His third eyelid was closed over one eye and half closed over the other. His claws curled in on themselves helplessly, like the legs of a spider fallen from the web.

“Mieka,” I said, my mouth dry. “Run.”

“But I can …”

“Go!”

She looked into my face, and whatever she saw there made her turn and run deeper into the trees.

Raw, uncontrollable fury surged inside me, setting my Hair flying about my face like flame. I nestled Baldbeak’s body into the crook of one arm and raised the other, fingers trembling.

My bones hummed and vibrated under a vast pressure that I felt might destroy me if I didn’t direct it outwards. My rage became a needle, white and sharp as a bone shard, and I hurled it towards Ban Morin’s men with all the strength in me.

With a terrible succession of cracks and snaps, like kindling breaking in a fire, our pursuers collapsed one by one, and I sprinted away from them into the forest, cradling Baldbeak in my arms.




Chapter Sixteen
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The Raven

‘A common and much-loved stitch used in domestic pieces. Though simple, it has a pleasing form and an elegance of line that makes it useful in many different designs.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

When my legs could no longer move and my lungs could no longer draw in a breath, I fell to my hands and knees on the leaf mulch under the close-knit trees.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, my voice breaking. “I’m so sorry.”

Tears blurred my vision as I wrapped Baldbeak’s wound gently in my handkerchief. The blood was barely visible against the iridescent black of his feathers, but when it touched the white silk, it ran through the furrows and pinpricks of the embroidery, making it seem to glow. He was just an armful of bones and glossy feathers now. Feathers that stuck out at odd angles, like torn pages protruding from a book. His beak open in a final gasp. His eyes filmed over and unseeing.

I felt a touch on my shoulder.

“Netta. I’m sorry.” Mieka knelt beside me.

I couldn’t speak.

“What happened back there?” she asked, looking over her shoulder at the crowded trees.

“It’s all right,” I managed to say. “No one is coming after us.”

“But how—” She broke off with an effort and rubbed my shoulder gently. “I’m sorry,” she said again. “He was a brave bird.”

“He was more than a bird,” I said.

It was strange how quickly his body had gone from being a him to an it. I touched one of the wing feathers gently, feeling the slight rasp of the barbs against my fingertips, then cupped my hands around the whole mess of it—of what had been Baldbeak—and lifted it gingerly upwards. His body was the size of a small dog’s, and black feathers overflowed my cupped hands like molten tar, but he was still so light. Had he been this light in life? I remembered the solidity of him on my shoulder, the affectionate clutch of his claws.

I suddenly noticed the movement of my Hair against my shoulders. It slithered forward in an unnerving, purposeful motion, tangling itself around the dead bird in my hands.

“What are you doing?” I whispered.

The Hair wrapped itself around and around Baldbeak’s broken body. I felt a building pressure in my chest again, an ache in my bones, as if they were pressing against my skin. I gritted my teeth against the pain and terrible push of it, every part of me seemingly straining forwards towards the dead bird, with the Hair making a taut and shining shroud around it.

Baldbeak twitched.

Mieka screamed.

I gasped, almost dropping him, but managed to hang on at the last moment. The bundle of feathers, beak, and bone writhed and clicked in my hands in a series of sinister, sinuous motions, seemingly rearranging itself. The feathers smoothed and flattened. Finally, the beak opened wide, the little tongue protruded, and then he coughed.

“No,” said Mieka. “This isn’t possible.”

It did seem impossible. Only when the familiar gleam came back to Baldbeak’s eyes and he let out a small but definite croak did I truly believe it. His voice was hoarse, guttural, but unmistakably still his.

“Baldbeak,” I whispered, smoothing the sparse feathers between his eyes. “Are you all right?”

There was a long, anxious silence. And then: I feel … strange. But nothing hurts.

He shook himself vigorously, then hopped up my arm to his usual perch on my shoulder, feeling reassuringly heavy and moving without even a hint of stiffness in his limbs. By contrast, I felt as hollow as bird bones, as if something had drained from me.

Mieka was shaking. “Netta. You can’t … You haven’t. It’s not possible. How?”

“I don’t know.” Even my voice sounded empty. “I just … wanted it so badly.”

Baldbeak clicked his beak at Mieka in a friendly way, and she shrank back as if he had struck her.

It occurred to me to wonder if Baldbeak was … wrong, somehow, now? He seemed his usual self, but had I imbued him with some sort of dark magic that would manifest itself later? I stared at him, and he stared right back.

What?

“Are you still … you?”

He cocked his head and gave an irritated raark.

“All right, you’re you.” Every joint in my body ached.

“But what are you, Netta?” Mieka burst out. “I’ve never even heard of power like this. Except for …”

She didn’t finish her sentence, but I heard the Plague as clearly as if she had spoken it aloud. The Plague raised the dead … But not like this, I was sure. The dead who had walked the land were terrifying, mindless approximations of the people they had once been. This was just … Baldbeak.

Maybe he hadn’t really died at all?

No, he had been dead. I was certain of it. I had felt him cool and unresponsive beneath my touch. And now here he was, ruffling his feathers, looking quite as usual.

“Look,” I said, “please don’t tell anyone about this, all right?”

She gestured at the empty forest around us. “Who would I tell?”

“Patrick, for one. Just … I don’t quite understand what happened here either. So can we just keep it to ourselves? Please?”

She opened her mouth to answer, but before she could say anything, there was a familiar shimmer in the air. The shape of a man, standing at ease and—impossibly, maddeningly—adjusting his cuffs. As if that mattered right now.

“I must admit, I’m curious as to what you could possibly be talking about,” Patrick said. “Though I am relieved to find that you have already slipped away from Ban Morin’s men. I thought I might have to perform a daring rescue.”

“How long have you been following us?” I demanded, jumping up and backing away from him, just as Mieka said with relief, “Thank Plague you’re here.”

“You can’t stay here,” he said, which wasn’t an answer to my question. “Ban Morin’s men won’t stop hunting you, and you’re too far from the monastery to make it on your own. I can help you.”

“Oh, like you helped us back there?” I said. My hands clenched into fists. “Were you watching us the whole time? Did you see the Priest get killed? Did you see what happened to Baldbeak and do nothing?”

“Yes, I have been following you, but I was not … Netta, wait!”

I turned and started to stumble away over the uneven ground, nearly tripping on the little hillocks and tufted grasses that I couldn’t see in the growing darkness.

“Netta!” I heard from behind me. “Don’t be foolish!”

“Netta!” Mieka’s voice, this time.

I gritted my teeth as I made my ungainly way to the cover of the trees—and then halted. I had no idea where Spire was and no means of getting there except on foot. I couldn’t return to the Followers, if any of them were even still alive. It seemed all other possibilities had finally been eliminated.

I turned and saw Patrick waiting.

“I did not see what happened with the Followers until it was too late,” he said softly. “I did not arrive in time. I am sorry. I saw the Priest on the ground, the others fleeing … There was nothing I could do except come to find you and Mieka.”

“You have a knack for being not quite on time.”

“If I had reached your tower earlier, I would have done my best to prevent that attack again too.”

“I don’t trust you,” I said.

“I know.”

What choice did I have now? I could strike out for Spire on my own, but with Ban Morin’s men out searching for me, it seemed foolish not to accept any help. And Mieka worked for Patrick, and she was a true friend, I believed. Perhaps I could rely on him now, at least for a little while.

I bit my lip, but I accepted the arm he offered me, and we walked back towards Mieka.

Patrick’s horse and carriage were concealed in a small clearing. They were not as ornate as Milady’s, but the gleaming wood panels on the sides and the brass fixtures whispered wealth.

Patrick consulted with one of the outriders, then turned to Mieka. “Ride with Sarrow here. I’ll send you a raven later.”

Mieka looked from Baldbeak to me, then gave me a quick hug. “I’ll see you soon,” she whispered. “Give him a chance, all right?”

Patrick opened the carriage door for us. Baldbeak hopped in immediately, probably thinking that this was perfectly suitable transportation for a recently resurrected raven, but I hesitated.

Patrick watched me. “You can’t go back, my dear,” he said gently.

“Don’t call me that.”

“You’re shivering. Get inside.”

Baldbeak poked his head out, fixing me with his yellow gaze. I scowled, but stepped up into the warm interior.

“He’s going to spoil your upholstery,” I said as Baldbeak started happily scratching at the seats.

“I’m used to it,” said Patrick. “It won’t surprise you to know that I often travel with ravens.”

He swung himself in beside us, suddenly very close and warm in the small space. Perhaps because he had rarely truly been present with me, his presence now seemed to take up more space than was its due. He knocked on the roof, and the carriage started to rumble forward. It occurred to me that the last time I had been inside a carriage was with Milady, unwittingly driving towards a prison, and I felt sick to my stomach.

I dug my fingers into the fur blanket that lay across my lap and determinedly refused to shift my gaze from the window. Outside was all darkness, with not even a slice of moon for illumination. Baldbeak had made himself comfortable at last and hunkered down, chest puffed and eyes half-closed. He was asleep in seconds. Dying and being brought back to life would be rather tiring.

“I suppose my fate is in your hands now,” I said to Patrick drily.

Patrick didn’t speak for a long time, and when he did, he seemed to be choosing his words carefully. “I am sorry that your trust has been so often betrayed.”

I shrugged, feeling childish, but not wanting to give him the satisfaction of speaking.

“I will endeavor to show you that, in this case, it is not misplaced.”

“Mieka seems to think you are telling the truth.”

“She is no fool,” he said.

I stayed silent for a moment, drumming my fingers on my knee.

“All I want to do is find the book,” I said at last. “And my mother. If you can help me do that …”

“I can. I will.” The smooth certainty in his voice grated against my ears.

“Then I suppose I have no choice. For now.”

He shifted in his seat. “We will spend tonight in an inn and leave for Spire in the morning.”

“Why can’t we go now?”

“There are certain … precautions I need to take. Did you ever tell Sybil where you intended to go?”

“No, I never mentioned Spire.” That was something to be thankful for, at least.

“Good. That will buy us some time.”

The silence grew crowded with all we were leaving unsaid. I shifted positions to lay my head more comfortably against the upholstered side of the carriage and closed my eyes, determined to feign sleep, but my body remained tense. Beside me, I heard Patrick let out a breath and then the susurration of the furs as he apparently settled down to sleep as well.

I waited until his breath became slow and even, and then opened my eyes to look at him. Slumber smoothed the faint lines in his face. Without the gleam of those sharp hazel eyes, he seemed just another man—someone I wouldn’t look twice at in a crowd. I remembered the bird skull mask he had worn when he danced with me on Plaguenight and wondered if he wore a mask still.

I must have fallen asleep eventually, because when the carriage stopped, I jerked awake. I had drooled a little in my sleep, to my embarrassment, and I swiped at my chin surreptitiously, hoping Patrick hadn’t noticed. He seemed wide awake and alert, poised with his hand on the doorknob as we rattled into a courtyard.

It was late, but the inn appeared to be bustling. An ostler arrived to help with the horses, and the footman opened the door for us. I felt groggy and disoriented—partly from sleep, and partly from the expenditure of … whatever it was I had flung at Ban Morin’s men and used to bring Baldbeak back. I felt strangely undefined around my edges, as if I wasn’t quite occupying the same space as everyone else.

“My lord.” The landlord, clearly recognizing Patrick, led him inside, practically folded in half with oily obsequiousness as he rubbed his hands together. Patrick barely threw him a glance, tossing the little man his travel cloak.

“Two rooms and dinner. See that the horses are fed and watered.”

“We have no rooms, my lord,” the landlord said. “We have been fully booked since—”

“Kick someone out,” said Patrick, extracting a weighty purse from his pocket and letting it fall into the landlord’s outstretched hand. “Tell them it has bedbugs. I don’t care. Just make sure my sister and I have somewhere to stay.”

“My lord—”

“A good room, too. I will know if you fob me off with anything less.”

The landlord’s mouth was still open in protest, but his fist tightened around the purse as if involuntarily.

“Of course, my lord. At once.” He looked at Baldbeak. “Is that your, ah …”

“My dearest sister”—Patrick turned to me, ignoring the landlord—“could you stoop to dinner in the shared dining room, just for one night? My stomach is complaining, and I fear I cannot wait for our private room to be prepared.”

As if awakened by his words, my own stomach gave an embarrassingly loud grumble. “That would be acceptable,” I said with as much dignity as I could muster—and then, as the landlord genuflected away, and my brain caught up to my ears, I hissed, “Sister?”

“You would prefer to be my wife?”

“What? No. I …”

“Sister it is, then.”

Patrick took my arm and drew me towards the sounds of clinking glass and cutlery coming from the dining room. When he had mentioned an inn, I had imagined a tavern—something rough and loud and anonymous—but this was the kind of establishment frequented by nobility.

The shared dining room was no raucous pub, but instead a dimly lit, discreet space where the patrons talked in low voices. He pulled out a chair for me at one of the tables, and I sat.

“And what is the poor former owner of our room supposed to do?” I murmured.

“I know not and care less,” said Patrick.

“I would rather not share a room with you.”

“Baldbeak will be there to play chaperone,” he said with the hint of a smile. When I crossed my arms, he added, “Netta, I will not touch you. Is that your worry?”

My treacherously thin skin flared in a blush. “No.”

“What, then? You heard the man. Would you prefer to sleep in the stable? I will not prevent you.”

I opened my mouth to say yes, I would much prefer to sleep in the stable, but closed it again. A bath and a soft feather bed … a fire … I hated myself for it, but I could not resist their appeal.

“You could sleep in the stable,” I said instead.

“My sense of honor doesn’t extend that far. Besides, the innkeeper might find it rather suspect if Lord Foley bedded down among the horses.”

“Fine.”

He gave an exaggerated seated bow from across the table. “I’m so pleased. At any rate, we won’t be here for long. We will need to leave before dawn—I don’t want to give Morin the chance to catch up to us.”

“Then why take a room at all?”

“There are a few things we need to do that can’t be done on the road.”

The landlord reappeared, looking harried. “The maids are cleaning the room as we speak, my lord.”

“Excellent.”

We sat in silence—awkward on my part, seemingly comfortable on his—until the barmaid arrived with our food. I found that I was starving and tucked in immediately, but Patrick pushed his food around his plate, making a face at the gristle on the ham slices. I couldn’t help but smile at the expression on his face.

“Always ham, in places like these,” he groused.

“You don’t like it?”

“I prefer not to eat ham, if I can avoid it. You?”

“I haven’t had the luxury of being picky,” I said pointedly.

“I shall save these slices for Baldbeak,” said Patrick. “Have you finished? Our room should be ready by now.”

A little embarrassed at how quickly I had devoured my food, I pushed my plate away, and the landlord led us to the room, practically tripping up the stairs under the weight of his own fawning. Patrick played the grand lord and barely spoke to him, merely tossing him a small purse when we reached the landing. The landlord bowed and scraped his way back downstairs, leaving us alone. Baldbeak immediately made himself comfortable on a chairback, and had nodded off within seconds.

The room was large and comfortable, lit by subtle glims and a well-laid fire, with an overstuffed armchair on the hearth, and an absolutely enormous feather bed. I blushed to look at it, but schooled my face into an unreadable mask. I wouldn’t let Patrick see any sign of discomfort.

Patrick went to the little mirror above the washbasin and fiddled with his hair.

“When you’ve quite finished preening,” I said. “You’re as bad as Baldbeak.”

“Never underestimate the importance of good grooming,” he said with the ghost of a smile. He looked around the room. “Well. This is modest. But comfortable enough.”

It seemed far more than comfortable to me, but I shrugged.

“A few orders of business, before we start our journey to Spire,” he said. He grabbed my hand, the suddenness of the movement startling me. “The ring.”

“What?” I tried to snatch back my hand, but he held it fast. I felt my cheeks heat. “Let go.”

He loosened his hold a little. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“You didn’t.” I stared at the hideous piece of jewelry on my hand. I hated it with such ferocity that I imagined I could feel it scorching my skin. “It won’t come off. I’ve tried.”

“I imagine not,” he said. “It is bespelled.”

“Bespelled to stay on my finger, yes.”

“Not just that.”

I stared at him.

“I don’t want you to be alarmed,” he said gently.

“You can’t say that and then expect me not to be alarmed.” I felt cold all over. “What is it?”

“I wondered how he found you so quickly,” he said. “I think Ban Morin, and perhaps Sybil, too, are able to find you with this. Perhaps even watch you, to some degree.”

“Watch me?” I recoiled in horror. The Hair boiled around my shoulders, tangling in on itself. My throat seemed to close, and everything was swirling, snowstorm white.

“Netta. Netta.”

Patrick’s voice penetrated the roaring in my ears. I panted and clapped my hands to my scalp, trying to calm the Hair. He was still speaking in a low, reassuring tone, soothing nonsense, the sorts of things you would say to calm a spooked horse. I felt the cool pressure of his fingers on my hand again and returned to myself slowly.

“Netta,” he was saying. “I can get it off. I can, I promise. Please. Be still.”

I collapsed into the chair by the fire. “Get it off. Get it off.”

“I will. Just try to be still.” He knelt before me and held my shoulders firmly. This close, I could see the golden specks in his changing eyes. I swallowed and tried to calm myself.

He took my hand gently and turned it, examining the ring from all angles.

“It’s …” My breath still came raggedly. “It has … teeth.”

He peered at its underside as best he could. “So it does. Fascinating.”

“Oh, I’m so glad you find this interesting.”

“Hold still.”

As he investigated the ring, my hand seemed to jerk in time with my heartbeat, my breath coming raggedly. He seemed to realize how close I was to complete panic again and took both my hands in his, rubbing slow circles on the backs with his thumbs. I couldn’t hear at first over the hissing in my ears, but as it subsided, I heard him whispering, “Easy … easy, now …” I laughed a little at that. My hands were warm and damp within his cool, dry ones, and I could feel the faint press of his own rings against my skin.

“Will it hurt?” I ventured.

“I don’t know,” he said.

“Reassuring.”

He circled the ring with his thumb and forefinger. It felt first hot, then cold. The teeth on the inner rim seemed to move, twisting and digging themselves deeper into my skin. How deep were they burrowing? It felt like they were writhing their way to the bone, like an eel’s backward-pointing teeth drawing in its prey. Patrick’s hold on the ring tightened, and a shard of pain iced from my ring finger up the length of my arm, making my skull rattle. I screamed—a long, throbbing note. Baldbeak woke up and shrieked, leaping up from his perch and flapping his wings. Patrick knelt before me, the two pieces of the ring in his palm, his face white.

“It is done,” he said. “Netta. It is done.”

I cradled my injured hand in the other. My finger was shredded down to the white fat and ivory bone, streaked with blood. I was aware of the pain, but horror, or shock, kept a thin, shimmering barrier between me and the sensation. Baldbeak landed beside me, keeping a little distance, as if afraid that he, too, might hurt me.

Patrick looked like he might be sick. “I didn’t realize …”

“It’s all right,” I whispered. “It’s off.”

He got to his feet and moved swiftly to the basin in the corner of the room, dampening a cloth. “We need to clean the wound and bandage it,” he said, his voice trembling a little.

I stared down at it. The colors were almost pretty—cream; a watery pink; and red. So much red. Perhaps to protect itself, my mind started to see the torn flesh and exposed bone as a piece of delicate embroidery—something floral and sinuous on a cream silk base; something like the ornate monogrammed handkerchiefs I had transformed for Mieka. In my mind, I unpicked the pattern and started to restitch it, shaping its chaos into a more orderly form.

I barely noticed when Patrick knelt before me again, damp cloth and length of muslin in his hands. I heard his sharp intake of breath, but continued staring dreamily down at the cloth on which I was working. Wait—not cloth. My brow furrowed. My vision tripped back and forth between the silk handkerchief and my ruined finger. Not so ruined now, because as I watched, the flesh and skin began to knit itself together. The movement was mesmerizing.

“Netta,” said Patrick. “What …?”

But the rest of the question died on his lips as we both stared at the slow, unnatural progress of the invisible needle that seemed to be mending my flesh. At last, nothing was left but a flap of skin and soon even that had smoothed and melded into the rest. My hand lay still, complete and nearly flawless, just a slender, shining scar where the relentless teeth of the ring had gripped me. I waited to feel tired, or drained, as I had after reviving Baldbeak, but instead was filled with a strange thrum of energy.

“I have never seen anything like this. It shouldn’t be possible,” Patrick breathed. He raked a hand through his hair.

“I don’t know. I mean, I know that my Hair—”

“I don’t think this is your Hair. This is something new. How did you do that?”

“I …” I felt silly telling him about my embroidery, how I had envisioned it. “I don’t know. Perhaps it is part of the ring’s purpose, not mine. To heal the wounds it causes.”

“I doubt Ban Morin would chain you with anything so benign.” He smoothed his finger over the healed skin, seeming to not realize what he was doing. “Completely restored. I have never seen anything like it. When I saw what had happened to Baldbeak, I didn’t …”

“What do you mean?” I said sharply.

“Why, that you healed him.” He reached out a hand to smooth Baldbeak’s feathers. “I felt my connection with him sever. His injury must have been grave. And yet—here he is. You healed him. You must have.”

Baldbeak and I exchanged glances.

He does not know, said Baldbeak. That I died.

“All right,” I said, pretending reluctance. “Yes. I healed him.”

“Do you know how astounding that is?”

He was too eager, his sharp features made sharper by his interest. He stood and turned to stand by the fire with his back to me. “No wonder Ban Morin and Milady are so anxious to get you back. No wonder—” But he cut himself off.

“Why? Why are they?”

His jaw tightened. “I have some theories.”

“Then tell me, Patrick,” I said. “If you really want me to trust you, tell me.”

I rubbed at the place on my finger where the ring had been. Although the skin was unmarked, perfect, I imagined I could feel the ghost of it—the ghost of control. Of coercion. With a flash of revulsion, I wished I could just cut the hand off and be done with it.

Patrick sighed, rubbing at his close-cropped beard as he thought. He sat in the chair opposite me and steepled his fingers. “You know that all power must come from somewhere. Every incarnist mage draws their power from a part of the body—a part that can be sacrificed and then replenished. Not without cost, but replenished.”

“Teeth. Hair. Bones.” I paused, remembering Milady and her unique punishment, then added, “Nails.”

“And you know that the spells required to use this magic to its fullest potency are complex, lengthy, requiring the reading of a spellbook.”

“But not for me.”

“Not for you,” he agreed. “The rarity of your gift, and your ability to memorize, makes you uniquely valuable.”

“Except it doesn’t, because I don’t understand what I’m saying,” I said, frustrated. “I’m not casting a spell. If someone can … latch on to me somehow, they are casting through me, like Ban Morin.”

“That only increases your value. You cannot use your power for yourself, your own intentions. You say what you are told, and your magic does exactly what you are told. You are the perfect puppet for someone like your ex-fiancé, my sweet.”

Anger flushed my cheeks. “I am no one’s puppet. Perhaps I was, before, but not now. I would cut out my own tongue first.”

“I sincerely hope that will not be necessary.”

There was a knock at the door. When Patrick opened it, two maids stood there with two pitchers of water and a large basin.

“Ah, thank you,” he said, taking them one by one and placing them on the table before shutting the door. He turned back to me. “There is one more thing we have to take care of.”

“What?”

“Your Hair,” he said.

I lifted a hand to it, feeling it coil about my fingers.

“It is too recognizable,” he explained.

“It won’t permit cutting,” I said. The Hair shrank back from my scalp, as if anticipating the scissors.

“Not cutting,” he said. He went to his bag and opened it, removing a packet of dark powder.

“Dye? I don’t think …”

“Bespelled dye. It will take, I think.”

The Hair strained at my scalp as if trying to escape. I smoothed it down, soothing it, avoiding his eye.

“Netta,” he said. “I would not do anything that would hurt you.”

“I could cover it,” I said, without much hope.

“There is no need for fear,” he said. He turned back to the table, where the glass pitchers of water stood, and emptied the contents of the packet into one. He swirled the pitcher around, and I watched the water inside it turn first brown, then purple.

“Purple?” I said out loud.

“I have been assured that it will dye your hair black,” he said, his mouth quirking slightly upward.

“I certainly hope so, or I will be even more conspicuous.”

His face was half shadowed as he turned away, making it hard to read his expression.

He set one of the low chairs with its back against the washbasin and draped a sheet over it.

“Here. Sit.”

I sat gingerly, leaning back until I felt the cold porcelain of the basin against the nape of my neck. I closed my eyes, feeling rather like the executioner’s blade was hovering above me.

“Do not look so frightened,” he said, and I could hear the slight smile in his voice. “But keep your eyes closed, lest the dye splash in.”

I felt the air shift as he moved around me. His hand brushed mine, and I started.

“We must dampen it first,” he said, and his usually smooth voice was a little roughened.

He must have raised the ewer of plain water, because I heard the heavy slosh and clink of it, and then felt the warm trickle of water. Once he had poured water over the front of my Hair, he asked me to turn around. I kneeled on the chair now, bending my head over the basin and letting my Hair fall forward into the water so he could dampen the back. I shivered at first, as the nape of my neck felt the first chill—but pleasurably. It was calming, feeling the Hair grow heavier as it saturated and darkened, bending my spine even more with its weight so that my face was just inches from the water in the basin.

Then, his hands were in my Hair. A shock of unexpected intimacy that set my cheeks blazing. It was only his hands, I told myself sharply, but couldn’t stop the flush from creeping down my neck. And we were both fully clothed, brightly lit by the fire that was all at once too warm—although I knew I would be glad of it in a moment, when the length of my Hair was wet and cold. His hands weren’t even bare—he wore a pair of old, dark gloves to keep the dye from staining his skin. Despite this, I could still feel how long and deft his fingers were and the slight pressure of his rings.

It would have made an odd picture for anyone walking in unexpectedly. I was bent over the basin, on my knees, back arched, clutching the edges of it with both hands, my arms bent at the elbows. The Hair was pulled back from my neck and over my head, dragging with its own weight, and falling about me as dense and impenetrable as the velvet curtains around a four-poster bed, moving and coiling gently. Patrick stood beside me still, one knee on the edge of the chair. He shifted his weight as he poured from the ewer, so close that I felt the press of his knee against my thigh.

“Now, the dye,” he said, his voice low but still startling in the silence.

I felt the movement of air as he went to fetch the other pitcher, and then I smelled it—strong and herbaceous, acrid enough to catch at the back of my throat.

“Stay still,” he said when I struggled to get comfortable, “or I’ll get it on your ears.”

Was it my imagination, or did his voice sound … different? A little thready. A little less certain. Less smug than usual, certainly.

The dye felt different from the water, moving thick and slow as honey; stinging a little where it touched my scalp.

“Turn over again,” he said. And when I hesitated, he added, “So I can dye the front.”

I was loath to look at him, so on the pretense of preventing the dye from getting in my eyes, I kept them closed. He held the rope of saturated Hair in his fist as I twisted round, and, unusually, I felt it lie limp as a trusting cat for him. I felt him lift it a little and arrange it into the basin again as I settled into my new position, and he was close enough for me to feel the slight disturbance in the air as he moved.

Beneath the overpowering fragrance of the dye, I caught a hint of his now-familiar scent—something expensive and complex, with that edge of rosemary. It felt like we were doing something indecent. Which was ridiculous, obviously.

My position was more awkward now, and I wriggled until I was lying fully on my back on the chair, propped up on my elbows, knees bent. My skirts had tangled around my shins somewhat, and my head was thrown back now over the basin to expose the length of my throat, making me feel rather like a spring hare dangled in the hunter’s hand.

I’d had a reprieve from my embarrassment as he waited for me to change my position, but now I felt his hands in the Hair again. He threaded his fingers through it, coaxing it away from my face so that he could work on the dyeing. Something cold against my temple made me gasp—a damp cloth, I realized, to swab away any staining. He must have seen me flinch against it, because he paused.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes,” I said, and my voice came out in an appalling squeak.

He kept running his hands through my Hair, close against the scalp, and I forced myself to breathe evenly. They were just hands. It was just Hair—even if it was my magical Hair. If I felt tingling all through my body, well, then, that was my own inexplicable response to someone else handling it, and to the oddity of Patrick acting almost as a lady’s maid.

Then I felt him adjust his position again and felt the press of his leg on my left side joined by another at my right. To reach deep into the roots without bending over me from a standing posture, he had straddled me on the chair, with a leg on either side of my hips. He was seemingly being very careful not to touch me more than necessary, but the light pressure of his knees on either side were enough to speed my breathing again. It felt dangerous, in some way I couldn’t define to myself. I thought I heard him swallow—a small, convulsive sound.

For the first time, he was clumsy. I felt the dye splash my face, warm and smarting, and my eyes flew open despite myself. His face was right above mine; so close that I tried to jerk back, and he looked as startled at this as I did. For a second, we stared at each other. His color-shifting eyes seemed darker, the pupils huge and black and swimming in the brown-green creek-water irises. I had never seen him look this unguarded, this unmasked. And then, quick as a shutter closing, the smirk was back.

“My apologies,” he said, wiping at the dye on my cheek with the damp cloth.

I tried to say it was all right, but my mouth was dry. All at once I was aware again of how uncomfortable I was: how tense my muscles were; how hard the chair was against my back; how tight and tangled my skirts were about my legs.

“Almost done,” he said, raising the ewer of dye again. I kept my eyes open, because closing them now seemed like it would have a meaning I did not intend, and I stared at the ceiling as he colored the final strands.

When he had finished, he stood, and the air felt cold where he had been. I watched as he picked up some towels from where they had hung over the back of a chair and tossed them to me.

“Wrap up your Hair,” he said. “It will take a while for the dye to set.”

I sat up slowly, bones creaking.

“Wait,” he said, and peeled off the old, stained gloves. “Wear these, or your hands will be black.”

I leaned forward to twist my hair into a long rope, then wrapped it in the towel, and made a turban of it upon my head. While I did this, he stared into the fire, his lips pressed tightly together.

“I will sleep in the chair by the fire tonight,” he said. “It will be comfortable enough.”

I nodded. We sat in silence for a time, until Patrick indicated that it was time to unwrap the Hair and take a look. It tumbled down about my shoulders, dark and unfamiliar, already nearly dry. It felt strange now—sluggish. Like something that happened to be attached to my head, rather than something with a life of its own. Perhaps this was how ordinary hair felt all the time. It reminded me of how it had felt when I had first woken in the Tower, my arms pinned behind me by the intruder, and it made me feel oddly powerless and vulnerable now.

“It feels heavy,” I said. “And … dead.”

“The dye should … calm it down,” said Patrick. “Not subdue it entirely, but make it less obvious that your Hair is magical. And the color, of course, will help us stay concealed.”

I looked in the little mirror. Against the black Hair, my skin looked even paler than usual, and my eyes as clean and transparent as sea glass. The Hair didn’t look bad, exactly—just dead. Still long, still shining, but inert. I felt self-conscious.

“What do you think?” I asked, turning to Patrick and speaking with an attempt at playfulness. His eyes flickered to me briefly, then away.

“It looks fine. The red is all covered.”

It was foolish to feel rebuffed, but I did. What had I wanted him to say? That it suited me, when it clearly didn’t?

I got ready for bed—which consisted of simply taking off my shoes, as I had no nightdress. Patrick did not undress either, to my relief—merely kicked off his boots and unlaced his padded doublet to reveal the linen shirt beneath. It hung open a little at the neck, showing his collarbone and a smooth plane of skin below, dotted with sparse black hairs. But why was I noticing these details? Why was I looking? I turned away and thumped my pillow under the pretext of fluffing it, but really I was just venting my frustration.

I heard the creak of the armchair as Patrick settled in; his sigh. The fire still spat and crackled a little, giving the room enough of a glow to make out the shapes of the furniture and Baldbeak’s silhouette against the window, but aside from that, there was no sound.

Despite the large, downy bed and the smoldering fire, I could not get comfortable. I tried to make my breathing even, to feign sleep, hoping that Patrick would fall asleep also … But then I started thinking that it sounded unnaturally even and tried to make it faster, and then wondered if I had forgotten how to breathe like a normal person at all. I sat up and thumped the pillow again and tried to settle down, but every shift in position made the mattress creak. I settled for lying uncomfortably still and barely breathing at all. I despaired of finding sleep—and then it was morning, and light was pouring in through the open window.




Chapter Seventeen
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The Crenellation

‘A bold and architectural stitch that combines a chevron with a box stitch to create a stately design, excellent for borders or for pieces with symbolic weight.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

The dark hair on the pillow beside me startled me for a moment. My first flash of thought was: Had Patrick climbed into bed with me while I was asleep? But no, I could see him still slumbering by the dead fire. I remembered the night before—the dye—and let one strand, oil black and shining, run through my fingers. It felt as if it didn’t belong to me at all. I hadn’t realized how much I felt my Hair’s constant awareness until it lay there as if asleep, and I missed it.

Baldbeak woke, ruffling his feathers. He hopped over to the bed and onto the pillow, where he took a strand of the Hair in his beak and tugged at it. It responded weakly, rather than twisting away in irritation as it would usually. He cocked his head and examined it critically.

“I know it looks strange,” I said.

It’s just lying there like a worm, he said.

“Well, don’t eat it.”

Patrick was still asleep. Sleeping, he looked younger, almost boyish. He muttered something and turned over, flinging out an arm. I crept out of bed and put my shoes on as silently as I could. When he woke, I was fully ready and sitting on the edge of the bed.

“I thought you said we would leave at dawn,” I said.

“Well, what is time, really?” he said, and yawned.

“How philosophical.”

He had breakfast brought up to the room, and I ate while he readied himself. He shrugged on the many-colored coat that I had first seen all those days ago, by the Tower. He saw me watching.

“I will change to this when we get far enough from the inn,” he said. “Being recognized as a nobleman has its advantages, but not when you want to pass unremarked on the road.”

“I see the repair held,” I noted.

“More than held.” He looked at me for a moment, then seemed to come to some decision. He held it out to me. “Look.”

I looked. The slender, decorative line of stitches that I had sewn—oh so long ago, it felt now—had spread. Shining and strong as a spiderweb, they wound between the colored patches, covering almost half the coat.

“That’s not possible,” I said.

“You speak of impossible? I have seen you heal a wound to the bone. A magical coat repair hardly boggles the imagination by comparison.”

“But I didn’t mean …” I traced its lines with my finger. “I didn’t intend this.”

“Interesting, isn’t it?” he said. “It seems that your embroidery is a way of … focusing your magic, perhaps. How’s your finger, by the way?”

I splayed my hand, and we both observed the pale, shining line that encircled my ring finger. There was no evidence it had been nearly severed the night before.

“Fascinating,” he said, and traced the line lightly with his own finger. I swallowed.

“Sorry,” he said, drawing back. “I just still can’t quite believe it.”

“It’s not the only odd thing that happened,” I said slowly. “Baldbeak …”

“You healed his injury.”

“It wasn’t just an injury, Patrick.” I met his eyes. “He was dead.”

I expected him to tell me that I must have been mistaken, that he must merely have been stunned, but instead he stared back at me, his eyes very green.

“Remarkable,” he said softly. “Truly. And he is fully recovered? Nothing about him changed?”

“You’ve seen for yourself.”

“Remarkable,” he said again, and led the way to the courtyard shaking his head.

When we reached it, I saw Fane had already been saddled and bridled. The ostler held her, waiting for us.

“I have sent the carriage back to my home,” he said. “We will take only Fane, so as not to be noticed.”

Patrick loaded her saddlebags with the few things we had, then swung himself into the saddle. Baldbeak perched on his shoulder, seeming quite comfortable there. But was I imagining it, or did Patrick look rather wary when he reached up to pet the bird?

“Come on,” Patrick said when he was settled, holding out his hand to me.

I hesitated. “I’ve never …”

“Ridden a horse? Luckily, Fane is far from young and extremely sedate.”

I crossed my arms. “And why does a noble lord ride an old white mare? I saw the horses pulling your carriage. You could have any mount you wanted.”

“Call it sentimentality.” He gave a crooked grin, and I rolled my eyes.

“I am no longer accepting your glib explanations. Tell me, or I’m not getting on her.”

He relented, laughing. “The truth is unflattering. Would you believe that I, too, am far from a confident rider? I was never at ease in the saddle. This old mare suits me more than any of the fine horseflesh in my stables. And she is unremarkable. I strive to be unremarkable. Come.”

He held out his hand again. I took a deep breath and braced myself in the stirrup, taking his hand and heaving myself up. I tried to sit sidesaddle because of my skirts, but it felt terribly unstable, so I arranged them as best I could and swung one leg over to sit astride. I might as well have been teetering on a tightrope.

“Hold on tightly around my waist, and you will not fall,” said Patrick.

I huffed a breath, but obeyed. He urged Fane into a walk, and we were soon out of the gates and on the dirt road beyond.

“Apologies for the manner of travel,” he said over his shoulder, “but we have to be inconspicuous. We will be there by tomorrow morning. Are you comfortable?”

“Not at all.”

“Wait until tomorrow. That’s when the ache will really set in. And the saddle sores.”

“Lovely, thank you.”

When we had ventured a little distance from the inn, Patrick stopped to change his clothes behind a clump of bushes, emerging looking much as he had on the day I first met him, colored coat and all. He stood with arms outstretched so that I could see it in its full glory.

“Hideous,” I said, but I was smiling.

The landscape around us was farmland, dotted with solitary farmhouses. We rode in silence for the most part. Baldbeak sometimes got bored with riding on Fane’s haunches or our shoulders, and would fly away on his own mysterious bird business from time to time.

When he returned, Patrick would click his tongue and call in an almost perfect imitation of the raven’s sounds, and Baldbeak would respond, very much as if they were having a conversation. He could not speak to Baldbeak in the same way I could, however—nor could I communicate with other ravens in the way Patrick did. Whatever was between Baldbeak and me was something very particular. I did not understand our bond, but even after finding out that Baldbeak had been ferrying messages to Patrick while I was in the Tower, I remained grateful for it.

“How exactly do you communicate with the ravens?” I asked Patrick. “Baldbeak told me that it is different—that you do not hear their words, as I hear his.”

“No, it’s more like … pictures,” he said thoughtfully. “And I can give them pictures of my own, and they are able to pass those images on to whomever I choose. You can convey a surprising amount of detailed information using only images, particularly if you have agreed upon a code beforehand. But even if we haven’t, I can usually make myself understood.”

“So the ravens can communicate with anyone then, if they choose?”

“They are … a conduit for the pictures I give them, I suppose. They can convey my messages to any human mind, but cannot pass on messages of their own. As far as I know, until Baldbeak, none have been able to speak with humans independently. Certainly not as fluently … and in actual words! No, Baldbeak is something special.”

I am, Baldbeak agreed.

I learned immediately that Fane refused to be hurried. She had the air of being out for a nice stroll, stopping to crop at every patch of dandelions we came across and rub her flank on every fence. And Patrick hadn’t been exaggerating when he said he wasn’t much of a horseman, seeming content to let her meander at her own pace rather than to master her. I held my tongue, although impatience rose in me like a tide, and concentrated on just staying in the saddle. Its hollow forced my pelvis against Patrick’s tailbone, which was merely uncomfortable at first, but after the first few hours became excruciating.

“Are you all right?” he said at last.

“Yes,” I said through gritted teeth.

“You’re fidgeting.”

“Well, your back is remarkably bony.”

“I do apologize for, let’s see, having a spine.”

“When the hero and heroine share a steed in the stories, it always sounds so romantic,” I said. I realized what I had said, flushed, and hurried on, “Although strictly speaking, I should probably be across your pommel.”

Thankfully, he laughed. “I think that’s for shorter journeys. Fleeing a dragon, for example. I can’t imagine that a pommel would be any more comfortable over long distances.”

“We need to rest soon.” I shifted my weight. “Either that, or I’m going to need to tie one of the blankets around your waist before I lose the ability to walk for good.”

“Perhaps if you relaxed a little, rather than sitting like a maiden aunt on a Temple pew.”

“How can you tell how I’m sitting? You can’t see me.”

He looked over his shoulder. “I can feel you. You’re completely rigid. You’ll never make the journey like that. Just … try to soften. Just a little. And hold on more closely.”

I grimaced, but tried to relax, letting myself move more naturally with Fane’s movements and allowing myself to lean more of my weight against Patrick’s back. He was right, but I wouldn’t admit it out loud. Although relaxing brought me in closer contact with him, and I wasn’t sure how I felt about that, it did mean that my muscles shaped themselves around his better and eased some of the discomfort.

It also meant, however, that I could no longer hold him gingerly by the hips, but had to clasp my hands fully around his waist. This made my cheeks flame, but had the pleasant side effect of allowing me to lean my head against his shoulder blade. I could almost fall asleep that way, I thought. I rested my cheek against the motley coat and breathed in his scent of soap. At least he smelled inoffensive, I told myself. Imagine if he was some enormous, sweaty man who stank of onions.

“What are you thinking?” he asked me. “You’ve been quiet now for a mile.”

“I was thinking how thankful I am that you are not an enormous, sweaty man stinking of onions.”

This startled a laugh from him. “I do my best,” he said.

Clouds gathered over the course of the day, and, by evening, it was well and truly raining. Fane, as it turned out, among her other inconvenient qualities, was not an admirer of rain.

When a horse doesn’t want to walk, absolutely refuses to walk, no amount of pulling has the slightest effect. Patrick yanked on Fane’s bridle, whispered both sweet nothings and epithets into her flattened ears, slapped her flank, and even in desperation got behind her and pushed her by the rump. None of it worked. At last, he sank down to his haunches and put his head in his hands, letting out a low growl of frustration.

“I suppose we’re camping here for the night,” I said, rather enjoying the sight of him sweating, disheveled, and, for once, not the picture of composure.

“Apparently,” he barked. Scowling and muttering under his breath, he started to remove the saddlebags, tugging at the straps as if they had personally offended him. “Plague take it!”

“Need some help?”

He did not respond, but wrestled with the fastenings until the bedrolls came free.

“You don’t have a tent?”

“I wasn’t anticipating the rain.”

“I thought you anticipated everything.”

This didn’t improve his foul mood. He shook out the blankets and spread them on the ground with pointed precision, then laid the bedrolls on top.

“Feel free to assist me at any time,” he grunted.

“You’re doing a marvelous job. I’d hate to interrupt.”

But when a vein in his temple started to pulse, I dropped my posture of detached interest and went over to help. We lashed a blanket as best we could between two boughs, creating a rudimentary roof over the bedrolls, and sat beneath it to escape the drizzle—light by now, but cold and needle-sharp. Fane crowded her front end under the shelter with us and started nibbling at a clover patch.

“Hello?” came an uncertain voice from the direction of the road. I looked up to see a woman huddled with a large basket and two young girls, all three of them under one cloak. She kept her arms protectively around her daughters, but gave us a half smile, as if gauging our friendliness.

“You go to her,” said Patrick. “I think they’ll be more comfortable.”

“You just want to stay under the blanket,” I grumbled, but got up and went over to them.

“Forgive us for startling you,” said the woman softly. “We do not mean any harm. We are travelers on this road.”

The little girls buried their faces in their mother’s side.

“Are you all right?” I asked. “Where are you all going? Here, let me help you.” I took the basket from the woman’s arm and ushered them all under our makeshift shelter. It was cramped, and we had to sit shoulder to shoulder, but we all managed to fit. The rain seemed to be easing off, too, and I hoped it would stop before long.

“Thank you,” said the woman breathlessly when she had settled in and nestled her two children close by her sides. “I didn’t know what we were going to do.”

“You are very welcome,” said Patrick. “I am Patrick, and this is Netta.”

“My name is Gisane, my lord.”

His face softened as he talked to the children. “And what are your names, young ladies?”

“Answer the man,” coaxed their mother. “Don’t be shy.”

The younger sniffled, but did not speak. The older one, still clutching tight to her mother’s skirts, whispered “Lina.”

Patrick swept a low bow, as if meeting a princess. Lina giggled.

“Lady Lina,” he said gravely. “It is an honor. And you, little one?”

The smaller girl mumbled something.

“Speak up,” urged her mother.

“Mari, my lord,” she said in a tiny voice.

“Lady Mari.” Patrick bowed again. “Pardon me, there seems to be something … May I?”

He reached towards her ear. She flinched and shrank away, but his hand reemerged with a copper coin.

“Very wise, to hide your riches thus,” he said to her, holding out the coin. Lina giggled. Mari smiled despite herself, taking the coin in her chubby fist. Patrick repeated the trick for Lina and then, with a theatrical flourish, produced a sprig of wildflowers from behind his back and presented it to the girls. I watched as the girls laughed delightedly, a smile tugging at my own lips.

“You’re very good at that,” I said quietly while the girls exclaimed over the flowers.

Patrick smiled crookedly. “A misspent boyhood, I’m afraid. And a lonely one.” The girls showed no trace of shyness now, as they clamored for more magic. Their mother shook her head, smiling.

“Apologies, my lord,” she said. “They have had little entertainment of late. We have been on the road all day.”

“May I ask where you are going?” asked Patrick.

“Headed to the Temple at Cindercott. Haven’t you heard the news from Mirthwater?”

My heart beat faster, but I tried to keep my face neutral. “Heard what?” A thought occurred to me. “Is the king dead?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think so. But he might as well be. From what we’ve been told, the Temple and some high lord or other are both trying to claim the throne. Apparently, there was an attack on a band of Followers? The Temple is going to retaliate, they’re saying.”

“Oh,” I said faintly.

“I heard that the lord’s men slaughtered them all, but I don’t know for certain. Anyway, if the Followers aren’t safe, then no one is. We knew it would happen eventually.” She seemed more resigned than frightened. “Our Margrave told us a civil war is brewing. He is a good man, loyal to the faith, and wanted his smallfolk to get out in time. We’re going to seek sanctuary at the Temple in Cindercott.”

“And you’ll be safe there?”

She exhaled a long breath, blowing a strand of damp hair from her face. “Safer than most places, I suppose. Our liege lord will allow us all into the keep, and its walls are thick. The Temple will not turn us away.”

No, the more grateful converts, the better, I thought. How better to inspire loyalty than to provide sanctuary?

“We fell behind the others,” she was saying. “Mari has not been well, and it is hard for her to walk this long without resting.” She kissed the top of the little girl’s head.

“And they just left you behind?” I said.

The woman shook her head. “They did not mean to, my lady. We sat to rest awhile, and I’m afraid we fell asleep. Then the rain started.”

“Would the girls like to pet Fane?” Patrick smiled at them, at his most charming. “She is a good mare and fond of children.”

Fane submitted to having her velvety nose rubbed and exclaimed over. The girls were fascinated with Baldbeak as well, petting him cautiously on his head and back and exclaiming at his softness. He half closed his eyes and crooned a little under their touch, his expression foolishly contented, which made me laugh.

The rain stopped after a while, and we were able to venture out from our cramped shelter and gather enough dryish kindling to make a fire. Patrick had a tinderbox, and built a little platform of stone to keep the wood from the ground, and soon the flames burned merrily enough. Gisane had a little food, and combined with what Patrick had in the saddlebags, we were able to cobble together a decent meal for the five of us. Six, if you included Baldbeak, who received any scraps and pieces of gristle with enthusiasm. The stew was watery, but good. I sat on a damp log, wrapping my cloak tightly around myself, and Patrick perched beside me, infuriatingly graceful even as he juggled his bowl and a large cup of ale.

“Enjoying being the traveling magician again?” I asked.

“It is simpler,” he said.

He started up with his tricks again after dinner, making things appear and disappear for the little girls, and even making a stick appear to hover between his hands. They clapped with glee, urging him on to more and more theatrics. Gisane looked on indulgently, smiling at her daughters’ joy.

As the girls tired, and Gisane settled them down in their blankets, Patrick leaned back against a tree trunk, his long fingers loosely clasped around his ale cup. He glanced at me, a little sheepishly.

“I’m out of practice,” he said.

“Nonsense. You were excellent.” I tipped my head back to look at the sky. The clouds had cleared after the rain, and the stars were bright and plentiful, like grains of sugar spilled from a Plaguenight sack. A few strands of Hair curled softly about my face, as if stroking it. In the firelight, out of the corner of my eye, I could just see the gleam of red that lay dormant beneath the black dye.

Patrick turned his head to look at me, his expression obscured by the shifting pattern of firelight. After watching me for a moment, he asked, “What did you think of me, when I was simply a traveling magician? When we met by the river.”

I dropped my gaze to where my hands lay relaxed in my lap. The scar on my ring finger caught the firelight. “That is an odd question.”

“Is it?” I could feel him looking at me for a while longer, and then he dropped his gaze. “I sometimes wonder if it would be a happier life.”

I wasn’t sure how to respond. The idea of Patrick—calculating, clever Patrick—living such a simple life should have been absurd. But watching him entertain two frightened children with sleight of hand and soft words—it didn’t seem entirely impossible.

“I think you would have to abandon your fine manners and clothes,” I said with the ghost of a smile. “A market magician doesn’t wear velvet cloaks lined with fur.”

“They would only add to my air of mystery.”

“Oh you have that in spades, all right.”

“And I have my charm to fall back on.”

I tilted my head, studying him theatrically. “Perhaps.”

He placed a hand over his heart. “You wound me.”

“No, I’m sure many a village maid would find the illusionist remarkably charming,” I said.

“But not you?”

“A man of magic tricks and sweet words? Any good mother would have warned me against someone like you.” My smile faded a little as I thought about my own mother. She had warned me against magicians, affinities, and even Patrick himself, obliquely. What would she think of my traveling in his company? I’m sorry, I said to her silently. I need his help to find you.

“That’s fair,” said Patrick, interrupting my thoughts. “Though I might have tried to win your favor all the same.”

The wistfulness in his voice caught me off guard. I tried to laugh it off.

“I don’t think I would have trusted your intentions.”

“And would you have been right?”

“Oh, undoubtedly,” I said. “You are very good at making people see what you want them to see, and no more. Although … You were very sweet. With the girls.”

He looked into the fire, a bitter twist to his smile now. “I’ve had a lifetime of practice,” he said. “When one is the smallest piece on the board, one learns quickly how to move unnoticed—or appear larger.”

Gisane’s voice broke the silence that followed. “The fire is burning low,” she said. “We will need more wood if we are to make it last the night.”

Patrick stood, brushing the dust from his breeches. “Allow me,” he said with a shallow bow.

I stared into the fire, letting myself be drawn in by its dance. The glow, the sinuous curves, the way the flames came together like hands in prayer and then parted reminded me of the shapes of the Temple motifs. Gisane sat beside me, halting my reverie.

“You’ve a good man there,” she said gently. “Charming. Clever.” She nudged me in the side. “Handsome.”

I sat up straighter, startled. “Charming and clever, certainly,” I said, with a little acid in my tone. “But he’s not mine. We are just traveling together. Temporarily.”

“Oh. I’m sorry, my lady. I thought …”

“It’s all right,” I said hurriedly, hearing the sounds of Patrick returning. He stepped into the clearing with an armful of wood and a faint smile on his lips. Was he handsome? I studied him. His features were pleasing, if sharp, and his green-brown eyes were arresting. He had a presence, there was no doubt about that—despite being a small man, he seemed to be able to shape the world about himself, taking up more space than was his due.

“Plenty of kindling out there, if a little damp,” he said, setting it down near the fire. His eyes flicked to me. I turned my gaze back to the fire, my cheeks burning, and he crouched to add wood to the flames. His expression remained calm, almost amused.

“Have I missed some profound exchange?” he asked lightly, arranging the kindling with care.

“No,” I said quickly. I kept my eyes on the flames, avoiding both his gaze and the knowing look I could feel from Gisane.

“Just the idle chatter of women,” she said.

We managed to get some sleep that night, at least. Neither of us relished the thought of being pressed together in the saddle for another day, but we still had a little way to go before we reached Spire, and we could not linger. Before we left, Patrick crouched beside the little girls to show them one last trick—making a pebble disappear from his hand and reappear behind Mari’s ear. The younger girl squealed with delight, clapping her small hands, while Lina fixed her wide eyes on his every movement.

“Again!” Mari cried, giggling as she reached for his hand.

“I’m afraid not, my lady,” Patrick said as he ruffled her hair. “We’ve a long road ahead.”

“Don’t go,” she pleaded, her small hands clutching at the hem of his cloak.

“I’m afraid we must,” he said, straightening. Lina sniffled but nodded reluctantly. Mari clung to him a moment longer before stepping back, tears brimming. She glanced at her sister, then at me, and then back at Patrick with sudden determination.

“When I grow up,” Mari declared, her voice small but firm, “I’m going to marry you.”

Patrick blinked, momentarily caught off guard. Then he laughed, a warm, rich sound.

“Are you now?” he said.

Gisane laughed. “You’ll have to forgive her, my lord,” she said, placing a hand on Mari’s shoulder. “She’s never met anyone so grand before. We’ll not forget your kindness.”

With a final wave and farewell, we turned to leave, leading Fane (and Baldbeak, who was perched on her flank) back to the road.

“You made quite an impression,” I said.

“I suppose I should start planning for my wedding,” he said soberly.

“She’s six,” I said flatly.

“Then I have at least twenty years to ready myself.”

“And your bride-to-be is half your height and missing both her front teeth. An impressive conquest indeed.”

We rode a little way, then stopped to transform ourselves into the people we needed to be at Spire. Patrick wedged a little mirror into the crook of a tree branch and worked a bar of soap into a lather. I watched as he shaved his neat beard carefully and shrugged on his impeccable black coat. The motley one that I had repaired went back in the saddlebag.

“There is a dress for you in my pack,” he said. “So that you look the part when we reach Spire.”

“A dress? How on earth …”

“I had it made in Quell. I had hoped I would persuade you to travel with me, and I like to be prepared.”

“How do I know it will fit?”

“I have an eye for measurements.”

“And what am I to make of that statement?”

“Make of it whatever you will. Just try it.”

I ducked into a patch of bushes to change. To my eternal annoyance, he was right. The dress fit almost perfectly. When I emerged, he watched as the Hair dressed itself, twisting and folding until it had created an elegant updo, without any interference from me at all. It took longer than usual and was more sluggish, with the dye, but it still managed to arrange itself into an approximation of respectability.

“Remarkable,” said Patrick.

Showing off, the Hair loosed one tendril to fall along my neck and collarbone, curling slightly. It caught the morning sun and gleamed like a pint of dark beer, a little of its red shining through the black. Patrick reached out and took it gently, giving it a tug.

“So lovely,” he said. Then, glancing quickly at my face: “The sunlight.”

I made a face. “It looks like someone emptied a bucket of pitch over my head.”

“Well,” he said, businesslike again, “no one will recognize you, from a distance at least. Yes”—he took a step back to examine me—“I think we have done rather well. You look the very picture of a scholarly young lady.”

He turned to Baldbeak. “There’s not much we can do to make a giant raven look respectable,” he said. “We’ll have to aim for ‘amusingly eccentric accessory.’ The rich often have such things.”

“You speak as if you aren’t one of them.”

“I wasn’t always,” he said. “But I have studied them for a long time. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some ravens to talk to.”

Patrick lifted his hand, and the air changed. I felt it before I saw anything—like a ripple beneath the skin of the sky. Then came the beating of wings. At first, just one raven swooped down. Then another. And another. A dozen of them came in a rush, gathering from every direction. Within moments, he was surrounded: the ground around him alive with them, the air churning as more spiraled down.

Flock, said Baldbeak happily.

Patrick turned in the midst of them, and the birds wheeled with him. His lips moved—words too low for me to catch. The ravens listened, their glossy heads tilting. One by one, he touched them lightly—on the wing, the breast, the beak—his voice changing with each touch, as though giving a different command. Then the whole mass took flight.

Patrick lowered his arms slowly. For a long moment he stood there, still as stone, the faint wind tugging at his cloak. Then he glanced back at me. His hazel eyes were unreadable. “Where are they going?” I asked.

“Oh, here and there,” he said evasively.

We reached our destination in little more than an hour after that. The farmland gave way to little hamlets, which started to run together the closer we got to the town. Spire itself was a gracious town of yellow stone, the monastery at its outskirts ornate, but not ostentatiously so.

“This monastery is home to the largest and most prestigious scriptorium in Virelith,” said Patrick, bringing Fane to a halt. “The books inside are immensely valuable. Among the most valuable artifacts in the kingdom, in fact. The Temple keeps them under close guard. Ostensibly, the Temple and the royal family are hand in hand on this matter, but the king would prefer these books to be out of the monasteries and safe in a palace vault.”

With my ear against his back, half asleep, I felt his voice rumbling through me. Any self-consciousness about our close proximity had long disappeared, replaced by saddle sores, aching legs, and simple gratitude for having something to lean against while I closed my eyes. I raised my head now to look more closely at the monastery.

“Then how will we get in?”

He looked over his shoulder with a smirk. “A wealthy, knowledgeable patron and his assistant? I imagine we won’t have much trouble.”

“His assistant? Why can’t I be the wealthy patron?”

“My sweet, please do not be offended when I say I am perhaps a little more used to playing the part. And you have the expertise when it comes to books. Does it not make more sense for me to be the fool with more money than is good for him, and you to be the one who appreciates the details?”

I sighed. “I suppose so.”

“Perhaps you remain my devoted sister, unmarried as yet because you have pledged your life to the study of rare volumes.”

“Why such an elaborate story?”

He turned to me, looking wounded. “I wouldn’t call it elaborate.”

“Well, why am I your sister again? Why not your daughter?”

“My daughter?” He was dumbfounded. “How old do you think I am?”

“I don’t know.”

“I’m not yet thirty, and you’re …”

“Twenty. It’s the beard. It makes you look older.”

“The beard.” He turned back to face the road, back stiff.

“And the gray hairs.”

“I don’t have gray hairs!”

“If you say so.”

There was a short silence.

“Speaking of fathers …” I began, a question that had been at the back of my mind rising to the surface again.

“You are wondering who yours might have been?” Patrick said with that uncanny way he had of reading my mind. He shook his head. “I’m sorry. Many young men came to consult with Ban Edevane. He was quite a famous mage, you see, and his library of spellbooks was renowned across all of Virelith. I imagine it was one of them—the scholars.”

It was hard to imagine my mother being swept away by passion. Other than her passion for her work. I could not imagine her falling in love with a visitor—loosening herself long enough to fall into his arms. I could imagine something more calculated, however. Perhaps she had wanted a way out that she thought one of the scholars could provide—or had wanted a child for her own strange reasons? I could hardly imagine her being my age at all. She seemed to have sprung from the womb fully formed as the guarded, grimly focused woman I had always known.

“I’m sorry,” said Patrick. “You must miss her.”

I looked up, surprised. “Yes.”

“I understand.”

“What was she like, when you knew her?”

“I didn’t know her for long, but she was …” He paused. “Terrifying.”

“Terrifying?”

“Strong. Decisive. Brilliantly clever. I was petrified of her, when I was a boy. She was not cruel, not in the same way as Sybil, but she was … driven. When she left, the house felt dead. Well, at least for the short while I was permitted to stay.” He shifted in the saddle, his voice becoming more businesslike. “Well, she would be pleased to know how close you are now to finding her.”

When we reached the monastery gates, wrought iron elaborately set into tall walls of yellow sandstone, even Patrick’s air of complete self-assurance didn’t stop the guards from barring our way. He presented some official-looking letter with a flourish and waited while they examined it.

“Forgive us, my lord,” said the guard with a bow once he had finished. “With this recent unrest, we have to exercise more caution than ever.” He lowered his voice. “From what we hear, there has already been insurrection against the Temple. Followers attacked on the road, if you can believe it, and a Priest slaughtered in cold blood!”

“Horrifying,” Patrick murmured.

“Horrifying, indeed. It violates one of our most sacred ordinances.” He was practically vibrating with indignation. “If the Followers can no longer move in safety … Well, who knows what sacrilege will be next?”

“I quite understand,” said Patrick. “Now, if everything seems to be in order, perhaps you could let me and my niece through to speak to the abbot? We are in rather a hurry.”

“Of course, my lord.”

“Your niece?” I murmured. “I thought I was your sister.”

“And you suggested daughter. It’s a compromise.”

“You’re not old enough to be my uncle, either.”

“I was a late birth. Large age gap between me and my … sister? Brother?” He shrugged. “Your choice. And after all, you are my niece. In a manner of speaking.”

“Oh.” There was an awkward silence. “I suppose so.”

The guards bowed low as the gates opened, and Fane trotted through. They were clearly used to visitors. A servant caught her bridle as we dismounted and led her to the stable, and I blessed the solid ground beneath me as I looked around. The grounds of the monastery were wide and well tended, made cool and pleasant by the many silver-barked trees that dotted the grass. News of this particular visitor’s wealth must have traveled fast, because the abbot scuttled out to greeted us personally.

“Welcome, my lord, my lady,” he said, bowing low, with his hands tucked in his wide sleeves. He was a tall man, but stooped, which gave him an air of servility. Patrick explained our reason for visiting, waxing lyrical on the sheer ostentatiousness of the volume he desired to have made, and the abbot became friendlier and friendlier as the description became more and more elaborate—and expensive-sounding.

“Your … pet will have to stay outside,” the abbot said before he led us in, looking at Baldbeak with distaste. “We can’t have animals around the books.”

“He’s quite used to books,” I said. “And very well-behaved.”

“I’m afraid we can’t risk the possibility of … excrement,” the man said. I fought the absurd urge to laugh.

“All right,” I said. “Baldbeak, wait out here, please.”

With a loud and clearly irritated raark, Baldbeak flapped up to the branch of one of the silver trees and glared down at us. As I waved goodbye, he cocked his tail and sent a green-white stream of “excrement” towards the abbot, catching the very edge of the man’s robes as he turned away.

Patrick was still talking as we followed the abbot through the halls, which were wide and echoing, paneled with shining dark wood. “It is a simple enough spell, but very important to my family,” I heard him say, “and I want to see that it is preserved in the most beautiful volume we can afford. My niece is well-versed in the care and preservation of such volumes, and she will be helping me direct its creation.”

“How lovely,” murmured the abbot. “And will you be using this book yourself, my lord?”

“No,” I heard Patrick say over the sharp clip of his boots. “I have no mages in my family any longer. But I desire it to be worthy of my collection.”

“Of course,” said the abbot. He paused and gestured grandly at an archway leading to a vast library filled with desks and monks scribbling away at them. I had expected a workshop, a larger version of the Book Man’s, but what I saw was a vast room more like the interior of a Temple than a warehouse. Arched windows stretched from floor to ceiling, and the domed ceiling overhead was also glass, so that the whole place was flooded with light. I supposed they needed the best possible light for their intricate work, as Mother had.

“The scriptorium—the finest in Virelith,” the abbot announced.

“Very impressive,” said Patrick.

“As you know, the words of a spell are divinely inspired, and the magic practitioners themselves are mere conduits,” the abbot said rather pompously. “This is the spell-writing wing: a place of prayer and meditation; a sanctuary where the spell-scribes quiet the noise of the mundane and allow the voice of the One-Eyed God to speak through them onto the page.” He walked on.

“Is that really what they believe?” I whispered to Patrick as we followed obediently.

He shrugged. “Perhaps. It is certainly true that using words and spellbooks allows for much more complex, long-lasting, and powerful spells than merely casting without them. As for the One-Eyed God, however … There are many spell-scribes outside of the Temple who are perfectly able to write well-constructed magic formulas without any ‘divine inspiration.’” He turned his head to look at me with uncharacteristic gravity. “You don’t seem to need words at all, for your magic. I’ve never seen anything like it. Nor heard of it.”

His hazel eyes were very intent. I didn’t quite know what to say, so I looked away.

“If only I knew how to use it properly,” I said with a thread of bitterness.

“You will,” he said with certainty.

The abbot turned his head. I realized that we had stopped walking and were standing still on the marble floor.

“Here we are,” said the abbot.

Dozens of monks sat at dozens of tables, some with staggered tops at differing heights so that they could work on several volumes at once. There were also great book wheels, like the one Mother had built, that could be turned with large levers to give access to several open books in turn. The whole place was lit with a vast number of glims as well as the natural light pouring through all the glass—enough that it would probably feel like noon even at midnight, in this room.

“It is wonderful,” I said, and meant it.

“Please, look around,” said the abbot.

I hadn’t realized how much I had missed the scent of books. I opened one—newly made, its paper soft as a baby’s skin—and inhaled the sulfur and damp-moss smell of ink, and the elusive musk of the paper itself, singed with the woody incense the monks burned as they worked. I looked up and saw Patrick watching me with a strange expression. He raised his eyebrows at me and grinned.

“What?” I said defensively.

“Are you planning to eat it?”

I flushed and lowered the book, placing it back on the table with a pat as if it were a sleeping kitten. “I like the scent of it.”

He wrinkled his nose. “I don’t know how you can smell anything over this damnable incense.”

For some reason, I was determined to make him appreciate the beauty of it all. I opened the book I had just placed on the table. “This illumination …” I traced it with my finger. It was odd, as they so often were, with human-faced animals dancing, their hands clasped, in a ring around the capital letter that started the first sentence. Those letters, the ones that were more art than script, were usually the only ones I could sometimes make out. This was an H, I thought, but I didn’t want to embarrass myself by asking. “Look here. The colors.”

“Vibrant,” he agreed. “Like jewels.”

“The black is iron gall.”

“Iron?”

“Iron vitriol. And it’s not just iron; there is oak sap in it, and the eggs of wasps.”

“I’m sorry, wasps?”

“Sometimes nut oils, or even rainwater. Or wine. That should please you,” I added slyly.

“You think me a shallow man.”

“I think you a wealthy one who doesn’t trouble himself with such matters.” I let my fingers run lightly over the rest of the image. “Black is the most commonly used color, of course, and the one most often used for the text, although I have seen blue before. Red is the next most common and is made from cinnabar, usually.”

“Cinnabar. What a lovely word. Maybe the name of my next horse.”

“Far from a lovely substance, I’m afraid. That’s what’s causing the sulfur smell.”

He looked at me for a moment, then dipped his face to the page and inhaled. “Ah. I see.”

“Or the red could be vermilion, which is a little cooler in tone. Equally unpleasant to inhale.”

“And another pretty word,” he smiled.

“The blue usually comes from lapis lazuli, ground to a paste. Or beetle’s wings. A lot of the colors are made from the roots of various plants. Green from copper.”

“See, I would imagine copper to make a pigment more like your Hair in color.”

“Green,” I said firmly. “And other colors are made from poisons. Yellow, for instance. That is why the monks wear thick gloves and masks when handling that ink.”

“Fascinating,” he murmured. I could not tell whether he was gently mocking me or not.

“You mix the ingredients with gum, or egg whites, to bind it. Vinegar, for thinning. Spices. Sugars.”

“It’s starting to sound more like a salad.”

“And the mixture must be perfect—enough to permeate the pages, but not enough to burn through them.”

“The ink can burn through?” he asked.

“If mixed improperly.”

“I had no idea so much went into it. And that’s just the ink.”

“It is hard labor,” I agreed. “Hard on the skin and the lungs. And the eyes, like embroidery. Precision in dim light … Although dim light isn’t a problem here, of course.”

“I am now thoroughly in awe of both bookmakers and seamstresses.” He touched the gleaming outline of the letter. “What about this gold? What is this made from?”

“Gold,” I said.

“Yes …?”

“That’s it. Powdered gold, mixed with other substances.”

“Well, our commissioned book should certainly require gold, then, if I am to keep up the appearance of a collector with more money than sense.” He looked up. “For someone who can’t read a word, you are extremely knowledgeable about bookmaking.”

“I was taught well,” I said briefly.

“So, gold, and as many colors as we can think of.”

“Gold clasps, too,” I said. “And perhaps even a chain, to affix it to the wall of your library.”

“Naturally. They’ll be drooling at the thought. What about jewels?”

I made a face. “Some books have them set in the covers. I don’t like it. Too gaudy. And they too often slip their sockets.”

“Just gold, then. Perfect for a book filled with spells of prosperity.” He closed the book with an irreverent snap. “And while I am discussing these very exacting specifications, my lovely niece will be …?”

“Making conversation. And discreet inquiries about our black market friend.”

“Excellent.”

I felt at home here, among the quiet scratching of quills that sounded not unlike a raven’s claws as it scrabbled for purchase on a tiled roof—but I had no idea where to start asking about black market books. It wasn’t the sort of subject you could bring up casually. In the end, I decided to stand by one particular monk at random, one who was working on an especially exquisite volume.

I watched him quietly. He was a small man, shorter than Patrick, wearing spectacles, with a badgerish gray tonsure of coarse hair that stuck out like the bristles of a shaving brush all around his head. The upturned seashell beside him on the desk contained a puddle of gold ink, into which he dipped his brush. He did not acknowledge me for a while, but when I shifted my weight, he finally spoke.

“Best to apply the gold when it is damp,” he said. “We’ve had some rain.”

“Why is that?”

“It helps the stickiness of the ink.” He breathed onto the page as he concentrated. The well of gold ink rippled slightly with his exhale.

“It is beautiful,” I said honestly. “You are very skilled.”

He puffed himself up a little. “Thank you, my lady.”

“So selfless, to do such wonderful work for the glory of the One-Eyed God,” I said slyly. I let my voice dip a little. “What if I were looking for … something special?”

“As you can see, we have all the finest …”

I cut him off. “Something special.”

He looked up, blinking as his eyes adjusted from the precise work. “My lady?” he said guardedly.

I sighed, trying to think of another way to say it. This didn’t come naturally to me. Where was Patrick? I needed him and his expertise in persuasion. “Something … secret,” I tried.

The monk removed his spectacles and stared at me. “My lady …”

I wondered if he still hadn’t grasped my meaning, but he lowered his voice and said, “We have to be careful. The walls have ears.”

“I understand,” I said eagerly. “But perhaps there is someone I can speak to …?”

“I can take you to them,” said the monk in a near whisper. He licked his lips. “I need assurance, though, that this will go no further.”

I stared blankly at him before I realized that “assurance” meant “a bribe.” I fumbled in my pocket for the purse Patrick had given me and showed it to him under the table, allowing it to jingle just a little.

The monk stared at it with longing. I wondered what a monk would spend money on, but handed it over nonetheless.

“My lady, are you inquiring for yourself, or for …?”

I wondered what would make him more comfortable. I decided that saying Patrick had nefarious motives would probably have a better result, as he was clearly the one with the deep pockets. “My … uncle,” I replied, indicating to him, where he stood conversing with another monk.

“I can’t take you there now,” said the little monk, his voice low and urgent. His tongue darted out to lick his lips. “Are you staying here tonight?”

“My lord’s commission is … elaborate,” I said. “I imagine we will be here for a few days.”

“Tonight, then? If you are staying in the guest quarters.”

I didn’t relish the thought of this mole-like little man creeping into my chambers, but I nodded.

“Until tonight then,” he said, and went back to his work. I stayed for a moment more, then wandered away as if just idly observing.

“Well?” said Patrick in a low voice when I rejoined him.

“One of the monks will come to our chambers tonight and take us to … to whoever deals in the black market bookmaking, I suppose. That person the Book Man spoke of.”

“Excellent,” he said. “It appears you have a gift for subterfuge.”

“I had a good teacher.”

The abbot agreed to let us stay the night, and the chambers he gave us in the dorter were spare and, well, monkish. But comfortable nonetheless. I lay down on the crisp white coverlet and stretched my aching muscles, wishing fervently that I never had to get on a horse again. I had thought I wouldn’t be able to sleep while waiting for the knock on my door, but I was more tired than I’d realized, and it didn’t take long for sleep to claim me.

“Netta. We are so close now. Come and see.”

The book lay closed on a stone pedestal between Mother and me. I reached out, my fingers brushing the cover for the first time, and it shuddered beneath my touch, the leather growing slick and warm. The stitches in the binding split, not like thread unraveling, but like a wound tearing open. Pink, glistening flesh pulsed through the gaps. Veins snaked across the cover. I stumbled back, heart hammering.

“Don’t be afraid.”

Now the book convulsed violently. Skeletal fingers burst from its edges, dragging it upright like some grotesque bird trying to stand. Its pages flapped open, a mess of papery feathers. A mouth full of teeth gaped in the binding, dripping with ink.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” Mother whispered, her breath a puff of white vapor, although the air felt warm against my skin. No—not vapor. A swan feather. A quill. It floated to me and started scribbling on my skin, letters and symbols that I could not decipher … And then it pierced my flesh. The ink flowed from its nib like a thread trailing from a needle, the letters like stitches writhing around each other, blindly searching, like a nest of earthworms—twisting into something new.

Something alive.




Chapter Eighteen
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The Reaching Vine

‘So called because of its organic, leaflike pattern, this stitch is often used to embellish edges and seams. It is not suitable for the decoration of Temple robes, as it lacks the necessary gravitas, but it can be used for clothing of other sorts.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

“Netta.”

I woke with a start. For a moment, I didn’t know where I was. Mieka’s workshop? The Book Man’s? Milady’s mansion? Images fluttered like shuffled playing cards. No. Patrick, it was Patrick bending over me, holding a candle, his shirt hanging open to the waist, so close that I could feel the heat from his skin. In the candlelight, his eyes looked almost unearthly. I propped myself up on my elbows. My dyed Hair hung lank and lifeless down my back, a dead weight.

“What it is?” I murmured, still half submerged in my dream.

“He’s here.”

I nodded and groped for my cloak. Patrick passed it to me, and I shrugged it on over my clothes. I had not undressed the night before, knowing that we would be rising in the early hours.

“Ready?”

I tripped a little getting out of bed, and Patrick reached to steady me. The little monk was waiting for us in the doorway, carrying a shuttered glim that cast only a small, focused light. Patrick set his candle on a little table—we would have more than enough light without it. The monk put a finger to his wet lips for silence.

We walked down the long corridor as quietly as possible, following the little monk. It was odd, dreamlike. I was still half asleep, and our procession down the dark hallway mingled in my mind with the processions of the dead down the Corpse Roads. I remembered the snaking line of embroidered figures traversing the great tapestry, shepherding their dead to their final resting place. The light of the little glim the monk carried was a single yellow point in the darkness, barely illuminating anything, firefly-small. I stumbled again, and Patrick took my hand, pulling me out of my reverie. His hand was cool and firm; his many rings little points of sharpness and cold against my skin, like needle pricks. “Are you all right?”

“Yes. Just … not quite awake yet.”

“Are you sure?”

His face was very close to mine. Involuntarily, I remembered the Plaguenight kiss. My face burned, and I pulled my hand away.

“I’m sure.”

We had come to another door, which the monk unlocked, revealing shallow stone steps disappearing into darkness. A light breath of cold, stale air from below raised goosebumps on my arms. I could hear something dripping, far away, and smell wet stone.

“The wine cellar,” said the monk briefly, starting down the steps.

“Monks drink wine?” I asked.

He gave me an odd look. “Yes.”

We descended. It seemed like a very long way down, and we had to be careful where we placed our feet—the wine cellar had been hollowed out of the stone foundation of the monastery, and the surface was uneven. Water dripped here and there from the ceiling above. At last, the texture beneath my shoes changed from rock to the rasp of sand as we reached the cellar floor. The monk swung his glim this way and that to show us the great barrels stacked high against all the walls.

“Clearly monks drink a great deal of wine,” Patrick murmured in my ear.

The monk bent down to open a trapdoor in the floor. It did not creak or shed any dust: Obviously this was used often.

“An old smuggling tunnel,” he said, almost apologetically. “We keep it very clean.”

“Oh. Good,” I said faintly, my heart pounding at the thought of that dark, cramped space. “Wouldn’t want it to be dusty.”

A hinged wooden ladder was folded under the trapdoor opening. The monk opened it up with a creak and clatter that sounded very loud in the silence, and then clambered down. Patrick followed, reaching up with an odd formality to help me down as well.

If it had been cold in the cellar, it was a hundred times colder down in the tunnel. It might have been clean, as the monk said, but it smelled ancient and dank.

“It’s not too far,” said the monk. The glim barely illuminated his face, but I could tell he was grinning. “We’re right under the scriptorium’s nose, so to speak.” He reached up and closed the trapdoor overhead, sealing us in. I felt a sick lurch of anxiety and grabbed at Patrick’s arm.

“It’s all right,” he said.

“I just don’t like small spaces.”

“Takes a bit of getting used to,” said the monk, who seemed quite cheerful and much more relaxed now that we had left the scriptorium itself. I wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d started whistling as we walked along. “These tunnels have been here for hundreds of years. Used to be that every Temple had them underneath, and supposedly they’re all connected, but you’d be a fool to wander too far.”

“The Corpse Roads again,” I murmured.

“What?” said the monk.

“Nothing.”

After a time, we came to a heavy door set in the side of the tunnel. The monk knocked a complicated rhythm, announcing his presence, then took a key from his belt and unlocked it. Inside was the scriptorium, but in miniature. The same scents, even the incense; the same equipment; the same assortment of inks. Here, however, there was much less organization. Everything seemed jumbled, haphazard: jars, bottles, and crates everywhere. I picked up one of the jars, peered into it, and almost dropped it when I realized what was inside.

“Patrick,” I hissed.

“What?”

“Teeth.”

Teeth of all sizes—infant and adult, animal and human. Yellow, white, and gray. Patrick made a face of distaste and took it from my hands. “Charming,” he said.

“We make use of … unconventional materials,” said someone over my shoulder. “The Temple doesn’t condone it, of course, but if you’re going to create something truly powerful … Well, the usual just won’t cut it.”

I turned and saw a young woman standing behind us. She was tiny, perhaps a foot shorter than me, with brown skin and an abundance of hair, as if to make up for her stature—black with shimmers of red, like candlelight shining through a rich wine. A thick, rigid apron covered her front, but the way she carried herself made it seem like a bespoke gown. She pulled off her hide gloves and wiped her hands on it as she approached us.

“You’re a … monk?” I asked.

She grinned. “Do I look like a monk? No, I’m just a maker. The maker, down here. My name is Tamara.” She twitched back a curtain a little to reveal a small cot-bed and basin. “I live here. And work here. For certain trustworthy clients.”

“Like us?” I said.

“Enough money paid up front automatically makes you somewhat trustworthy,” she said cheerfully. “At least for the duration of the commission.”

“Money paid up front?” I murmured to Patrick, who just smiled. “You paid upstairs too, didn’t you, for the book we don’t really want them to make?”

He raised his eyebrows questioningly. “What of it?”

“Just how much money do you have?”

“Enough,” he said.

“So, what are you after?” said Tamara. She peered at me. “You’re a mage, aren’t you?”

I stammered something, and Tamara shrugged. “You don’t have to tell me. I have a knack for noticing it, though. When you’ve worked with enough of them, you recognize the tells. How can I help you folks? What kind of spellbook do you need?”

“There is a book we’re looking for, but it has already been made,” I said. “It passed through here, we think. We were looking for something more along the lines of … records. Information. Maybe letters?”

“Ah,” said Tamara, scratching her head. “Well, we can take a look, but I can’t promise anything. What’s the name?”

“Edevane. Margotte Edevane.”

She went over to a chest of drawers and starting rifling through it. “Records down here are a little … patchy, if you get my drift. Sometimes we’re paid to forget we made something. By the way, Brother Antony, any news from the surface? I haven’t been able to leave the workshop for a while.”

“Lordsmen attacked a band of Followers and killed their Priest!” said our little monk with ghoulish relish. I was starting to think he was a bit of a gossip.

Tamara’s pleasant face became shadowed and fearful.

“Followers? Do we know any names?

“I’m afraid not,” said the monk.

“I can’t believe it. Every time I hear news from up there, it gets worse and worse. Attacks on Temples, riots in the cities, the king half dead … and now the Followers! I used to be a Follower. Well, my parents were. As soon as I was old enough, I got out of there … But they’re good people. They don’t deserve that.”

“Wait,” I said slowly. “Your name is Tamara?”

“Yes.”

“And your parents were Followers?”

“Yes …?”

“I think I may have met your sister,” I said. “She’s a Follower, too? Trained to be a Priest? I’m sorry, I don’t know her name. She said she had a sister who went to study at the school for bookmaking in Quell, and she hadn’t heard from her in over a year …”

Tears shone in Tamara’s eyes. She stepped forward and caught me in a hug before I realized what was happening. “You met Ivy!” she said. “I can’t believe you met Ivy. Did she look well?”

“Very well, and she seemed happy.”

“Wait.” The bookmaker looked suddenly panicked. “She wasn’t in the group of Followers that was attacked?”

“Oh! No, a different group, I’m sure. I met them far from where the attack took place, several days ago, and they weren’t headed in this direction.”

Tamara let out a breath. “That’s a relief. I may not have seen Ivy in a long time, but I think about her always. I didn’t mean to disappear, but in this line of work … Well, you have to, a little.”

Patrick smiled at her. “How does one get into the business of making books, as a …” He hesitated.

“As a woman?” She smiled wryly. I must have looked puzzled, because she turned to me. “Women are allowed to be bookmakers, but our opportunities are … limited. Before the Temple really took over everything, before the time of the Plague, there were many of us. My great-great-grandmother was a bookmaker, and her materials were passed down through the family until they got to me, and I was the only one to bother to learn how to use them.” She was much friendlier and more open after finding out that I knew Ivy, as if we had now been elevated to honorary family status.

“You taught yourself?”

“I had to, at first. Later, I found others who practiced outside of the Temple’s purview, and they shared their tips and knowledge, and I gave mine in return. By then, I had a few. Anyway, the monks came to me when I was in school and told me of a job opening: using the scriptorium’s resources to make very special books for clients who wanted something … out of the Temple’s usual bailiwick, but requiring their level of skill and access to materials. So I jumped at the chance, naturally. It took me a long time to swab this place down when I moved in, though.”

“What do you mean?” said Patrick, keeping his tone even.

She sighed, and her fingers stilled their search for a moment. “It’s not the most pleasant of tales.”

“And yet I find myself agog to hear it.”

Tamara raised an eyebrow at me.

“Yes, he always talks like that,” I said.

“Well,” said Tamara, continuing to flick through the papers, but a little slower now, “I came to this place about a month ago. One of the monks had heard of my … independent endeavors and seen some of my work. They sought me out and explained they were in need of someone to live here as a permanent fixture, to take care of the materials and work on commissions. There are others who come down here for particular projects, of course, but they can’t always get away unseen. I, on the other hand, am always here.”

The little monk who had led us down smiled nervously.

“Anyway,” continued Tamara, “I come down here, and the place is a mess. Not regular mess—mess like someone had been thrashing around in here. And bleeding. A lot. And then I find out that the old bookmaker had been murdered, which gave me pause, you might imagine.”

“Murdered?” echoed Patrick.

“Murdered. Not a week before. So now I’m wondering if I’m putting myself in some danger, being here, but they assure me it was a … disagreement with a specific client, very unusual, unlikely to happen again, so on and so on. So I get to scrubbing the place clean, as that is part of the agreement, and I come across … odd things.”

She paused.

“The blood is everywhere, you understand, in all shades from pink to almost black. A bouquet of blood.” She smiled a little. “I start to wonder. For a start, not all the blood belongs to the same person. Some of the blood doesn’t even belong to a human. I’ve been working with inks and chemicals for a long time, and I have a nose for smells and compositions. I can also see some of the bloodstains are much older—in fact, there seem to be stains of all different ages. So something unpleasant has clearly been going on here for a while. It took a goodly time for them to admit it, but eventually the monks told me my predecessor had been an odd sort, into experimenting with different … materials.”

The pause stretched out.

“What materials?” I murmured, almost reluctant to hear the answer.

Tamara made a face. “It’s not my favorite thing to talk about. Blood. Skin. Body parts … I don’t know all the different things he tried. The bones that you saw, for example, are a mixture of cattle bones and human. Very strange fellow, clearly.”

“Human?” I said.

“And did he have any success with these … experiments?” said Patrick.

Tamara looked at him sharply. “I certainly hope not,” she said. “So don’t get any ideas.”

He lifted his hands in mock surrender. “Never. But you must admit it piques the curiosity, rather.”

“Well, from a purely professional standpoint, it is interesting. You would have to spend so much time finessing the proper compounds to keep the blood stable, for instance, and to keep it from fading when used as ink. The skin would be simpler, I suppose, as it’s really a sort of leather. Treating it, though, that would be a challenge. Hair could be used to stitch, if you strengthened it somehow—”

“There was hair?” I said sharply.

“Oh yes, sacks of it. Baby teeth, too, in little jars.” She held out her hands to indicate the size. “Ghoulish stuff, and illegal, of course. Not that anything we do here is strictly legal, but there are crimes and there are crimes. We burned as much of it as we could, as per the laws. That last box I suppose I didn’t get to—you can see no one has touched it in a while. Ah!” She spun around, brandishing a ribbon-bound packet of papers. “Edevane, you said?”

Patrick took them and untied the ribbon. The familiar scent of the Tower wafted from them: pigeon dander, dust, and boiling ink.

“Mother,” I whispered.

“I’m afraid so,” he said, flicking through them. “It looks like there was quite a bit of back-and-forth between your mother and Tamara’s predecessor. Months … no, years of letters here. And packages are mentioned …”

Tamara peered over his shoulder. “They were definitely working on something,” she said.

Before she could say more, there was a boom overhead, shaking a shower of dust free from the roof of the cave room, followed by a succession of creaking and cracking noises. Tamara, the little monk, and I stared upward in shock, but Patrick seemed almost to be expecting it.

“What is that?” I asked.

“Ban Morin, I’ll lay a wager,” said Patrick. “He’s found us. And, if I’m not mistaken, that sounded like the end of a very nice pair of wrought iron gates.”

“Ban Morin?” said Tamara. “Who is that?”

“One of the high lords!” said the little monk, shaking in his sandals. “The one who attacked the Followers!”

“How do you know it’s him?” I said, staring at Patrick.

“The ravens,” he said briefly. “I knew he and his men were on the move, and they would find us sooner or later. I had just hoped it would be after we found something useful.” He brandished the little packet of letters. “And we did.”

“So the monastery is under attack?” said Tamara. She sighed, unrolling a length of hide with pockets and fastenings spread along its length, and started selecting tools from her desk, slotting them into their little compartments. “Typical. Just as I got settled.”

“What will we do? Where will we go?” cried the monk, now in full-blown panic. He grabbed Patrick’s arm. “My lord, you must let me come with you.”

“You’ll be all right down here,” said Patrick. He patted the little monk’s shoulder. “Just don’t go back up for a while.”

“They’re attacking a monastery?” he hissed. “The rules of sanctuary! And it’s full of holy men. They can’t …”

“They can, if the most powerful mage in Virelith is hiding in it,” said Patrick. “And if that lord believes that mage belongs to him.”

I stared at him. “The most … What?”

“If I am not mistaken, your defection has provided Ban Morin with a marvelous excuse to wage full-blown war on the Temple,” said Patrick. “He and his other noble cronies have been itching for such an opportunity for months. If they can argue that the monastery and, by extension, the Temple, are concealing property that rightfully belongs to a Margrave …”

“Property?”

He sighed. “In his eyes, my sweet.”

“But what do you mean, the most powerful mage?”

“We can talk more about it later, but in short: I believe so.”

“They’re after you specifically?” said Tamara. “Then, with all due respect, I would like you to get out of my workshop immediately.” She rolled her leather pouch closed and tied it to her belt, then picked up a crate of books.

“Absolutely,” said Patrick. “As quickly as possible.”

“Will you be all right?” I said to Tamara.

“Oh, yes. There are ways out of here, through the tunnel system. I’d rather you didn’t follow me, though.”

“There are plenty of tunnels for all of us,” said Patrick.

“Good luck,” Tamara said. The little monk had sat down with his back against the wall and his knees drawn up to his chest. He was rocking back and forth a little, looking up at the ceiling.

“You’ll be fine,” I told him. “They’re looking for me. They won’t hurt the monks. Will they?” I added, turning to Patrick.

“Oh, I doubt it. They’re here to make a lot of noise and search the place.”

He pocketed the letters and practically pushed me out of the room and back into the tunnel. More noises of destruction sounded from above, the very stone walls rumbling with it.

“This is all my fault,” I whispered.

“Nonsense,” said Patrick. “The whole kingdom was a powder keg awaiting the right spark. It would have happened sooner or later.”

“Baldbeak!” I said suddenly. I was so used to him always being with me that I had forgotten we had left him in the courtyard.

“He will be all right, Netta,” said Patrick.

“Are you mad?” I stared at him. “We can’t leave him here! We have to—”

“Of course we’re not going to leave him here. I sent him down to the tunnels before I woke you this morning. A friend is waiting for us there.”

“A friend? How have you had time to make a friend?”

“An old friend,” he amended. “I sent him a message by raven, and he arrived this morning. Come on. We need to get moving.”

We hastened out into the network of tunnels that made up the Corpse Roads. Then we turned a corner, and I froze. A large figure loomed ahead, a set of unnaturally white teeth gleaming as he chewed on something that crunched like bone. I almost screamed, but Patrick put a steadying hand on my arm—and then I saw Baldbeak, perched on the man’s shoulder. He launched himself off and flew to me, landing on my shoulder and nibbling my ear affectionately as I scratched his chest feathers and kissed his head.

“Dwale.” Patrick embraced the much larger man. The sight of him enfolded in those massive arms was comical, making his slight form seem even smaller. “Just in time, thank you.”

“The rush’ll cost you,” said Dwale, without heat. He tossed what looked like a chicken leg to the ground.

“You know I’ll pay handsomely.”

“Oh, you always pay handsomely. On time, on the other hand …”

Patrick sighed. “I’m a busy man.”

“Patrick …” I said.

“Oh, I do apologize,” he said. “This is Dwale, our savior for today—an immensely competent fellow and, despite his intimidating appearance, a good one.”

“Wish I could return the compliment,” said Dwale. He turned his attention to me. “And this is the little mage that everyone’s after. Skinny.”

“And you look like a bear with a toothache,” I said, affronted.

Dwale gave a short cough of a laugh. “Maybe not as harmless as she looks.” He took a strand of my Hair in his fingers. It twitched like a landed fish, then lay still again. “And this is the magic? This wilted vine?”

“It is bespelled,” said Patrick. “To hide its nature and its true color. And she has more magic than that.”

“It’s as well that black isn’t your true color, little mage,” said Dwale. “Against it, your skin looks like the belly of a trout.”

“And you smell like a trout,” I rejoined.

Dwale grinned widely, showing a gray, gap-toothed smile and bloody gums. I recoiled.

“Do not be afraid,” said Patrick. “He used his teeth to find us the way out. They will regrow.”

“You have tooth magic?” I asked the hulking man.

“I do,” he said. “I can’t do anything too complicated without a spellbook, but I’ve memorized enough small magics to open any path that I choose.” He reached into his mouth and wiggled one of the loose teeth, pulling it free with a pock and examining it briefly before tossing it on the ground behind him. Baldbeak watched it skitter away with interest.

“You can’t eat that,” I told the bird.

Patrick winced. “I wish you wouldn’t do that, Dwale.”

“Apologies for offending your delicate sensibilities, my lord.”

“We have no time to tarry. We need to get moving.”

Dwale saluted ironically.

“What about Fane?” I asked.

“I hate to leave her, but I doubt they will harm the stabled horses, and we can’t take her through the Corpse Roads. I will send someone back for her when we reach Mirthwater.”

“Mirthwater? The king’s city?”

“Where the book was delivered, according to the letters,” said Patrick. “Which works out well, as I intended to take you there anyway.”

“Why?”

“To live among other mages like yourself, as I had promised.” He spoke smoothly.

I had to admit that my aching backside and I were relieved we wouldn’t have to get in the saddle again, but the idea of crawling through these dark tunnels made my skin crawl. I seemed to be cursed to spend so much of my time in the Plague-ridden things. I didn’t know which was worse—horseback or being underground.

“It’s this or fight our way past Ban Morin’s men,” said Patrick cheerfully. “I am none too fond of enclosed spaces either, but we have an excellent guide.”

“I hope you paid him enough not to bring the place down about our ears,” I muttered grimly.

“Easy,” said Dwale with a bloody grin. “We’re all friends here, now.”

“Only because of Patrick’s fat purse.”

He shrugged. “That’s as good a reason as any.”

The tunnels were, well, tunnels. Dark, damp, monotonous. Dwale held the glim, as the tallest member of the group, and our way was lit, but the puddle of light only extended a few feet before and behind. Baldbeak hated it. He hunched his shoulders so dramatically that his head almost seemed to disappear beneath them, his neck feathers standing out like a ruff. I kept lifting my hand to pet him in reassurance, and he nibbled at my fingers with his beak and little gray tongue, something he only did when he was very nervous or worried.

I miss the sky, he said. It feels like the world has turned inside out.

I ran my hand along the wall. It trembled under my touch, and I snatched it away.

“What was that?”

The men had paused, too.

“I do hope the roof isn’t about to fall in,” said Patrick coolly.

“Nah, it’s stable,” said Dwale, with a trace of uncertainty in his voice. “You hear strange things happen underground.”

“That’s your best explanation? You hear strange things happen underground?” I said. I touched the wall again, tentatively, and felt the same strange shudder. Again I withdrew my hand, and again it stopped.

“It’s me,” I said. “It’s responding to me.”

Dwale started to say something, probably something sarcastic, but Patrick raised a hand, cutting him off. “Wait.”

I touched the wall again. We all felt the shiver beneath our feet.

“Well, I’ll be Plagued,” said Dwale.

“There is much about her magic we don’t understand yet.” said Patrick.

“She can cause earth tremors? Without a spellbook, even? Unlikely. No one could cast magic that powerful without a written spell. And she’s not even casting! She’s just standing there.”

“Something in the rock is responding to her, clearly.”

“Well, we don’t have time to stand here and yap about it,” said Dwale. “How about we stop stroking the walls and just try to get to Mirthwater before your little mage brings the tunnel down about our collective ears?”

“Dwale is right, Netta,” said Patrick. “We can investigate this later.”

I didn’t appear to need a spellbook, or even a spell, to channel bone magic, if that’s what it was. The most that reading a spell had ever done was cause my Hair to float. Where others needed words and books to focus their power and intention, I seemed to be able to use my needle—the real needle, or my imaginings of it.

I was not ready to tell Patrick about my bone magic theory yet—even if I suspected he might share it. And certainly not in front of Dwale. I first wanted to understand it better myself.

We had been hearing the distant thunder of water for some time, growing louder and louder. Finally, we stepped out onto a ledge, a winding path beside an immense underground river. Now that we stood practically on its bank, the great rush and roar of it sounded like the wrath of an underworld god. It writhed like a vast serpent through the passage, snapping and snarling against the stone banks where its darkness turned to white froth. Baldbeak gripped my shoulder painfully tightly.

Angry water, was his only comment.

“The Mirth,” said Patrick.

“The Mirth? Really?” I couldn’t imagine anything less mirthful. I couldn’t believe that this great shining serpent was the same river as aboveground.

“By the time it reaches the surface, it is less …”

“Terrifying?”

“I was going to say less tumultuous, but yes.”

We walked alongside the river for a long time, picking our way carefully over the slippery stone. More than once, I had to grab Patrick’s arm when my boot slid sideways a little on the moss. Baldbeak fluttered up when I tripped, but he always came back to hunch on my shoulder again, disliking flying in the closeness and blackness of the tunnel. The men fared better, in their sturdier boots, but there was little talk as we all negotiated the narrow path.

After a time, the tunnel widened, and instead of the narrow stone pathway, there was a flat expanse of beach; stones and gray sand all tumbled together. After the slick rock, however, this uninviting surface seemed a luxury.

We made a makeshift meal of some dry biscuits and hard cheese that Dwale had in his pack, while Patrick read through the stack of letters between my mother and the black market bookmaker. I hovered beside him impatiently. He had refused to read each one out loud to me, not yet at any rate, arguing that it would take too long, and he would just share the most important parts.

“It may be distressing, also,” he said.

I felt impatience rising hot in my blood. “Tell me.”

He looked at me searchingly, then sighed. “Here,” he said, pointing to a list written in black ink. “The materials: Teeth. Hair. Fingernails. Skin. And blood.”

“Animal?” I asked, although I already knew the truth.

He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. It looks like your mother was consulting with him about making a spellbook from … organic materials. For years. And she promised him a share of its profits, which, by the looks of it, would be substantial.”

I took the letter from him, although of course I could not understand the words. The thin parchment seemed sinister, emanating a kind of dry, matter-of-fact evil.

“Whose?” I said through dry lips. “Whose … organic materials?”

“It does not say. Maybe one person’s. Maybe many.”

“Anthropodermic bibliopegy,” I said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Binding books with human skin. The Book Man told me …” My voice trailed off. I needed a moment before I could continue. “If it is a mage’s body, that would imbue the book with added power, perhaps. But he said they would have to consent to it, or the spell inside would be cursed. That was his guess, anyway.”

“Cursed?”

“Yes, if they were murdered, or if parts of them were taken without their consent … But if they agreed to it, then it could make the most powerful spellbook of all.”

“I wonder what would make someone agree to such a … procedure,” said Patrick with distaste. He took the letter back from me, handling it with the very tips of his fingers, as if some corruption might pass from it to him.

“Perhaps if they agreed to it on their deathbed …”

“Perhaps.” His eyes flickered to me again, and I realized what he was thinking—what he did not want to say aloud. Mother.

“My mother is not dead,” I said, but my words sounded hollow even to myself. Of course Mother would sacrifice herself for her life’s great work. She wouldn’t even hesitate.

“Let us hope not.” He folded the paper. “At any rate, we know now the Temple took your Mother’s book—from what we know of your Temple attackers, and from this correspondence with the bookmaker saying where it was to be delivered. A strange thing for such a pious institution, one that insists on the burning of bodies, lest they be used in dark magic. What purpose could they have for such an ill-omened thing?”

“They must have my mother and the book. They must be keeping her prisoner for some reason.”

He tapped his long fingers on the paper, thinking. “Perhaps. But from these letters, it seems that she may have delivered it willingly.”

“Willingly? I was dangled half out a window!”

“Perhaps something went awry … The book was meant to be either delivered or picked up when completed—that part is unclear. Either way, it was intended to end up in Mirthwater.”

So Mother had sold it? And to the Temple? Mother had spoken so disparagingly of the Temple. She had poured so much of herself into that book for so many years. It was almost impossible to imagine her letting go of it, particularly to a group for whom she seemed to feel little more than contempt.

“Perhaps they were simply the highest bidder,” said Patrick, reading my expression.

“That’s not Mother, though. You don’t know her like I do. Money isn’t important to her.”

“Perhaps the Temple had something else she wanted. The most powerful mages for casting her spell?”

“If they were simply collecting it from her, why were our rooms destroyed? Why was I attacked? Why can’t I remember?” I fisted my hands in my Hair. “Why can’t I remember?”

“Netta.” Patrick reached for my hands and drew them away from my Hair, holding them fast between us. “I don’t know. But you will, I am sure of it. We will find the book. We will find your mother. You will have your answers. And I will do my best to help you.”

“Does it say where exactly they delivered the book? Where is it?”

“There’s the rub,” he said. “From what I can tell, the spellbook was to be delivered to the Pontiff upon completion.”

Dwale let out a long, whistling breath.

The Pontiff. The High Priest over all the Temple. I covered my face with my hands.

“Then we’ll never be able to get it,” I said, my voice muffled. “He must have guards.”

“More like his own personal army,” said Dwale.

“Wonderful,” I said.

“Well, as to that,” said Patrick. “I may have an idea.”

I raised my eyebrows questioningly.

“Few know this,” he continued, “but the Temple has kept many forbidden books of magic since the Plague days. They keep them in the catacombs under Mirthwater, sealed off.”

“Catacombs?”

“Before the Plague—before we burned bodies—we ran out of land in Mirthwater in which to bury the dead. There were so many that we had to bury them on top of each other like children nestled in the family bed. There was a year of terrible rain. The Mirth burst its banks, the graves flooded, and skeletons rose to the surface as if the dead had come alive again. Very unsettling for everyone, as you can imagine. The king at the time determined to transfer this embarrassing surplus of corpses to the tunnels deep beneath Mirthwater that had been mines once upon a time. Wagonload by wagonload, they rolled them in and stacked the walls high with bones.”

I shivered with something like recognition. I felt the call of it—could picture the coiling passageways lined with ivory.

“Apparently, for a time, it was quite a popular location. I have heard tell of balls and feasts held by candlelight among the bones. A rather exceptional sight, I imagine. That stopped with the Plague, of course. With the rumors of bone magic run amok, and the Temple coming to power, it had to be destroyed—or hidden. But later, the bones were part of the structure of the old tunnels, and attempting to remove them would crumble the city. And so the ossuary was sealed and forgotten.”

“Not forgotten,” I pointed out.

“Not quite, no. It turns out that vast and secret underground caverns are a terribly convenient place for the Temple to put anything it deems dangerous. Artifacts, books … even people, if the rumors are to be believed.”

“And you think the book is there.”

“It is the most logical place for it—if indeed they have it. Perhaps your mother, too.”

He did not add if she is still alive. He did not need to.

“The Pontiff has access to the catacombs.”

“But we don’t have access to the Pontiff.”

“That can be arranged.”

“Oh good. And he will, of course, listen to my story, sympathize, and let me in at once.”

“I wasn’t suggesting that we ask permission.”

Dwale had one bedroll and some thin blankets that we divided between the three of us, the men insisting chivalrously that I take the thickest one. I wasn’t so foolish as to argue. Even after we had swept the little stones aside as best we could to expose the smoother—slightly smoother—sand, the ground was far from comfortable, and the thicker blanket was a boon. With much grumbling and some cursing—the latter mostly from Dwale—we finally lay down and attempted to sleep.

By unspoken agreement, we left the enchanted lantern burning—and all the while, the Mirth thundered and steamed beside us. The incessant roar and the churning, boiling motion of it had an odd magnetism. I found myself staring at it dreamily, wondering what it would be like to let myself roll towards the water, to let myself be swallowed by that vast, hungry mouth.

“Netta.”

I started.

“Your Hair,” said Patrick.

I saw now that my Hair had tumbled from its makeshift ties and lay with its ends reaching towards the water like questing fingers. I sat up and snatched it back, bundling it roughly again at the nape of my neck.

“The dye is starting to fade,” I said. “We will need to apply it again.”

From where he lay beside me, Patrick reached for a loose tendril, turning it between his fingers as if fascinated. “I don’t think so.”

“But the red …”

“Once we get to Mirthwater, we will no longer need to hide.”

I looked at him quizzically, but he said no more.

I thought I would struggle to sleep, as my mind was reeling, but I slumbered deeply until morning. After a rudimentary breakfast, we walked on. I trailed behind the men a little, as my feet had started to blister. Patrick and Dwale were engaged in an intense conversation up ahead that involved a lot of furious gesturing, but I could not hear it. Baldbeak was still tense and silent on my shoulder.

After a few hours, we reached a place where the river was calmer—more like a river and less like an immense temper tantrum. It was even calm enough for Dwale to bait a string and catch a brace of eels, thick and muscled as his own powerful forearms.

“Eels.” I made a face. “Really?”

“There’s gratitude for you,” said Dwale, letting them fall with a wet splat. “They’re good eating. Know how to gut an eel?”

“I … could try?”

He gave an exaggerated sigh, then sat down and proceeded to do it himself as Baldbeak watched with interest.

“Give him the eyeballs,” I said wearily. Dwale tossed them to Baldbeak, and he gulped them down. Patrick glanced over and turned a little green.

Dwale slit the eels neatly just behind their gills, then grasped their open skin and pulled it back. Their blood was watery and thin; their guts pale. The slender vertebrae of their backs were almost beautiful, I thought, like the barbs of a white feather. I put out a finger to touch one of the delicate eel spines, gently, and felt it shiver in response, writhing very slightly as if it were coming back to life—then saw Dwale watching and snatched my hand back. He raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

“How long have you known Patrick?” I asked, to divert him.

“Oh, I’ve known him for years,” said Dwale, still working on the eels. “Since he was a boy in the great house, and I was the son of the game warden. We hunted pigeons together, with slingshots and pebbles.”

“The great house?”

“Ban Edevane’s mansion. Great big sprawl of a place.”

“That’s my family’s house,” I said. “I am an Edevane.”

He clicked his tongue. “Well, I did always think all the women in that family were a little strange.”

“Did you know my mother? Margotte?”

“That was your mother?” He shook his head. “I had little to do with the girls. They wouldn’t hang around with the likes of me. I remember the scandal when she left, though. Pregnant, they said.”

“With me.”

“Is that so?” He had spitted the eels on his dagger and was turning them over the fire Patrick had built. Their black skin shriveled to expose pink-ribboned white flesh, and they spat and bubbled unpleasantly in the heat. Patrick came over to check on their progress and made a face.

“Turning up your nose at them, eh?” said Dwale.

“No, Dwale, I quite accept that we must eat them, but I do object to having them brandished in my face.”

“Delicate stomach.” Dwale addressed this remark to me.

The meat was surprisingly edible, if firm—verging on tough. Even Patrick allowed his hunger to override his distaste and ate a decent amount. It was the first proper meal we had eaten in a while, and when we had finished, we sat in companionable silence, enjoying the feeling of a full belly again.

After our meal, we walked with more energy and purpose. The river flowed more sedately, and the darkness of the tunnel started to turn gray with light. Finally, we turned a corner and were almost blinded by the glare of an overcast early-morning sky—an uneven hole of brightness hovering in the black. The exit. The passage by the Mirth now led away from the river and up. Shallow stone steps led up to the opening, slimed with algae. Outside, it was damp with the kind of rain that seems to hang in the air rather than fall.

“Mirthwater. We’ve arrived,” said Dwale.

“That means we’re safe. For now,” said Patrick.

“‘Safe’ is relative,” grunted the other man. He turned to me with a smirk. “Welcome to Patrick’s little empire.”

“What?”

He chuckled. “Didn’t you know? He owns half this city. Half of most cities.”

“Dwale,” said Patrick, his voice a warning.

Dwale shrugged. “She’ll find out soon enough.”

“I knew he owned half of Quell and that he is wealthy,” I said. “I didn’t know about … the rest.”

“Wealthy doesn’t even begin to cover it.”

Patrick shot him a look. “Thank you, Dwale, that’s quite enough.”

The tunnel had spat us out under a stone bridge.

“That’s the Spine,” said Dwale. “It joins two parts of the bay outside the city. If we climb up to it, we can follow the road from there.”

We were so close to the sea that I could taste salt on my tongue. The bridge was dark against the blinding gray of the overcast sky, dripping dark water to the stones below. Below it rushed the Mirth, brown and creamy, whipped to white at the edges.

“Filthy,” said Dwale, wrinkling his nose.

It did smell strongly of fish and something sharp and vegetable, but I took a deep breath. It was bracing: the cold, the damp, the scent of the water.

“We’re here,” I whispered. “We can go to the catacombs.” And we can find Mother.

A jingle of tack, and the sound of hooves on the bridge overhead. I looked up. A dozen very fancily caparisoned horses and equally resplendent riders came to a halt above us, carrying some very shiny, very decorative, but unmistakably very sharp swords.

“The king’s guard,” said Dwale.




Chapter Nineteen
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The Chain

‘A versatile stitch for running, outlining, or filling in large sections, so called because its intricate links resemble chain mail when used as coverage and shackles when in a straight line.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

Dwale looked just as startled as I was by the sudden appearance of armed men.

“Patrick,” he said, sounding wary. “What is this?”

“Not to worry,” Patrick said smoothly. “King Colin is providing us protection while we are in Mirthwater, that’s all. I sent him a raven on the way to Spire, when I contacted you.”

“The king?” I stared at him.

“Who better to find us a way into forbidden places than the king?” he said. He spoke with a smile, but it did not reach his eyes.

I do not believe him, said Baldbeak.

“Do you think he means us harm?” I whispered to him as Dwale and Patrick busied themselves with loading our things into the carriage.

No, it doesn’t feel like that. He fluffed his neck ruff in frustration. But there is something.

I was making rather a habit of riding in fine coaches since leaving the Tower, but the king’s coach was the finest of all. Clearly he favored gold, because everything that could be either made of the metal or gilded with it had been. Even the cushions had gold braiding at their edges.

The four of us piled in and made ourselves comfortable, Dwale and Patrick on one side and Baldbeak and I on the other. Dwale took up most of the space on the men’s side, squashing Patrick against the door. I lay back in the blessedly cushioned seat and closed my eyes, while Baldbeak made himself useful tidying my Hair—or, at least, picking the worst of the mud out of its strands.

“We will have to get the rest of that dye out of your hair when we arrive at the palace,” said Patrick. “And clean up in general,” he added with a grimace, flicking dried mud from the tops of his boots.

Dwale said, “So are you going to tell us why we’re really in the king’s carriage?”

“I told you why,” said Patrick blandly.

“It smells fishy.”

“It’s the eels,” said Patrick. “I didn’t want to mention it, but their … juices left rather an odor on your doublet.”

Dwale snorted. “I’ve known you for a long time, Patrick Foley, and your tricks don’t work on me. You have some other reason for taking us to the palace.”

“I told you: The king will help us get into the catacombs. Even the Pontiff is answerable to the monarchy.”

I wondered if I could push open the carriage door and jump out into the street. The shadow of the footman’s head through the glass told me that wasn’t going to work.

Dwale told me as we rode that Mirthwater sat between freshwater and salt, where the Mirth emptied itself into the ocean in a spreading stain of brown against the blue. It was a grand city, but a harsh one, in appearance as well as nature. Winds rough as a cat’s tongue blew off the sea and had worked like sandpaper on the rock and wood, rubbing every building raw and giving the city a rather scruffy, beleaguered look. As we rattled towards the palace, the buildings became larger and more ornate. Terraced houses of pale stone lined the street.

We finally came to a halt outside a building that had to be the palace, because only a palace could look so much like an elaborately iced cake.

“So we’re about to meet the king?” I said. I gestured at my filthy dress. “Looking like this?”

“Tonight. We have time to wash. Come on.”

We piled out of the carriage, Baldbeak taking the opportunity to stretch his wings and flap about in the crisp breeze. The king’s guard watched as another set of guards, these ones on foot, escorted us up the staircase and into the palace. Patrick walked into the place as confidently as if he lived there, and Dwale followed suit, while Baldbeak and I followed with significantly less confidence, looking about.

Spotless black-and-white tiles covered the floor, and the walls were papered with creamy flocked velvet. A gigantic gilt-framed mirror startled me for a moment, making me think there were other people in the room. I stepped over to it. The reflection of the chandeliers and candelabras was quite dazzling in the silver. I, on the other hand, looked like something recently dredged out of a bog.

“We’re getting mud on the nice floors,” said Dwale in mock concern.

A servant scurried up to take Patrick’s coat and another his gloves.

“Lord Foley,” they said, bowing, and then, “Lord Skarnesh,” to Dwale as they divested him of his heavy coat, too.

“I’m sorry, Lord Skarnesh?” I exclaimed.

“Patrick bought me a peerage a few years ago. I would have preferred the cash, but …”

“Lady Edevane,” said a servant, bowing and reaching to divest me of my cloak. I clutched it about me about me until Patrick hissed, “It’s all right, they’ll give it back.” Shooting him a look, I shrugged it off and watched it disappear, no doubt to be hung in some elaborate closet in this vast, echoing hall.

“You told them who I am?” I said.

“I told you, you don’t need to hide here.”

“Yes, because Patrick and King Colin are bosom friends,” drawled Dwale.

I looked up at the ceiling, which was painted with an elaborate mural resembling the sky at sunset. “It’s like something out of a fairytale,” I said.

“Hardly,” said Patrick. “The roof leaks.” He rubbed his hands together. “I find myself urgently in need of a bath and a meal. We will need to be ready in just a few hours. The king is holding a soirée, and the Pontiff will be there.”

“A soirée? A party?” I stared at him in disbelief. “You don’t expect me to actually attend a party in the middle of all this?”

His eyes widened. “Of course I do. You need to talk to the Pontiff, after all, and see what you can find out about accessing the catacombs. Parties for the high society of Mirthwater aren’t meant just to be revels—”

“Well …” said Dwale.

“—they’re a way to meet people. Form alliances. Persuade people to give you what you need.”

“And here I was hoping we would be able to enjoy ourselves a little,” grumbled Dwale.

“All those things are me enjoying myself,” said Patrick.

“But …” I gestured at myself.

“I’ll take care of all that.” Patrick eyed me critically. “Green or gold, I think. Or perhaps a rich blue. I’ll send something up. And we’ll need to get that dye out of your Hair.”

“But if they recognize me …”

“It doesn’t matter now,” he said. “We are under the king’s protection.”

He crossed the tiled floor to take my hands. “I know it seems strange—parties and palaces—but this is how things are done here. Please. Trust me.”

“I suppose I have to,” I said neutrally.

A servant led me to a room just as luxurious as the foyer had been, where I scrubbed off what felt like several layers of skin along with the dirt. A troop of maids had offered their services in the bathroom, but after my experience at Milady’s, I wanted to bathe alone. The Corpse Roads mud was stubborn, leaving a greenish tinge, and it took me a long time to return to my usual color. Baldbeak preened on a bedpost.

There was a fur robe laid out on the bed, and I slipped into it, just in time to hear a knock at the door. I opened it to find Patrick standing there.

“I have brought the soap for your Hair,” he said. “Would you like me to …”

I remembered how he had dyed it in the first place—the firm, sure movements of his hands. I wasn’t ready to do that again—not yet.

“I can do it,” I said quickly.

“Very well.” He placed the bottle on the chest of drawers by the door and hovered. “I will have some clothes brought up. You can select your dress for the evening.”

He bowed formally before retreating. He was behaving a little oddly, I thought.

True to his word, he sent up a box containing several gowns and a maid to help me dress. I tried to send her away, but she was dogged in her persistence, and so I gave up and let her stay. Having her in my rooms made me miss Mieka and desperately wanted to talk to her. I resolved to demand that Patrick contact her as soon as possible. No, not Patrick—Lord Foley. Who now seemed quite a different person from my traveling companion.

I washed my Hair with the abrasive soap, and it was soon back to its flame-red self.

“What beautiful hair you have, my lady,” said the maid, preparing a tray of brushes and pins as it dried. “Such a lovely color.”

“Ah, I should warn you.” I said. “It … doesn’t really like being dressed.”

The maid paused, her fingers hovering over the tray. “Beg pardon, my lady?”

“Um, perhaps it is best if I do my own Hair.”

The maid’s eyebrows practically disappeared into her hairline.

“You can help me dress,” I added, as a consolation prize.

“As you wish, my lady,” said the maid, lips pursed. She bustled about, laying out the selection of gowns on the bed. They were all very grand, in rich fabrics. In different circumstances, I would have been delighted to have such an array of beautiful clothes to choose from, and I would have spent a while examining the cloth and their construction, but that night I couldn’t bring myself to care. I knew I should just choose one, any one—it didn’t matter—but could not make up my mind. None of them seemed just right. Finally, I selected a dress of green velvet. It had bell sleeves with points that hung almost to the floor.

“Arms up, please, my lady,” said the maid, glad that I had made my choice at last.

“You know …” I paused, gazing at the dress, forming a plan in my mind. I could see the maid fighting the urge to roll her eyes. “I think I shall also dress myself tonight. Thank you for your help.”

The maid pressed her lips tightly together, but nodded, leaving the room with an indignant huff of breath. When she had gone, I sat in my chemise and pulled out my embroidery needle and the few silks that Mieka had given me back at Milady’s house from the deep pocket of my cloak. I tried to clear my mind. Baldbeak fluttered over to perch on the bed next to me. He seemed overwhelmed by all this wealth and ceremony, too.

“I can at least make this a bit more … me,” I told him.

Baldbeak, who only cared about clothes if they had interesting buttons and shiny thread, croaked back at me.

I let my mind empty and watched the needle as it darted in and out of the silk. A design began to take shape—something ornate in looks but simple and quick to create. I added silver, then amber, batting away Baldbeak when he tried to grab the gleaming thread from me. The finished design traveled all the way around the low scoop of the neckline. In it, I could see echoes of the embroidered handkerchief I had clutched in my hand all those days ago when I awoke in the Temple—the one I still carried, my mother’s hairs carefully wrapped in it.

Next, I moved on to the long, flowing cuffs of the sleeves that fell almost to the floor. I managed to stitch the same easy design all around both cuffs in a matter of minutes.

When I had finished, I pulled the dress over my head. It had no lacing, but fit me extremely well. Patrick’s annoyingly precise eye for measurements again.

“Now Hair,” I muttered to myself. I looked in the mirror. The rich green made the Hair flame brighter than I had ever seen it. I sighed. The last thing I wanted to do was wrestle with it for an hour.

“Look,” I told it, “I have some hair ribbons the maid left. If I hold them up, could you, sort of, arrange yourself in a pleasing way? However you would like. I just don’t want to look like a fool.”

I felt like a fool, trying to have a conversation with my own Hair about fashion, but it was worth trying. I selected amber ribbons from the tray and held them up above my head cautiously, as if holding out a piece of food to a wild animal. For a moment, the Hair stayed still, and I braced myself for a fight … But then it reached up to tangle itself with the ribbons. It entwined itself with the shining fabric and braided half of itself into a circlet around my head, crown-like. The rest of fell in loose tendrils beneath. It took a matter of seconds.

“Er—Thank you,” I said.

Patrick had sent up a case of jewelry as well. An extremely large and heavy case. I hadn’t planned to wear any of it, but something about being dressed in such a formal gown made me want to at least see what it would look like.

I opened the case. My mouth dropped open. It was a king’s ransom of jewels, literally. Baldbeak squawked and hopped over to it, his eyes gleaming. A kingdom’s wealth, strung on chains of silver and gold. Jeweled hairnets, circlets, brooches, necklaces, bracelets, rings, earrings … Baldbeak reached in with his enormous blunt beak, but I snapped the case shut as if the Watch were about to burst in the room and accuse me of stealing it.

Shiny! he said indignantly.

“I know. Believe me, I know. But we have to be careful with it.”

When my senses returned, I opened it again, slowly this time, and tried to think practically. I didn’t want to be weighed down with the stuff, but if I were meeting the king … The thought of anything on my hands or wrists made me recall Ban Morin’s ring, making me feel a little sick. My ears had never been pierced. The Hair had taken care of itself. But a necklace, perhaps?

I tried to think of it like selecting thread, looking at the colors only, without dwelling on how priceless the pieces were, because the value of them made my stomach knot. After some deliberation, I selected a green velvet choker with a silver chain and a deep, gold-flecked red stone hanging from its center. The stone sat right in the hollow of my collarbone when I clasped it. I stared at myself in the mirror and sighed.

“This will have to do,” I told Baldbeak. He flapped his wings as if he were about to fly to my shoulder, but I fended him off. “No! Not tonight, Baldbeak, I’m sorry.”

For why? he said, offended.

The last thing I needed was claw marks in the velvet dress—or a white line of bird droppings running down the back of it. But I didn’t want to hurt his feelings. I reached into the case and selected a bracelet of silver and stones as blue-green as the heart of a candle flame—emeralds, I guessed.

“Come here,” I said. He hopped towards me and bent his head. I clasped the bracelet around his thickly feathered neck. It made a fine collar.

“You can’t ride on my shoulder tonight,” I said. “But you can wear this.”

He tried to peer down at it. I lifted him in my hands and carried him to the mirror, where he could see how well it suited him. He tilted his head to one side and the other, and then preened the feathers on his chest and back. The silver and green brought out the dark iridescence of his plumage.

“You look wonderful,” I said. “Befitting a magnificent talking raven.”

You look shiny, he said.

That was inarguable. The green velvet caught the light, and the metallic thread I had used to embroider it glinted at the neckline and cuffs. The Hair shone amber and gold, echoing the jewel at my collarbone. I made a face at myself. I still felt like I was wearing a costume, but at least the embroidery and the addition of Baldbeak with his fine new collar made me feel a little more like myself.

“My lady,” said the maid softly, poking her head around the door after a light knock. “Are you ready?”

I followed her down the corridor, glad to have someone to guide me through this vast place. I paused by a window. The courtyard outside the palace was bustling. Carriages stopped outside one by one, and footmen stepped down to open the doors for marvelously dressed people who tottered on heeled shoes to the front door.

I steeled myself. I had to smile and make small talk with the “gentry,” as Mieka called them, for just one evening—for just long enough to charm the Pontiff and glean what information I could about the catacombs.

We came to the wide staircase, and I descended, rather self-consciously holding up a fold of my gown in one hand so I wouldn’t trip over it. Baldbeak slid down the banister beside me, flapping his wings with great enjoyment and rather spoiling the effect. To combat the awkwardness I felt, I kept my chin tilted up and my eyes cast down until I reached the bottom of the stair where Patrick was waiting.

When I looked up, I saw he had a rather strange expression on his face. He was dressed in black, as usual, with the dark green embroidery on the lapels and the jeweled pin at his throat providing his only points of color.

“Why are you looking at me like that?” I put my hand up to the Hair, making sure it hadn’t unraveled itself.

“You look beautiful,” he said. I waited for a smirk or a joke, but he seemed quite serious. He took my hand and bowed low over it, brushing my knuckles with a kiss. My cheeks flamed, and I snatched my hand back.

“Can we go back to behaving normally now, please?” I said. “Or I will never get through tonight.”

“I am behaving normally,” he said with a slight smile. “Shall we?”

He held out his arm. I took it, but Baldbeak appeared to think it was for him and alighted on his shoulder between us.

“You look very fine, too,” Patrick said to him gravely, and Baldbeak rattled his feathers with a look of great satisfaction.

The ballroom was vast and high-ceilinged, but already warm from the press of the finely dressed throng, their voices mingling to form a muted roar. Candles, mirrors, and vases of white flowers glittered from every available surface. I clutched at Patrick’s arm instinctively as we walked in and eyes turned to us—men staring openly, woman glancing coquettishly over their fans. Baldbeak fluttered behind us, then flew up to land on one of the chandeliers, setting the delicate glass droplets to trembling.

“It’s all right,” Patrick whispered.

I loosened my grip. “I know,” I said, turning my face away. I didn’t want to confess just how nervous I felt. I had thought I was used to crowds by now, but this was a different sort of crowd altogether—glittering and sharp-eyed, regarding me with interest and private judgement.

Dwale was already inside, munching on a little pastry and sucking at his fingers. He wore blue velvet, stretched taut over his barrel of a chest, and looked quite out of place among the perfumed crowd. It was a relief to see him.

“You clean up nice,” he said to me.

“Er, thank you. So do you.”

“Stay by the door,” Patrick told him, “and inform me of anything untoward.”

Patrick led me deeper into the room. Despite his slight figure, he seemed able to part the crowd by force of sheer presence. We came up to a bevy of gowned and beribboned young women who stood fanning themselves by a white chaise longue. He smiled at them as we passed, so I followed suit, but received only flat-eyed stares or outright dirty looks in return as their smiles dropped off their faces.

“What’s wrong with them?” I whispered.

“Ah.” He chuckled. “Well, you are on my arm tonight …”

“I’d noticed.”

“And I’m what some might consider an, er, eligible bachelor.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“So the assumption is that you have won my heart, and I might very soon be taken off the market,” he explained.

“I beg your pardon?”

He raised his hands in mock surrender. “You asked! Look, it doesn’t matter. It’s … just one night, after all.”

“They think I’m trying to … That you and I … That’s ridiculous.”

“Is it?” he said, smiling, but there was a shadow in it. “I’m sure you would love to correct their false impressions, but please restrain yourself, my dear. At least until we have spoken to the Pontiff.”

“Is he here yet?”

“I have not seen him.” Patrick scanned the room.

“I don’t understand these people,” I whispered. “They are all fighting each other, openly or behind closed doors—the Pontiff, the nobles, the king. Even you. And yet they all gather together for … what? Wine and dancing?”

“And cards, don’t forget the cards,” said Patrick lightly.

“How can you all … make small talk and act like nothing is happening?”

“My dear, that is just how the wealthy are. They are quite happy to stand in a room with their mortal enemies and glare at each other, so long as there are canapés.”

He steered me towards a long table and ladled punch into two glass cups with a silver spoon. “Drink.”

“What is it?”

“Just fruit, I promise.”

The punch was sweet and icy, and cooled the flush in my cheeks. I gulped it down. Baldbeak swooped down to snap at a miniature meat pie, enjoying how much attention he was attracting.

“It would be easier without you here,” I told him. “You’re making everyone stare.”

“You think he’s the only reason they’re staring?” said Patrick with some amusement.

“Why else would they be?”

He laughed a little, sipping his drink. “I can’t imagine.”

“You’re laughing at me.”

“Only a little, and in the nicest possible way, I assure you. You do look lovely, although I know you don’t like me pointing it out.”

“I told you to behave normally.”

“Would you like me to do some magic tricks?”

“Believe it or not, that might be a comfort.” I accepted a glass of wine from a passing servant. The Hair rustled a little on my head, and I put up a warning hand to still it. Baldbeak, ignoring my earlier instructions, flew to my shoulder and tugged on a strand. His claws rasped against the velvet on my shoulder, and I hoped he wasn’t tearing it.

“You’re trembling.” Patrick took my elbow.

“It’s a lot of people.”

“You know, when I was a boy, I found affairs like this terrifying.”

“And what was your secret?”

“To dress exceptionally well.”

“Really? That’s it?”

“If it helps, you can picture them all in their smallclothes.”

My gaze drifted over the room and then back to Patrick, where it lingered. My cheeks flamed.

“That doesn’t help at all.” I downed my second glass.

“You are just as good as any one of them,” said Patrick with sudden seriousness. He held my chin in his hand and tilted it upward. “Better, in fact. Remember that.”

His eyes were very green all of a sudden. I swallowed and nodded.

A trumpet and the shout of a major-domo made a booming announcement.

“Ah!” Patrick said, turning away and sounding pleased. “The king. Come.”

He strode ahead to where a commotion had formed at one end of the room, and I had to trot to keep up with him. The crowd bobbed and swayed in curtseys and bows, looking rather like ears of corn caught in a stiff wind, and a uniformed man ushered King Colin to a comfortable seat. I had expected him to be wearing a crown, as he had during the Plaguenight parade, but the only thing marking him as the king was a slim golden circlet that almost disappeared into his pale hair.

He looked younger than I had thought, this close, and—despite the rouge that had been rubbed into his cheeks—sicker. His skin had a waxy sheen, like a soft cheese, and the shadows under his eyes were dark as violet petals. Even the lightweight circlet looked so heavy on his veined forehead that I imagined it might leave a bruise.

Patrick led me through the crowd by my arm. Once again, it parted for him like magic, and the king stirred himself a little at his approach.

“Patrick,” greeted the king. He had an oddly sweet smile, boyish and self-deprecating. He held out his limp hand to be kissed. “And who is this?”

“The woman I told you about, Your Majesty.”

“Ah. The little mage.” It was hard to sound condescending when you looked like one good sneeze would finish you off, but he managed it. He extended his hand again, this time to me. I stared at it for a moment before realizing I was meant to curtsey and kiss it. Beneath my lips, the skin of his knuckles felt soft and painfully thin.

“I have heard so much about you,” said the king.

“Um … oh. Your Majesty,” I added hastily.

“Charming,” the king said to Patrick over my head. “And pray, what is this magnificent bird?”

Baldbeak preened.

“A raven, Your Majesty,” said Patrick.

“Really? How original.”

He gave me a sweet, distracted smile and turned away from me. He and Patrick whispered for a moment and then Patrick rejoined Baldbeak and me, smiling like a man who had the whole world in order.

Was that the king? I thought he would be bigger, said Baldbeak.

“What was all that about?” I hissed as we walked back through the assembly.

“I thought you might want to meet the king.”

“You thought no such thing.”

“These are uncertain times. Making powerful friends is never a bad idea.”

He was steering me towards a small reception room leading off the main hall.

“Is the Pontiff here? Where are we going?”

Patrick ushered me into the room, then closed the door behind us, turning the key in the lock. My stomach lurched at the sensation of being confined again, and I smiled a little uncertainly.

“What are you doing?”

“I needed to talk to you.”

“Behind a locked door?”

“I needed to make sure we weren’t interrupted.”

Baldbeak was contentedly playing with a strand of the Hair and seemed unworried. I clasped my hands before me and stood very still, waiting. Patrick fidgeted with his cuffs a little and cleared his throat.

“The king will grant us access to the catacombs tomorrow,” he said quietly. “He has the authority to override the Temple’s restrictions.”

“Oh.” I tilted my head. “Well, that’s good.”

“It is.” He wasn’t meeting my eyes. All the assurance he’d had in the ballroom was gone, replaced by this strange tension and his suddenly monotone voice.

“It is a large favor,” he said. “Tensions between the crown and the Temple are high. But he has granted it.”

“And why would the king do that for you?” I ventured.

Patrick crossed to the window and gazed out, hands clasped behind his back. His voice was too even when he spoke, as if rehearsed. “Not for me. For you.”

“Why?”

He turned then, resting his hands on the back of an armchair and meeting my gaze fully. His hazel eyes were steady, but there was a flicker of something in them—some emotion I could not define.

“The king wants to secure the throne. And you could do that for him.”

“He already has the throne.”

“But it is precarious. The high lords are snapping at the palace gates. The Temple’s influence grows. The king is sick. He needs to cement his place.”

Silence stretched, thick and suffocating. Why did he keep such a white-knuckled grip on the chair back as he stood there? Why did he look at me with such a strange hunger?

“What are you talking about?”

He released the chair and took a step forward, so suddenly that I flinched.

“Your power isn’t just rare. It’s … unprecedented,” he said. “Ban Morin wants it. The Temple will want it, if they haven’t caught wind of it already. But the king—” He paused, jaw clenching. “He’s our best chance at peace. If the power of the monarchy were secured, strengthened, the Temple and the high lords who clamor for the king’s place would have to subside.”

“So you want me to help the king …?” I frowned, shaking my head. “I barely understand my own power. How can I …?”

He turned abruptly from me. “I want you to marry the king,” he said, his voice becoming all at once clipped and more formal. My stomach dropped.

“Marry?” I repeated stupidly.

“He may be dying, and the kingdom is hanging by a thread. If the high lords or the Temple gain control, it will all collapse. If you align with him …”

“Aligning is one thing. Why would I have to marry him? Why is everyone so set on marrying me off?”

“It is a holy bond—the only bond that neither the nobility nor the Temple can contest.”

“You sound just like Milady right now, do you know that?”

“I have seen you heal. I have seen you cheat death itself. You are his only chance at survival. The kingdom’s only chance at survival.”

I swallowed, a convulsive movement. “And if I can’t heal him?”

“Then you will be queen.”

My vision went white, then cleared. I felt suddenly cold. “I don’t want to be queen.”

“Netta …”

“This has been your plan all along,” I said.

“No! Not until I realized how exceptional—”

“What use will I be to him when I can’t even cast a spell?”

“You will learn! There will be mages to help.”

“Lessons? Like the one Ban Morin wanted to give me.”

“No! Not at all like that.”

“You just want to … give me to the king. Like a present. Like I’m a thing.”

“No, Netta, I …”

“But I thought that you … that you and I …” I couldn’t finish my sentence. I didn’t know how. Patrick stared at me, his jaw tight and his face pale. I turned away and took a deep breath, clenching my hands into fists at my side. I made an effort to speak slowly and carefully.

“So those are the mages you spoke of? Your group of mages that you told me about—the ones who practice freely, owned and controlled by no one. The ones you told me would take me in. They are employees of the king, then, who will groom me for his service?”

“No! They believe in the free use of magic, as I told you …”

“How is anything you’ve just told me freedom?”

“They will help you to control your magic. To guide it.”

“Yes, towards your ends. How useful I could be to you.” I said coldly. I remembered his face when he had watched me heal the bone-deep wound in my finger. Something had changed then. Even at the time, I had felt it. Silly. Slow. What a fool I had been to let myself soften towards him.

“Not just useful! What you could do,” he continued, “what we could do, would be … remarkable.”

I scoffed.

“I mean it, Netta. I saw how powerful you are. I have been working to keep this kingdom from falling into chaos, and I saw that you were the key to it all.”

“And my mother? And the book?”

“We will find them tomorrow! I was not misleading you about that. This is … separate.”

“No.” I shook my head. “You’ve lied to me from the very beginning. I want to go back to my rooms. Take me back. Now. Unlock that door.”

We glared at each other for a long, charged moment before Patrick remembered himself and slipped his mask back into place.

Baldbeak nibbled at my ear in concern.

For why so angry?

I did not answer him. I couldn’t. My flushed cheeks were the only reminders of the wine in my veins; the rest of me was stone-cold sober and bristling with irritation.

“Milady wanted to give me to Ban Morin. You want to give me to the king. You are the same.”

“We are not.”

“You are fooling yourself if you think so. I am not a puppet to be danced about by whoever decides to hold the strings. I am not yours to give away, and I am not a pawn in your game.”

Patrick said nothing. His usual glibness, his subtle barbs and playful quips, had vanished. He stepped swiftly to the door and unlocked it, then took my arm: his grip steady, but no longer gentle. I allowed him to guide me back out into the bright lights and noise of the ballroom, and parted from him as soon as I reasonably could without causing a scene.

“Netta …” I heard him say from behind me, but I ignored him. I accosted one of the tray-bearing servants instead and downed a full glass of sparkling wine, then another. It burned my throat on the way down. The vast room was too bright; too loud. There was too much laughter and too much music for a kingdom teetering on the brink of war.

So. No more Patrick. And no more Dwale, either, clearly. I was alone again, aside from Baldbeak, and if I were to find my mother and her book, I would have to do it alone.

I moved through the glittering throng, keeping my expression neutral, my hands steady, even as my heart pounded, until I found my target.

The Pontiff.

His great golden chain of office made him unmistakable. He stood near the great marble fireplace. The fire was not lit, but the servants had filled the hearth with tall beeswax candles on gilt pedestals, so that light still blazed from it, setting the Pontiff’s yellow robes aglow and his perfectly smooth bald head gleaming.

He stood in the midst of a circle of nobles, each vying for his attention. Their voices were raised, but the Pontiff did not speak. He did not need to. His presence spread around him like the ripples from a pebble dropped into water; ponderous and grave. I forced myself to step forward, to tilt my chin just enough to be noticed.

“Your Eminence,” I said, with as much assurance as I could muster.

He turned, surprised.

“Young lady,” he said. “I do not believe I’ve had the pleasure. You are Foley’s … friend, are you not?”

No.

“Yes, Your Holiness,” I said, dropping as deep a curtsey as I could manage. He inclined his head very slightly in acknowledgement. “Forgive me for interrupting.”

He looked around at the obsequious young men surrounding him and waved his hand, dismissing them. “No need to apologize, my dear. The interruption is quite welcome.” He retreated to a nearby sofa and patted the seat beside him. “Please, sit.”

“Thank you, Your Holiness.” I smoothed my skirts over my lap and put a hand up to my Hair, hoping it would stay in place. “I was hoping to speak to you.”

“So I see. I must confess I was looking for a reason to sit down and have some peace and quiet, and so I suppose I owe you a debt of gratitude.” He gave a smile of disarming sweetness. He could have been someone’s kindly grandfather but for the hint of steel behind his eyes.

I knew Patrick would have advised me to be subtle, to dance around the subject and gather information discreetly—but I didn’t want anything to do with Patrick or his methods right then. I tried to smile just as sweetly as the Pontiff as I said, “I am Persinette Edevane, daughter of Margotte Edevane, and I want you to tell me where my mother is.”

The high Pontiff of all the Temple turned the full blaze of his attention on me, all grandfatherliness gone.

“I beg your pardon?” he said in a tone of mild interest, but his eyes skewered me to my seat.

“I know that my mother’s spellbook is in your possession,” I said. “And I think you know where she is. I want to negotiate her release.”

He glanced around the room sharply, taking in the curious eyes that watched us. No one could overhear, but there was no doubt we were noticed.

“How bold,” he murmured. “What makes you think I have any idea where your mother is, little mage?”

“I have seen her letters,” I said. “I know you have her spellbook—the one she has been working on since I was a child. I don’t care about the book. But I do care about my mother.”

“This is hardly the time or place,” he said.

“Then name the time and place.”

The Pontiff’s gaze did not waver. “You have been spending too much time with Ban Foley,” he said. “Speaking of whom.”

“Netta,” came a familiar, silken voice, close to my ear.

I turned my head to find Patrick standing beside me, his expression carefully neutral, though his eyes were anything but. They swept over me, taking in my flushed cheeks, the empty goblet dangling precariously from my fingers.

“I see I must bid you goodnight, my lady,” said the Pontiff. “I am about to depart. I’m afraid that, at my advanced age, a comfortable chair and a good book hold more charm than glittering soirées like these. Good evening, Foley.” He nodded a farewell and started for the door, followed by his personal guard. Patrick gripped me by the arm.

“Allow me to escort you to your rooms, my lady. You must be tired.”

My pride bristled at his tone: at the implication that I was anything less than in control. I pulled my arm away, wobbling only slightly. “I’m perfectly fine, my lord. You needn’t trouble yourself.”

Patrick’s lips curved into an unpleasant, knowing smile that only irritated me further. “I insist,” he said smoothly, his grip light but unescapable as he guided me inexorably out of the ballroom. “Let’s get you to bed before the high lords start wagering as to who will carry you there.”

I had little choice. With an exasperated huff, I allowed him to lead me out. Baldbeak flapped behind us, pausing to snap up one last canapé before alighting on my shoulder again.

“Were you displeased with how I conducted myself with the Pontiff, my lord?” I said under my breath.

“Wait until we are out of the room at least,” he hissed.

“I thought you would be proud. You are such an expert in deception.”

We were out of sight of the ballroom now. I shook him off and took the stairs two at a time to get ahead of him. He followed me all the way to my room.

“Leave me alone.”

“Netta …”

I paused, my hand resting on the doorframe to steady myself as I turned to him.

His voice dropped, quiet and controlled.

“You think I would force you to marry against your will?” he said. “You misjudge me. I would never want you to be unhappy.”

“No, just obedient.”

“I would protect you …”

“I know very well that you would protect your investment,” I said, letting a little venom creep in on the last word. “How stupid you must have thought me, all this time.”

“You are not stupid.” He reached his hand out to me, but I ignored it. “I have never thought that. Do you think this is easy for me? Do you think I don’t—”

He cut himself off.

I searched his face, heart pounding. “Don’t what?”

“Nothing. You cannot understand.”

“Oh, I understand,” I shot back. “You want to give me to the king because it benefits you. Because it elevates you. Because you are the ambitious little weasel Milady told me you were.”

The change in him was immediate.

“You know nothing,” he hissed, his voice low and venomous. Baldbeak snapped at him, but he ignored it.

“Do you think I want you to marry the king?” he said. “When I—” He cut himself off again. “I want Virelith to survive, and if the Temple has free rein, or we descend into civil war, that won’t happen.” He leaned in, dropping his voice to a murmur. “But you were right about one thing, Netta. You are not a pawn. You are the whole game.”

My heart stuttered in my chest; my breath came fast and shallow. I felt off-balance. The moment stretched too long, and something in Patrick’s eyes changed—softening and darkening at once. I tilted my head up ever so slightly. His gaze dropped to my mouth. I swallowed. It was bizarre, inexplicable, but I was certain—certain—that he was going to kiss me.

But then he leaned back.

“You don’t have to like me, Netta,” he said flatly. “I am selfish, I know. I am ambitious. But I’m also right.” He turned on his heel and walked away.

I went into my room and slammed the door, fuming, thinking of all the cutting things I should have said in the moment, only to see Mieka jump up from where she had been sitting on the bed, grinning widely as if sure of her welcome. When she saw my expression, her grin faltered.

“Netta? What’s the matter?”

“Oh, apparently I’m going to marry the king,” I said. I paused for long enough to allow Baldbeak to hop from my shoulder to the back of the mirror and then threw myself face-down on the bed. “That’s been the goal all along.”

“What …”

“Yes. The king is very kindly granting us admission to the Temple’s catacombs to find my mother, so long as I align myself with the crown. Which means marrying him, evidently. Oh, and I’m meant to heal him as well, I think. All part of Patrick’s master plan.” I thumped my head into the thick mattress a couple of times, then turned it to the side so that I could see Mieka’s face.

“Did you know?” I asked dully. “What he has been planning?”

She shook her head. “I didn’t; I swear I didn’t.”

I looked up at her.

“I mean, I didn’t know he wanted you to marry the king,” she amended. “I knew he was loyal to the crown. I mean, we all are.”

“We?”

“We’ve talked about this, Netta. Those of us who want magic to be freed again, so that anyone can practice any kind of magic they choose. You know that. The king is the only one sympathetic to our cause.”

I sat up. “Well, I’m not part of your father’s organization, and it’s not my fight.”

“You want the Temple—?”

“I don’t know what I want! That’s the point! No one ever lets me think about what I want, or make a decision, because they all want is to … put me somewhere,” I snapped. “All that talk about getting away from people who want to control me, and he’s no better. And neither are you.”

I saw anger flare in her eyes, but she pressed her lips together. I took a deep breath.

“Maybe not you.” I closed my eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. I’m … angry.”

A wholly inadequate word for the maelstrom of emotions I was experiencing.

Mieka hesitated. “Netta … would it be so bad?”

My head snapped up. “What?”

“I mean, I can see Patrick’s point. It would put a stop to what the Temple and Ban Morin are trying to do. And you could get your mother’s book back and find out what happened to her, which is what you’ve wanted all along.”

I watched her in silence.

“And think of what you could do for mages everywhere, if you were queen!” She was growing more enthusiastic. “You could do so much good. Especially because you don’t use spellbooks or do anything the proper way. Well, what the Temple tells us is the proper way. You are the perfect figurehead for free use of magic.”

“I don’t want to be a figurehead.”

“Isn’t it worth at least considering?”

I looked down at my hands. “I’m not sure what I want, Mieka. Aside from finding Mother, or at the very least finding out what happened to her. But I want the chance to decide for myself.”

“Patrick wouldn’t force you—”

“Why do you make so many excuses for him?” I cried. “Why are you so loyal? Just because he was kind to you when your father died?”

“It’s not just that,” she snapped. “He cares about magic. All magic, not just the kinds the Temple deems acceptable.”

“Like your father did.”

“Why do you keep bringing up my father?”

“Because you won’t hear a word against Patrick, because of what he did for your family.” To my disgust, I felt the prickle of tears behind my eyes. “I don’t care what he did for your father, or you. He’s no better than Milady or Ban Morin. He just wants to use me. And instead of seeing that I want to choose my life for myself, you keep telling me how reasonable he is and how I should really let myself be used this time because he has my best interests at heart. Do you hear yourself?”

As if on cue, the door flew open without so much as a knock, and Patrick stood in the frame, his cloak half flung about him. His face was grave, unreadable. He did not meet my eyes.

“Ban Morin’s men have reached the city walls and intend to besiege it,” he said. His voice was low but urgent, cutting clean through my anger. “The king’s guard are riding out to hold them. The city will be chaos until dawn. I am going to the king—stay here and do not leave until I come back for you, do you understand?”

I bristled, but before I could shape a reply, he was gone again, the door swinging shut behind him. I stared at the closed door, every thought rattling in my skull. A siege. The guards gone from the palace. Chaos.

This was my moment.

No one would think to stop me. Patrick was gone, the guards were distracted … The whole city was distracted. I could slip out, unseen, and go to the Pontiff. I could demand answers myself, without Patrick interrupting. My pulse quickened with the thrill of possibility.

Mieka slid off the bed, frowning. “You’ve got that look. Don’t tell me you’re about to do something foolish.”

“Not foolish,” I said, though my voice was already unsteady with determination. “Necessary.”

Outside, a warlike trumpet blared, answered by another. Mieka looked at me for a long moment, then sighed. “Where are you going?”




Chapter Twenty

The One Eye

‘A sacred stitch, forbidden to all but those who have pledged their lives to the service of the Temple. We are unable to reproduce it here.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

Mieka ushered me out of the room and to the servants’ stair, which was concealed in the wood paneling of the hall. At the base of the stair, where a small door led to the outside, a few rough cloaks hung on wooden pegs. I took one, whispering a silent apology to its rightful owner. I hoped I would look like an undermaid on her way home—perhaps to check on her family as news of the siege spread.

“What will you tell Patrick?” I asked Mieka.

“Nothing.” She shrugged. “He’s already paid me most of what he owes. If I lose a bit of coin over this, so be it. Zlata would only spend it at the hells, anyway.” She pulled the hood a little lower over my brows. “Keep Baldbeak under your cloak if you can. Just in case.”

Baldbeak squawked in protest.

“A lot of people saw her with a raven tonight,” Mieka explained to him, seeming to understand the meaning of his noise. “You want to keep her safe, don’t you?”

He gave a reluctant raark. I pressed my cold cheek to Mieka’s warm one.

“You can’t miss the Pontiff’s palace,” she whispered urgently. “It has a big dome on the top, with the Eye carved in it. You can see it from all over Mirthwater. The Pontiff left an hour ago. He will be there already, I’m sure.”

“Thank you,” I said. I hugged her thin shoulders, and her curls tickled my nose.

“Take care of yourself,” she said, stepping back and holding me by the shoulders. “The Pontiff is a powerful man. If your plan shows the slightest sign of not working, you get out of there, you hear?”

It was not difficult to find the Pontiff’s palace, as Mieka had said. Even at night, the golden dome glowed like a beacon. I kept it in sight and walked as quickly as I could through the streets without breaking into a run. Baldbeak made complaining noises from under my arm, and having his great feathery bulk pressed against my side was far from comfortable, but I saw the wisdom in what Mieka had said—anyone looking for me would be looking for my distinctive Hair and a raven. I couldn’t risk revealing either before I got to my destination. Still, he was heavy, and I was very much looking forward to putting him down.

The street opened up into a wide courtyard, with a semicircular carriageway around a large stone fountain at one end. The fountain depicted seven sculpted Priests standing in a circle, their hands clasped in prayer, water spouting from their fingers. In the center was the Eye, water dripping unpleasantly from what I supposed was meant to be its tear duct. The moss and algae that had collected around the waterspout, however, made it look like the One-Eyed God had a rather nasty eye infection.

I let Baldbeak out from under my cloak, and he shook out his feathers before returning to his usual spot, where he started to preen furiously. I let the cloak fall open to show the elaborate dress beneath, hoping I would continue to pass as a fine lady, and strode up the steps to the liveried guards who stood on either side of the carved doors.

“My name is Persinette Edevane, and the Pontiff will see me,” I said, holding my head high and hoping the large raven on my shoulder only added to the effect. The guards glanced at each other, and then one made his way inside, presumably to pass on the message. The other guard and I stood staring at each other.

“Is that a real bird?” said the guard at last.

Baldbeak croaked, fanning out his tail feathers. The guard stepped back.

The other returned, holding the door open. “He says he will see you, my lady.”

I gave a regal nod, or what I hoped was a regal nod, and tried to look like someone who regularly paid midnight visits to the highest authority in the Temple.

The second guard escorted me down the long halls. The Pontiff’s palace was very grand and very cold. Austere gray-and-white marble tiles made up the walls and floor, and the ceiling was vaulted to resemble that of a Temple building, but anything that could be gilded was gilded to within an inch of its life.

Shiny, said Baldbeak.

“Don’t touch anything,” I hissed.

The Pontiff sat at a late-night supper in his study—what looked like a simple meal of pottage and sweetmeats, but accompanied by an extremely large glass of dark red wine. He stood and bowed when I entered. I almost curtsied back, but managed to keep my back straight and my head high. I am not here to grovel at your feet, I said to myself silently. I am here to bargain.

“What a pleasant surprise,” he said. “I must say, I did not expect you to visit so soon and, er …” He craned to look behind me. “Unaccompanied?”

“Patrick is not with me.” Was he merely surprised, or was that relief?

“I see. Please, have a seat. May I ask, is that a crow?”

“A raven.”

“Ah.” He waved me to a seat by the fire and then sat opposite me in a matching highback chair, steepling his fingers. “And how can I help you, my dear?”

“You know what I want,” I said. “I want my mother’s book, and my mother, if you know where she is.”

He raised his eyebrows.

“I have seen letters between you and my mother. I know she was selling you the book.” I hesitated. “I think you know who I am. What I am.”

He nodded slowly.

“I want to know where my mother is. Where the book is. I want sanctuary from Milady and Ban Morin, and the lords who are planning the uprising with them. And I also want sanctuary from … from Ban Foley. I am prepared to offer my support to the Temple, so long as there is peace in Virelith, if you give me the information I seek.”

I felt the stuttering beat of my heart high in my throat, but kept my chin tilted up and my gaze defiant. The Pontiff leaned back very slowly in his chair.

“Interesting,” he said. “Do you understand what you are offering, my dear?”

My mouth was dry. I licked my lips. “Bone magic,” I said hoarsely.

The Pontiff became very still. “It is true, then?” he said. “I knew it was awakening—heard the rumors about you and what you can do—but I did not know …”

“It is true,” I said. “But until I can get into the catacombs and retrieve the book, I can’t truly understand the power or how to wield it fully.”

Not that I was certain seeing the book would help with controlling the bone magic at all, as I had no idea what was actually in it, but he didn’t have to know that. And he had undoubtedly read the spellbook and knew its contents and didn’t contradict me, which told me my mother really had been trying to resurrect and wield bone magic. I still couldn’t quite believe it. That was her great work; the obsession that had shaped both our lives.

“And you intend to wield your magic for the Temple’s benefit?” the Pontiff was saying.

“I do. If you can give me the things I ask.”

“You understand that what you are suggesting is treason against the king,” he said conversationally, taking a sip of wine. “How do you know that I won’t turn you over to him at once for this little … attempted coup of yours? I am a loyal subject, after all.”

“I don’t think you are,” I said, holding his gaze. “And I don’t think you will.”

He smiled.

“Clever girl,” he said.

“But if I am to throw in my lot with you, you must tell me what passed between you and my mother. Everything.”

“Very well.” He tapped his fingernails on the wooden desk. They were very long, filed to smooth ovals. “Your mother wrote to me with a … proposal. I was of course familiar with her father’s research into bone magic, and when she showed me proof of her parentage I remembered Ban Edevane’s precocious daughter who had left in such disgrace. She told me she had discovered the secret to resurrecting bone magic, and had encased it in a spell and spellbook that would release it and allow it to be controlled by a suitable powerful mage.” He paused for a moment, and then continued. “She was reluctant to deal with the Temple, but even her impressive skill was not enough to cast the spell she had written and bound so powerfully and well, and she needed me and my best mages to complete her work. I paid her handsomely, and arranged to collect it from her at the appointed time and place.”

“The Tower,” I whispered.

He grimaced. “That is where things went awry. My surviving guard told me that he arrived to witness some kind of altercation between yourself and your mother that he struggled to describe …”

“What?”

An altercation?

“… resulting in your mother somehow becoming sealed in the spellbook itself.”

I was shaking my head.

“I don’t remember. I don’t remember any of it.”

“Well, I was very intrigued to hear of a young mage with such power, and chastised my guard for leaving you there. He had been very shaken, of course—said his colleague was struggling with you, and after what he had seen of your fight with your mother, thought it best not to linger. We brought your spellbook back to the catacombs, to the Tomb of Kings, where we keep our most powerful volumes. All my best mages have tried to read and cast the spell since, with no success—and sometimes quite, ah, permanent consequences. I can only conclude that in sealing your mother in the book, you affected the efficacy of the spell. I assume that you are the only one able to free her again and make it usable once more.”

“But …” My head reeled. “I don’t know how I did that! I don’t remember any of it! And I certainly don’t know how to get her back out!”

“Well,” said the Pontiff smoothly, “all we can do is try.”

“So you need me to … bring my mother our of the book, somehow.”

“That is our first priority, yes. And then, of course, I’m sure we will find many other uses for you.”

“You have been pursuing me since I left the Tower,” I said, almost to myself.

“I wanted to find you, you see, in the hope of persuading you to use your, ah, burgeoning power in service of the One-Eyed God. But you proved … elusive. Now that I know Patrick Foley had a hand in concealing you, that makes much more sense, of course.”

“And why do you want to resurrect bone magic anyway? I thought the Temple hated it.”

“Oh, we do. But it has its uses. After all, it was the vanquishing of bone magic that brought the Temple to power in the first place. You may have noticed, my dear, that tensions are running high in Virelith, and that many have become … disillusioned with the Temple. What better way to bring them back to the fold than a second conquered plague? Carefully controlled, of course, and swiftly overcome by the faithful disciples of the One-Eyed God. An excellent way to remind them of who truly has their best interests at heart.”

“You can’t do that,” I said blankly. “I can’t help you do that.”

“Then I am afraid we will not come to an agreement,” he said.

“But you can’t bring back the Plague!”

“We are not bringing back the Plague, not really—merely the threat of it. A few carefully chosen settlements will feel its effects, of course, but it will be swiftly quashed. And Virelith will rest secure in the knowledge that the Temple will always protect them, if given their loyalty and allegiance.” He paused to take a sip of his wine. “So, my dear Lady Edevane—have we reached an understanding?”

My mind raced. Of course I couldn’t let the Pontiff bring back the Plague, however controlled he believed it would be. But I needed to get to the book, and Mother. She would know what to do. She would help me. I just needed to go along with it for now.

“I cannot promise I will succeed,” I said slowly, “but I will do my best.”

The Pontiff stood and took a candle from his desk. “I am delighted to hear it,” he said. “Please, follow me.”

He walked me out of his study. “There is an entrance to the catacombs below this very palace,” he said. “I would suggest a glass of wine and a night in our guest quarters before we venture down, but something tells me you don’t want to wait. And as I hear that Mirthwater is under a siege, of sorts, perhaps that is wise. Come.”

I followed the light of the Pontiff’s candle as he led me down through the palace. We passed several guards and servants along the way, who bowed low as we passed, but the Pontiff didn’t so much as acknowledge them. Soon we were beneath the surface, in the underground portion of the building, and descending even lower.

Finally, the Pontiff stopped at a door and gestured for me to enter, holding his candle at such an angle that I couldn’t quite see inside. Baldbeak had been flapping after us, and he perched now on a glim set high in the wall opposite the doorway.

“After you, my dear,” said the Pontiff.

I stepped in and frowned. “What—”

The door slammed shut behind me, and I spun around. There was a small, barred window in the door, and the Pontiff smiled at me through it, his face lit ghoulishly by the candle he held beneath his chin.

“I do so appreciate your offer of support for the Temple, and we would be delighted to accept. Forgive me if I don’t immediately trust your, ah, change of heart. I will take you to the book in the morning—there are some people with whom I must meet first.”

“Let me out of here!” I yelled, hammering on the door.

“My dear,” he said in feigned surprise, “you asked for sanctuary from your enemies, and I aim to provide it. This cell has thick stone walls and a solid door, and I am sure you will find it quite comfortable.”

“You need me!” I yelled. “You need me to get Mother out of the book!”

“Very likely. But I am certain that you will comply whether or not I honor our agreement. I have my ways, you see.” He smiled. “We will speak more later, when you are calm. I hope you spend a peaceful night in the meantime.”

“Bastard!” I yelled as he walked away, the little halo of light from his candle snuffing out. I battered my fists against the door and shrieked in frustration, then sank to the ground, sobbing. Stupid. I felt so stupid. Baldbeak flapped his wings against the door and clawed at the window in agitation, but of course even his powerful beak and claws were no use against iron.

“Hello?” came a voice. “I say, hello?”

There was someone in the adjoining cell.

“I beg your pardon, ma’am, but are you all right?” asked the voice. A voice like dry paper rustling. A familiar voice. I wondered if I was finally going mad, but Baldbeak gave a screech of surprise.

It is the man from the book place, he said. The one who was in the fire.

“Book Man?” I said incredulously, lifting my tear-wet face to the small square of light cut by the glim outside the door. “Is that you?”

A pause, and then: “Netta?”

“You’re alive!” I scrambled to my feet and clasped the bars in the tiny opening in the metal door, craning to see something, anything. “Come to the door!”

I heard movement and then the sound of someone leaning against their own metal door, right next to me. If I pressed my face right against the bars, so that my nose poked through, I could just make out knobby knuckles clasped about the bars of the next door and the very tip of a nose.

“I can’t believe you’re alive!” I cried. “I saw the fingernails … the blood …”

“Ah yes,” he said cheerfully. “It was rather painful at the time.”

“I was sure someone had killed you!”

“Well, they were more than willing to, but fortunately, I am not as defenseless as they imagined.”

“What happened? What …” I tried to gather my thoughts. “Why are you here?”

“Temple guards came to the shop looking for you. There was an … altercation. I did not reveal your whereabouts, but I was overpowered, and taken. They set fire to the bookshop. I thought for certain that they would have found you sooner, and I am very glad they did not—although,” he added heavily, “it seems your luck may have come to an end. How did you end up here?”

“I went with Milady,” I said, leaning my forehead against the cool metal. “I shouldn’t have. But she told me …” I trailed off. “I was stupid. She wanted to marry me off to her own lover.”

“Good heavens,” said the Book Man, sounding quite scandalized.

“And he wanted to siphon my power, somehow.”

“Ah yes, I have heard tell of mages who can do that.”

“I got away from them, with my friends …” I faltered. “Perhaps not my friends. They wanted something from me, too.”

“I am so sorry,” he said gently. “But I am very glad to see you again, even under these circumstances.”

“Book Man, did you know that Milady is my aunt?”

A heavy silence. Then, “I suspected.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

He sighed. “At first, I wasn’t sure. You resemble your mother—oh, so much. But I wasn’t sure.”

“You knew my mother?” I whispered.

“She was my apprentice, my dear. Came to me much as you did, in a panic, fleeing pursuers. With a baby in her arms.”

My breath caught.

“You were so very small,” he said. “I doubt you will remember this, but I used to dandle you on my knee while I worked on repairs. You loved the colored threads.”

The odd familiarity of the bookshop that had felt almost like a dream.

“When did you know for sure? That it was me?”

“As I said, I suspected. The resemblance. Your Hair. The clear power you possess. But when I saw what you did to the spellbook—not just repairing or enhancing it, but rewriting it to be better, stronger … It was absolutely remarkable. Something I had never imagined could exist.”

“How long were we there?” I asked softly.

“Your mother worked with me for about six months, I think. She was brilliant. Ambitious, obsessive … fascinated with bone magic. As was I, at that time. I believed the only way to reclaim the freedom of magic, and the freedom of its practice, was to tear down everything the Temple had built. Including the restrictions they had placed on bone magic. Your mother, though … I thought she had the same goals as me, but hers were more … personal. She did not want to free the practice of bone magic for general use, but rather to be its only wielder. I don’t think I allowed myself to see that, at first. I was very fond of her—and you. She was quite like a daughter to me, and you a grandchild.”

I heard him sigh again. “We argued,” he said. “I thought we would speak again in the morning, that everything would be all right. But she took all her notes, all my volumes on bone magic, and left in the middle of the night. With you. Every remaining piece of research relating to bone magic, every theory, every draft of a spell.”

“She kept going,” I said. “She found the secret she was looking for. She locked it inside her great spellbook. And then she sold it to the Temple.”

“The Temple!” he exclaimed.

I told him everything I had learned from the Pontiff.

“So you see,” I concluded, “they will use me to free Mother from the book—not that I have any idea how to manage that—and then they will unleash the Plague. They think they can control it … overcome it again.”

“Foolish,” said the Book Man shortly.

“I know. But I don’t know how to stop them. I don’t know how we are going to get out.”

I heard a faint rustling at the little opening in the door and the unmistakable scratching of claws on wood. I peered through the window cautiously.

Baldbeak was perched on the narrow ledge of the little window as best he could, his sleek feathers glinting faintly in the light. He cocked his head at me, his beady eyes full of intensity. In his beak, he held something small and gleaming.

My breath caught. “What do you have there?” I whispered, hoping against hope that he had somehow managed to steal a key from one of the guards.

I extended my hand, and Baldbeak dropped the object into my palm—a chicken bone, picked clean. My heart sank. He reached his beak through the bars to nibble at my ear lobe affectionately.

“Thank you,” I said. “But I can’t eat this.”

Not for eat, he said impatiently, nudging me with his beak. For key.

“A key? But …” I turned the bone over in my hand.

Bone key, he explained. He sent me an image, a little watery and vague, of the chicken bone growing teeth at one end. For door.

“I don’t know if I can,” I said.

You can.

I thought his faith in me was probably misplaced, but I sighed and cupped the bone in my hands. I had never really sat down and tried to do something specific with my magic—either I had felt a surge of emotion, and it had responded as it chose, or I had given it direction but not form. Now, however, I had to make a key to a specific lock, and I had no idea where to start. No doubt the spell was written down somewhere, and I wasn’t the first to try to come up with it, but I felt like an explorer in a new world. A woefully underequipped explorer.

“What are you doing?” asked the Book Man from the neighboring cell.

“Baldbeak brought me a bone,” I called back. “He thinks I should make it into a key.”

“Brilliant!” the Book Man exclaimed.

Baldbeak preened.

“But I don’t know how!”

I heard the shuffle as he moved back closer to the door. His voice came clearer now. “Remember when you were stitching the spellbook? In my shop?”

“Yes. But this isn’t embroidery! I don’t even have my needles with me, because I’m in this stupid dress with no pockets.” I tugged at the green velvet.

“You have channeled bone magic with no needle before.”

“Only when I was really frightened, or in pain …”

“But you can do it, Netta. I can try to talk you through it as best I can, using my limited knowledge … but I have every faith.”

I stayed silent for a moment, staring down at the chicken bone. It was the least magical-looking thing you could imagine. There was even a bit of sauce still clinging to one end. I suppose it had been part of a prison guard’s supper, once upon a time.

“When I used this power before,” I said softly, “I didn’t know it was bone magic. I didn’t know what it was. But now that I know …”

I looked at the wall as if I could somehow see through it into the Book Man’s bright blue eyes.

“Every time I use it, I come closer to freeing it altogether,” I said. “And who knows what that will mean for Virelith, really? How is it any better if I wield it rather than the Temple?”

“My dear, your caution is admirable,” said the Book Man, “and I quite understand your trepidation. But no knowledge stays hidden forever, no matter how deeply you bury it. It wants to be found. It wants to be known. And bone magic most of all. The question is not who has awakened it, or how, but how to deal with its awakening.”

I took a deep breath, cupped the chicken bone in my hands, and focused my gaze on it. Please, I thought. Please work. I closed my eyes and imagined a needle skimming over the key’s surface. The Book Man kept up a steady stream of encouragement and advice, and his voice in the background calmed and guided me as I tried to concentrate. I felt a slight tremor that I thought at first was my own hand shaking, but then the bone began to bounce about on my palm. I nearly dropped it.

It’s working, said Baldbeak with a pleased raark.

As I watched, the bone twisted and contorted itself before settling into the rough shape of a key—nothing too elegant, but the teeth at one end looked key-like enough to work. I inserted it into the lock, which clicked.

“You did it!” cried the Book Man.

“Thank you,” I whispered to Baldbeak as I left my cell and stroked the sparse gray feathers around his beak. I turned quickly to the Book Man’s door and felt the bone key contort itself in my palm again, changing itself again to fit his lock. When the door opened, we hugged tightly. He felt very thin and frail.

“The catacombs,” he said. “The Tomb of Kings, as the Pontiff told you. I will come with you to find it.”

“No, please.” I shrugged off my cloak and gave it to him. “Just try to get out. If you keep your head down and covered, you might be able to make it through the palace. You’ll be able to get out.”

He hesitated.

“It will be quicker with just Baldbeak and me,” I said. “Please.”

He sighed. “Very well, my dear.” He embraced me one more time. “But … come and find me, when all this is over, won’t you?”

“How?”

“Oh, we’ll find a way.” He patted my shoulder and pulled the cloak close about him. “Now. Go.”

I kept the bone key clasped in my fist, just in case. There might be more locked doors between us and the book.

There were no guards at the end of the hallway, as presumably the Pontiff had assumed a sturdy door and stone walls were enough. Arrogant, but it would have been true if Baldbeak hadn’t had the idea to use the bone key. I slipped out, Baldbeak clinging to my shoulder, and made my way down the endless staircase of the great marble palace.

I had developed a great distaste for it now, and its pale opulence seemed to reflect the unpleasantness of the Pontiff’s smooth, bald pate and smoother voice. I hoped he had not been lying about there being an entrance to the catacombs beneath his palace, but I didn’t think so. I felt the hum of it beneath my feet, just as I had felt the bones buried in the walls of the Corpse Roads. Of course I would feel the very last and vastest repository of ancient bones; the one that was too enormous to be destroyed. All the Temple could do was seal it off and hope that no malicious bone mage ever gained access to all that raw material.

Did I fall into that category? I didn’t think so, but then I didn’t know exactly who I would be once I had found Mother’s book. Perhaps I was indeed to be feared. But I had to find out.




Chapter Twenty-One
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The Wishbone

‘A method of edging a piece with an angled stitch that is both pleasing to the eye and secures against fraying and unraveling.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

The Pontiff had not been lying, as it turned out.

Baldbeak and I made our way down, down, down into the bowels of the Pontiff’s palace, the air growing danker and colder the lower we went.

I don’t like it, said Baldbeak, shivering his feathers.

“I know. I’m sorry.” I reached up to pet him. “Look at it this way—you’ve been dead. It can’t be worse than that.”

Dead was just … nothing, Baldbeak said. No darkness.

“I’m sorry,” I said again. “Do you want to stay above and wait for me? I would understand.”

No. He clicked his beak and did not speak again as we descended, but I felt the tension in the clasp of his claws.

The entrance to the catacombs, when we reached it, was old—older, perhaps, than the city of Mirthwater itself. Some ancient people had hollowed the tunnel from the smooth, darkly gleaming stone and carved decorative pillars into its sides, but those pillars had long crumbled to little more than outlines.

A glim burned on the wall, casting everything in an eerie light, and I took it down so I could see more clearly. There were suggestions of shapes carved in bas-relief into the walls—creatures of some kind, I thought, with the remnants of eyes and legs frozen in active movement. Too many eyes, and too many legs.

And then there were the doors.

I looked up. And farther up.

Clearly the designs on all the Temple doors had been modeled after this one, but on a smaller scale, as these were immense—thirty feet high, at least, made entirely of bone. I couldn’t even identify all the bones stacked to create the doors themselves.

At the center, they formed the shape of a spine with more vertebrae than any real backbone had in life; long and sinuous and beautiful, marking the division between the two panels. About two-thirds of the way up was a stylized ribcage. If you squinted, the whole thing looked like a great skeletal bird flying overhead, seen from below, with the spine serving as the length of its body and tail, and the ribs like great wings stretching to either side.

Baldbeak flew from my shoulder and perched on one of the bones, his feathers startlingly dark against the aged white. His claws made an odd, hollow click against it that echoed through the cavernous room. I stretched out a hand and touched the knobs of the “spine,” feeling them smooth and cool under my palm. I knew that the bones were long dead, but there was a thrum of life still in them, deep in the marrow—a memory of life.

I could almost imagine that if I pressed my hand into the door, it would give way beneath my skin, and I could touch that strange, pale force. It called to me as thread called to the needle: asking to be used. Asking to be woven into something entirely new.

I pulled my hand away. My palm stung when I removed it. Was it my imagination, or had it adhered to the bone, just a little? I looked at my hand, and saw it was red and raw, as if I had held it too close to a fire. It did not hurt, but it throbbed with warmth and energy.

Are you all right?

“I’m fine.”

We had to get in, but how did you open the doors? I looked around everywhere I could reach and saw nothing—just the elaborate sculpture, bones on bones on bones. I craned my neck to look upward. In the center of the ribcage design was a dark spot—the only point of blackness in the ivory. I looked at the bone key in my hand.

“Right, key,” I said aloud, feeling foolish. “Time to be a different shape. Please,” I added, just in case bone magic cared about manners.

This time, there was no hesitation. The bone wriggled in my hand like a maggot, startling me so that I almost dropped it, before shaping itself into a new pattern of ridges and teeth. Was it my imagination, or had it somehow also grown larger?

“Baldbeak,” I hissed, holding it gingerly between my thumb and forefinger in case it started writhing again. He raark-ed at me and flapped down from his perch, gripping my shoulder and nibbling my ear affectionately. I held up the key for him to grasp in his beak.

“Can you fly up there and put it in?” I asked.

Of course.

Baldbeak launched himself from my shoulder and flew up to the keyhole, moving his beak awkwardly to angle the key and edge it inwards until I heard the click of contact. I was about to ask him if he could swivel it, not sure if his beak would be capable of the feat, but before I could voice the request, he gripped the bone with his claws and tilted his head, laboriously turning the key in the lock. He pushed away just in time as the doors began to grind and move.

Clearly they had been weighted just so, expertly hung to swing open as soon as they were unlocked—I remembered Bertram’s lecture on the subject at the East Temple only vaguely. I watched as they yawned inward, revealing a gleaming corridor built entirely of bones. The stuff of nightmares. At least, it should have been. I felt a thrill of recognition, however; a shiver somewhere deep in my being.

With Baldbeak back on my shoulder, I made my way slowly forward, swinging the glim from side to side to illuminate the walls in detail. The lower part was made up of rows of long bones placed horizontally. As I looked farther up, these gave way to skulls, wedged together in grinning fellowship, while the ceiling above was packed with long bones again, vertically placed, forming an arch overhead.

Behind us, the great doors swung shut again with a crash that nearly made me jump out of my skin. Sound behaved strangely in here. Any noise Baldbeak made was ghoulishly amplified, and my footsteps rang from the walls so that I could have been a whole army marching through the place—but I was on my own.

On my own. No Patrick or Dwale, no Mieka, no Book Man to come to my aid. I truly was alone.

Baldbeak nipped at my Hair, as if reminding me of his presence.

“Yes, I know you’re here,” I said, reaching up to rub his beak. “And I appreciate that. Thank you.”

The tunnel came to a fork. Bone-lined passages wound in two directions. The catacombs were a labyrinth, I knew, and it would be all too easy to lose myself in them. How was I to find Mother’s book?

“Any ideas?” I asked Baldbeak. His answering raark bounced from bone to bone until it sounded like all the grinning skulls were laughing at me.

I remembered the sensation when I had laid my palm against the door, and in the Corpse Roads, when the bone-riddled earth had responded to my touch. Of life, buried deep. Of memory. Whatever bone magic there was within me, however it had gotten there, it recognized itself in this place. Bone called to bone.

I knelt against one of the walls and pressed both hands against it. I felt it again—that same low thrumming, like the sound of an underground river, or a carriage rumbling on a distant street, but it was coming from within me and without all at once.

“Do you feel that?” I asked Baldbeak.

Yes.

So it wasn’t just my imagination. Show me, I thought, trying to press the words into the bones. I was pushing so hard against the wall that my own bones showed white through the skin on the backs of my hands. As I screwed my eyes shut and willed the skeletal walls towards myself, I imagined my bone needle pushing against fabric: something bulky and resistant, like leather, perhaps. I imagined it piercing through.

“Please,” I whispered.

I felt a great sigh, a yielding. I overbalanced a little, and my heart thudded. It felt as if I would have passed right through the wall if I had fallen into it. It had that sense of give.

The low vibration changed in pitch, now coming very clearly from one pathway and not the other. I stood, brushing the bone fragments and dust from my skirts, and started to walk, but the sense of surety faded. Puzzled, I touched my hand to the wall and immediately felt it again.

“So I have to be touching you,” I said. “All right.”

It should have felt strange to be talking to a wall. It was remarkable how very not strange it actually felt. Baldbeak and I continued together through the catacombs, turning this way or that depending on what my fingertips told me.

I felt rather like I was following a fine thread spooling out in front of me and behind, marking my path and drawing me inexorably forward to … something. The book, I hoped. But something was calling me, undeniably.

Strangely, I was very calm. I felt the same sense of timelessness and quiet absorption that I felt when embroidering a design. Baldbeak was silent, hunched and vigilant on my shoulder, staring straight ahead as we walked.

The imaginary thread led me to a cavern, different from the others we had passed. For one thing, there was only one way out—the tunnel through which we had entered. It was a perfectly round space with an arched ceiling, every surface set with ivory bones. The curve of the walls and ceiling gave the feeling of being inside a gigantic eggshell. Large sarcophagi lay at intervals throughout the room, carved with frowning, bearded men wearing crowns and holding swords in the hands they clasped at their chests. The effigies were painted gold. It wasn’t hard to guess that this was the Tomb of Kings.

Shiny, said Baldbeak approvingly.

All about the walls were openings, or alcoves, arched at the top and flat at the bottom. The bones in these alcoves were arranged in a more regular pattern than in the tunnels, like a mosaic, forming strange but oddly fluid designs. They looked familiar. I stared at them for a while, finally recognizing shapes that resembled the “forbidden” Temple stitches I used in my embroidery—the Anchor, the Hands Raised in Prayer, the Sacred Knot—and wound through them all were the now-familiar symbols of magic—the knot of hair, the tooth, the spread hand. The skull. Relics from a time when the practice of magic had been so interwoven in the lives of kings that it had been given a place in their halls of death.

Directly opposite the tunnel through which we had entered was a semicircular recess at floor level, like the apse in a temple building. Its end was in shadow from where I stood.

When I walked forward and cast the light of the glim towards it, it illuminated a ruined tomb, stones and bone fragments strewn around it as if someone had taken to it with a sledgehammer. There were also spots of what looked like blood. I stepped over them cautiously. On top of the tomb lay a single volume, bound in pale leather, set with mother-of-pearl, seawater pearls, and uncomfortably toothlike wedges of ivory.

Mother’s book.

After all this time.

With shaking hands, I lifted it. It thrummed with energy against my skin. The leather felt warm and fleshlike. This close, the pearls had the milky shine of the whites of eyes. I riffled through the pages that represented Mother’s life’s work. The ink was wine red, almost purple; the illuminations picked out in gold paint that I remembered making for her with powder and gum. I recognized Mother’s distinctive, forceful hand at once.

Now what? said Baldbeak.

“I’m not sure.” Part of me had still hoped that Mother would be here, although I knew it was unlikely. I still had no idea what had happened to her. Another part of me had hoped that simply holding the book would cause something to happen, but clearly that wasn’t the case either.

I set it back down in its place and opened it, hoping that by some alchemy, I would finally be able to read it … But the symbols were as meaningless and as impossible to pin down as always. I felt sick and clasped it to my chest. If I could get it out of here, at least, back up to the surface, perhaps I could find the Book Man again, and …

“Netta.”

I spun around, nearly dropping my light, but catching it just in time. It swung in my hand, creating chaotic, ominous shadows. A figure stepped out of them. Ban Morin, my panicked brain told me, then realized the figure was shorter and slighter than my would-have-been husband. Baldbeak’s pleased squawk also gave him away.

“Netta. It’s me.”

Patrick. He was not dressed in the high lord’s garb he had worn at the party, but in the plainer black he had worn on the road, just without the many-colored coat over top. His face was drawn with exhaustion.

“What are you doing here?” I asked. I angled the glim to see behind him. “Have you come to drag me back to the king?”

“No.” He stood with his hands clasped in front of him, as if to reassure me that he wasn’t going to make any sudden movements.

“What’s happening with Ban Morin’s men?” An awful thought occurred to me. “Are they in the city?”

“No. The king’s men are keeping them at bay.” He took a cautious step forward. “I see you found the book.”

“Stay back,” I said. My Hair floated out around my head, a bright and angry halo.

“I came to help.”

“Just stop,” I said. “Stop talking. Stop lying. Just don’t say anything for once. I don’t want to hear a word you have to say.”

His jaw clenched, but he said nothing.

“Did Mieka tell you where I went?”

“She didn’t want to.”

“But she did,” I said bitterly.

“She talked to me. She told me I was wrong to keep my plans from you. I was able to convince her I had … rethought my position.”

“Yes. You’re good at that. And how did you get here?”

“I followed you. Through the shadows.”

“Of course,” I said flatly.

“I ran into a friend of yours as he was leaving and gave him safe passage to the palace. He told me that the Pontiff had imprisoned you. But you broke out.”

“The Pontiff has had the book all along,” I said. “It was his men that attacked the Tower. Mother did sell it to him—why, I don’t know.”

I explained quickly what the Pontiff had told me about the spellbook, and how he had wanted me to free Mother from it.

“So that’s why I am here. But why are you here?” I spoke with some venom.

Patrick flinched at my tone. “I know you are angry with me.”

I said nothing.

“I haven’t always been honest with you. I know that.”

I hated how my throat tightened, how part of me wanted to believe him. I gripped the book. “I don’t need your help,” I whispered.

“But you do. You can’t read the book, Netta. I can.”

He was right, of course. I hesitated, my pulse thundering in my ears. “Why would I trust you now? After everything?”

He spread his hands. “I honestly …”

I snorted.

“… honestly thought I was doing the best thing for the kingdom. I thought I could … just move you into place. I thought I could control everything—manipulate the board, move the pieces—but you’re not a piece. You never were.” He indicated the book. “You can’t do it alone.”

I did need someone to read for me. I hated him a little bit more for saying it out loud. The catacombs breathed around us; hollow eyes watching, listening.

His voice was low. “Netta. Let me help you with it.”

“Help me?” I snapped. “You mean control me.”

The dim light painted the lines of his face. I could almost imagine he looked remorseful. “No. You don’t know what you’re unleashing. Neither of us do.”

“I’d rather walk blind,” I whispered, “than put my trust in you again.”

His jaw tightened. For a moment, I thought he’d leave, but instead he came closer, close enough that the edge of his shadow brushed mine.

“Then don’t trust me. Trust instead that whatever else I have done, I don’t want to see you destroyed.” His voice was rough. “Whatever’s in there … you shouldn’t face it alone.”

The bones listened for my response.

“You always have an answer,” I spat, voice too loud in the hush of the catacombs. “Always so smooth, so certain.”

Something shifted in his expression—slightly, but enough to throw me off-balance.

“Maybe that’s true,” he said, voice quieter than I’d ever heard it. “I’ve … hidden things. Told half-truths …”

“Lies.”

“For good reasons, or so I told myself. But you—” He stopped, his hand half lifting as though he might reach for me, then falling back to his side. “You’re not …”

The words stumbled out, uneven. He looked away quickly.

It wasn’t like him to fumble. Not like him to look unsure of the ground beneath his feet. “All I mean is, if you try to face this book alone, it could unmake you. And if it does … I—” He broke off again, then gave the smallest shrug, seemingly fascinated by the stone floor. “I wouldn’t like to see that.”

I stared at him.

“Not a piece on a board, you said earlier. Not to you. Then what am I, Patrick?”

His head snapped up.

“You—” His hand flexed at his side, restless. “You matter. More than the book. More than I expected you would.”

The admission came out rough, awkward, not like him at all. He looked away quickly, the set of his jaw daring me to mock him for it. I wanted to seize on those words, to demand he explain, to tear them open until they gave me the truth.

“More than you expected,” I said. “That sounds dangerous.”

His laugh was short, brittle. “Dangerous, yes. For both of us.”

I took a step towards him. “Say it plainly, Patrick. For once in your life, say what you mean. What is it you want from me?”

He blinked.

“I want—” He broke off. His eyes flicked away, then back to me. “I want you alive. I want you … not to hate me. I want you to let me stand at your side without having to trick my way there.”

The words tumbled out one over another, nothing like his usual careful speech. When he realized what he’d said, his mouth tightened, as though he wished he could spool them back. It unsettled me more than his lies ever had.

I thought of all the ways he had deceived me, turned my trust into another strand in his web. I thought, too, of the times he had been there when no one else was. And now this strange, awkward honesty, as if his mask had finally dropped to reveal … what?

My pulse thudded in my ears. To trust him might be foolish. To refuse him might be fatal.

His eyes searched mine, waiting—though whether he waited for my faith or my rejection, I couldn’t tell.

“What if I say no?” I said. “What if I tell you to leave?”

No clever answer, no smirk. For a heartbeat, he didn’t answer. Then his shoulders dropped, just slightly.

“If you tell me to leave,” he said at last, his voice low and steady, “I’ll go.”

The words startled me more than any argument would have. I’d expected persuasion, the usual knot of logic and charm, some clever trap. Not this.

My throat was tight. “Stay, then,” I said, the words rough. “But only because I can’t do this alone. Don’t mistake it for forgiveness. Not yet.”

For the first time, something eased in his face—not triumph, not even satisfaction, but a kind of quiet relief. He stepped forward, carefully, as though I might still push him away.

When he reached for the book, I didn’t move, and his fingers brushed mine. The brief touch made me catch my breath, but I loosened my grip, just slightly; just enough to let him share the weight.

And then Baldbeak’s voice brushed across my mind.

Humans and their endless mating rituals, he said.

Heat stung my face. “That’s not what this is!”

“What?” Patrick asked.

“Nothing,” I muttered. I prayed the shadows would swallow the flush in my cheeks.

Hopeless, muttered Baldbeak.

“Shut up,” I said under my breath.

Patrick was touching the book lightly and studying it. “Unusual,” he said.

“Yes, well, Mother was—is—unusual. Can you read it?”

“The words are strange, but I think so. Ban Edevane—your grandfather, I mean—had me catalogue many books in many different languages, so I at least know how to pronounce them, I believe. Even if I don’t know their meaning.” He looked up. “Are you sure you want to risk it? For all I know, we really could be calling down a second Plague.”

“I have to try. For Mother.”

He nodded, turning to the first page of the spell. I took a deep, shuddering breath, trying to prepare myself for whatever would happen. If resurrecting bone magic truly was Mother’s goal, would this unleash it fully upon the world? She might not have been powerful or skilled enough to write a spell and build a book strong enough to keep it guided and contained. I had seen the potency of even its faintest stirrings; I could only imagine the full force of it once freed. Or would it truly summon her back from wherever she had gone?

I felt like a child reaching for a sharp paring knife from the kitchen table, as if some more responsible person should intervene before I sliced off my own fingers. But there was no one to intervene, and certainly no one coming to save me.

Except Patrick, apparently, for a given value of save.

“It will be all right,” said Patrick.

His faith seemed entirely misplaced, but his voice steadied me. He put a finger on the text to keep his place and started to read. As he shaped the strange, sibilant words, I watched his lips move and mimicked them as carefully and accurately as I could, remembering that even the slightest mispronunciation or dropped syllable could doom it all.

And if Patrick made such a mistake, I would never know. I had to trust him. Against all my instincts, I had to trust him. The irony was not lost on me.

As I repeated each line after him, my Hair coiled up and around me like the flame of a candle, tendrils reaching out to Patrick as he spoke and encasing us both in their bright copper maelstrom. Patrick barely seemed to notice. His brow was furrowed in concentration as he read the lines slowly and carefully, moving his finger along with the patience required to get every sound, every pause, just right.

As his mouth formed the final syllables of the spell, I repeated them, feeling them leave my mouth like something physical, as if I were coughing up feathers. When I had finished, the echo hung in the air of the tomb for a long moment before fading. My Hair drifted gently down to settle on my shoulders and Patrick’s, still entwining us both.

And … nothing happened.

Sickness churned in my stomach.

“Did we make a mistake?” I whispered. “Did we say something wrong?”

Patrick looked just as uncertain. “No, I’m sure I … No, it was right, I’m sure of it.”

“There must be something else.” I flicked through the pages of the book frantically, the letters dancing and dissolving before my eyes.

“Netta.” Patrick placed his hand over mine. “Stop.”

“No, that can’t be … It can’t be right. I did everything. We did everything.”

Baldbeak gave a warning rattle. Someone is coming.

“Someone is coming,” I repeated to Patrick, wide-eyed.

In one movement, he slammed the book shut, dropped it on the tomb, and enveloped all three of us in shadows, pulling us away from the tomb to behind another sarcophagus at the edge of the room. He crouched down, forcing me down with him.

We could still see over the top, and even though we would theoretically be invisible to anyone else in the room in his strange shadow-world, I was grateful for the comforting stone bulk in front of us. My heart pulsed wildly and painfully in my throat. Baldbeak hunkered down on my shoulder, his beady eyes unblinking. I remembered I still held the glim in my hand.

“Will they be able to see this through the shadow?” I whispered to Patrick.

“A little. Best to snuff it.”

I did, and the room darkened further. A little of its light must have been glowing out from our hiding place, through Patrick’s shadows, and I was glad I had remembered it in time.

“… not working as we anticipated.” It was the Pontiff’s voice, becoming clearer as he moved closer, echoing off the walls. He was making no attempt to speak quietly. Why would he? He had no idea that anyone was here.

“She assured me she would be here to unlock the magic,” he went on, sounding rather petulant. “Many of our mages have attempted to read it, with varying results.”

The specks of blood on the floor. Were those from the mages who had tried and failed? I thanked my lucky stars that Patrick and I had escaped any similar consequences.

“And you truly believe that she has sealed herself within it somehow?” said a voice cool and sweet as wine. Milady. Milady was here. I started to shiver. Milady and the Pontiff were working together now? Patrick put a steadying arm around my shoulder.

“Apparently it was accidental, during a confrontation of some sort with her daughter. My man’s report was confused at best. Whatever happened, it seems we cannot use the spell to resurrect bone magic without first extricating her from it.”

“I am glad you called on us, Your Holiness,” said Milady.

Us?

“It seems our goals align. A monarchy more dedicated to the Temple and the control of magic can only benefit us all.”

“That is my hope,” said the Pontiff. “And you think you might be able to … untangle your sister? She seems to have built in certain wards that make such attempts … challenging.”

“I would imagine so, but I anticipate being able to unravel them,” Milady’s voice went on. “We were estranged, yes, but Margotte was my sister. The same blood runs in our veins. Perhaps stronger, because the magical skill wasn’t watered down by whatever poor fool she bedded to make the girl.”

Another voice came echoing down the passageway. “I cannot stay too long away from my men,” it was saying.

“I will usher you out through the passages immediately when we are done,” said the Pontiff. “If this works, your siege will be unnecessary. When all Virelith is devoted to the path of the One-Eyed God once more, the Temple will ensure that you take your rightful place on the throne.”

“Pretty words, Your Holiness.”

Because of the strange way sound behaved in the catacombs, there was no way to tell how far they were from the Tomb of Kings. But I knew immediately who was speaking, and my heart started to beat fast as a hummingbird’s wings in my chest. Ban Morin was with them. The thought of him made me feel like I might actually throw up. I rested my forehead on the cool stone of the tomb and tried to take deep, slow breaths.

“It’s all right,” said Patrick, rubbing his thumb almost imperceptibly against my shoulder where he still held me. “I’ve got you.”

I shook my head vigorously, my eyes screwed tightly shut. “He’s the worst of all of them.”

“Don’t move too much,” he whispered. “They shouldn’t be able to see or hear us, but we should still be cautious.”

When I felt well enough to open my eyes again, I could see the swinging, erratic light of a glim on a long pole approaching from the passageway, slicing the dark into ribbons. They must be nearly upon us. My body was trembling despite myself, and my Hair felt like it was shivering in sympathy. Although I was still irritated with Patrick, I couldn’t deny that his arm around me was comforting.

“I care not for your faith, old man,” Ban Morin was saying. “But if you bring me to the throne, I will ensure it endures.”

I shifted position. My legs were starting to cramp.

Patrick rubbed fiercely at his chin, frowning. “I should have seen this coming—Milady and Ban Morin joining with the Temple. I should have known.”

“It’s all right. You were terribly busy with your own schemes.”

“And the Pontiff had the book all along,” said Patrick bitterly, choosing to ignore me.

“They’re going to use it,” I said. “They’re going to release the magic. They might bring back the Plague!”

“Clever,” Patrick admitted.

“It’s evil!”

“Oh, undoubtedly. But clever, nonetheless. No wonder Milady threw her lot in with them.” He chewed his lip. “But I suspect …”

“What?”

“Sybil will not want to share power. She will turn against the Pontiff sooner or later. I’m just wondering whether it will be sooner.”

“The Pontiff and Ban Morin don’t seem like the types to share power, either.”

When the three of them did enter the Tomb of Kings, their presence filled it completely. In the glim-light, their faces were etched sharp and sinister—the Pontiff, suddenly looking very short and round beside the others, Milady’s queenly form … and Ban Morin.

Ban Morin was holding the metal pole upon which the glim swung from its chain, moving it from side to side to illuminate the whole room. Behind them was a guard, pulling a small wagon holding a number of spellbooks.

“Cheery,” Ban Morin remarked.

“Our most secure hiding place,” said the Pontiff. “And also, incidentally, the one with the greatest concentration of bones, which I imagine may help to nourish the spell.”

“Ah, there it is,” Milady exclaimed, and I heard the soft susurration of her skirts as she glided to where Mother’s book was displayed. She ran her hands over it almost reverently. “I’ve been looking for you,” she scolded it, as if it were a small child that had run away and hid.

“Beautiful work,” said the Pontiff. “Rivals even our best bookmakers and scribes. As to the efficacy of the spell within, of course, I cannot testify, as no one has yet been able to cast it.”

“No, of course not,” said Milady, still lovingly running her hands over its leather. “My sister is far too clever for that. I’d swear that she bound it to herself.”

“Is that even possible?” asked Ban Morin, standing beside her. He reached one fingertip to touch a pearl embedded in its surface. Even at this distance, even cloaked in shadows, I shuddered to see him so near.

“Magic this powerful would have required a mighty sacrifice,” said Milady, as if to herself. “Especially if she intended it to respond to her and her alone. There is a chance, of course, that she also allowed her daughter access.”

I jumped a little. Patrick gripped me tighter, a warning.

“Well, as a matter of fact,” said the Pontiff, sounding extremely self-satisfied, “I have her daughter in my palace dungeon at this very moment.”

“You what?” said Ban Morin, turning to him so suddenly that the glim rattled on its chain.

“She came to see me this very night,” said the Pontiff. “Offering her allegiance to the Temple in exchange for the book and her mother. I knew she would be useful.”

I did not turn towards Patrick’s accusing stare, but kept watching the Pontiff, Milady, and Ban Morin.

“Netta,” Patrick began.

“Not now,” I hissed back.

“Well, why didn’t you bring her down here at once?” Milady demanded. “Call for her now! She is my niece, and Ban Morin’s betrothed.”

“Patience, Milady. I shall. But I wished you to try to read the book first, as you are a more experienced mage than your niece. The girl will be very useful, undoubtedly, but she is young, and untested.”

“Get. Her,” Ban Morin hissed between his teeth.

The Pontiff sounded a little miffed as he turned to the guard and ordered him to fetch her—to fetch me. I bit my lip. It was a long way back along the passage and up all those stairs, but soon the Pontiff would know that I—and the Book Man—had broken out of his dungeon.

“I shall study the text,” said Milady, “in preparation for an attempt.”

They waited. No one attempted to make small talk. Ban Morin coughed once, but was otherwise silent. The quiet and the sense of anticipation made me want to scream. I couldn’t move, could barely breathe, and had an urgent need to urinate. Baldbeak was somehow managing to stay as still as a stuffed bird, his neck practically invisible as he hunched down with his chin buried in his chest feathers.

“Netta,” Patrick hissed to me again. “What did he mean, you offered your allegiance to the Temple?”

“They’ll hear us!”

“I told you, the shadows muffle sound. If we whisper, they won’t hear a thing.” He was trying to stare into my face, and I was resolutely looking straight ahead and refusing to make eye contact. “You offered your power to the Pontiff?”

“I didn’t know what else to do,” I whispered sharply. “I couldn’t trust you to help me any longer”—he winced a little at that—“and I had nothing else with which to bargain my way into the catacombs. I thought if I just got to the book, and found Mother, then I could puzzle out what to do afterwards.”

“So you aren’t really loyal to the Temple?”

“For Plague’s sake, Patrick!” I was really starting to lose my temper with him. Again. But it was a welcome distraction from the suspense and the looming presence of Ban Morin, so I quite relished an argument in that moment. “Of course not. But what was I supposed to do?”

He exhaled. “I don’t know. And the Pontiff said you were in the dungeon?”

“Astonishingly enough, I couldn’t trust him either,” I said.

“Netta. If you had just stayed at the palace … if we had talked further …”

“You could have worn me down with your clever arguments?”

“We could have talked more,” he said flatly. “I was … frustrated. I needed to cool down, to think through your refusal …”

I finally looked at him fully, my face set. “And?”

“And we would have come up with something else. Together. With Dwale, and Mieka. There would have been a middle way.” His eyes were intensely green. “I came here to find you, didn’t I? To help?”

Milady was speaking again, and I shushed him.

“There are powerful wards on this,” she said, examining the book. “It is as I suspected. She wouldn’t want anyone else to be able to wield the power.”

“Then what use is this to me?” said the Pontiff, exasperated. “After all the time and coin we have invested in it! I would never have accepted your offer of an alliance if I had known you would be unable to cast it. You assured me—”

“I did not promise,” said Milady. “And I am also not saying that I cannot release her. Just that it will be challenging.”

“Well, get on with it,” said the Pontiff. “Either you or your niece must extricate her as soon as possible so that we can release our controlled Plague. The hour is perfect. The throne is unstable, enemies—pardon the term, Ban Morin—are at the gates, and the time is ripe for a savior.”

“I am surprised your One-Eyed God approves of such trickery,” Ban Morin said sardonically.

The Pontiff gave a sour smile. “We do not worry Him with such matters. We bring Him believers, and His reputation grows. Soon it will grow beyond Virelith. He does not trouble Himself as to our methods.”

“And yet you wish the people to have faith in him.”

“I wish for people to have faith in the Temple,” he said sharply. “In our ability to protect them and guide them. They have been falling back into the old ways, and require a swift and decisive correction.”

The guard came running back into the room, panting. “Your Holiness, she is gone. She, and the other.”

“The other?” said Milady sharply. “Who is that? Could they have abetted her?”

“Gone? How?” said the Pontiff, not answering her.

“I found the doors unlocked.”

“That is impossible,” said the Pontiff. “The wards on those rooms are unbreakable.”

“By a regular mage, perhaps,” said Ban Morin drily.

“Impossible!” cried the Pontiff again. To the guard he said, “Go! Find them!”

Milady clapped her gloved hands together in sarcastic applause. “Excellent. So my niece has disappeared again, and we are no better off for it.”

“You had her in your hands,” Ban Morin hissed at the Pontiff. “How could you have let her slip through them so easily?”

The Pontiff drew himself up to his full height, or what passed for it. “You will speak to me with the respect due to my station.”

“I shall speak to you however I please.”

“Well, we do not have Netta,” said Milady, and I flinched at the sound of my own name. “But we do have the next best thing.”

She stepped up to the book again and opened it. She bit her full lower lip prettily as she ran her eyes down the page.

“Well, get on with it, then,” said the Pontiff sulkily. “We have wasted enough time as it is.”

With great ceremony, Milady stripped off her gloves and hovered her palms over the book’s surface.

“And if you can’t cast from it,” the Pontiff began, “then I suppose …”

“Hush,” she said without looking up. “I can feel her.”

The Pontiff spluttered a little, but fell silent.

“Sawl, the books,” she ordered.

Ban Morin went to the wagon and removed several volumes, one at a time. Milady flicked her eyes over them before nodding to one. “That.”

He opened the book to the first page, setting it beside Mother’s book on the stone. Milady muttered under her breath as her eyes swept over it, then shook her golden hair back over her shoulders, and laid her hands flat on the pages. She began to speak the words of the spell in her other volume in a clear, bell-like tone.

My eyes went to her fingernails. I could see nothing happening so far—she was too far away. When she had finished speaking, however, she stepped back a pace and winced as she removed four loose nails from her fingertips, easing them out from the root and letting them fall to the floor with a tink.

For a moment, nothing happened. Even the dust motes in the air seemed to hang suspended. Then, an arm burst from Mother’s spellbook, straight up, fingers spread. It was nothing but bone.

Ban Morin cursed, and I heard the jingling of the Pontiff’s chain of office as he stumbled back. Patrick said something under his breath, and Baldbeak clicked his beak almost inaudibly. My stomach lurched. I could see the skeletal hand fumbling about blindly, searching for something to grab onto.

It found it.

I saw Milady’s slim hand reach out and clasp it in her own.

“Margotte,” she said.

“What is that cursed thing?” spluttered Ban Morin.

“My sister,” said Milady over her shoulder, not a trace of a tremor in her voice. She turned back to the bony hand that gripped her own, and whispered, “Margotte. My sweet. Come back to us.”

The bone that protruded from the book was white and clean, gleaming so brightly that it almost looked wet.

“They did it,” whispered Patrick. His face was pale. “Is that really your mother?”

“I don’t know,” I breathed, staring at the bony hand.

Despite Milady’s initial triumph, they wrestled with the spells for what seemed like an hour, but was probably only twenty minutes or so. Milady and Ban Morin took turns, riffling through the spellbooks. Even with all their efforts, they did not progress much further—but the air of the tomb thrummed with power, bitter and pulsing.

It had become uncomfortably warm in the Tomb of Kings. Ban Morin stripped down to his shirtsleeves, and his heavy features were slick with sweat. The Pontiff was fanning himself in one corner, seated on the edge of a sarcophagus. One arm and one shoulder had emerged from the book now, thin brown veins climbing the bone like ivy. Milady was gloveless, her fingertips slick and shining with sweat. Her voice was admirably steady, however, as she continued to read, pronouncing each syllable with clean precision.

“It’s no use,” she said at last. “Only my sister can unlock the spellbook. And she was drawn into it, somehow. It’s like trying to open a chest with the key locked inside it.”

“So it is worthless,” said Ban Morin flatly.

“There has to be something else we can do,” said the Pontiff. “She’s your sister. Surely, as you said, there is enough blood shared between you for the wards to recognize you and let you in.”

“Blood,” repeated Ban Morin thoughtfully. In a sudden movement, shocking in its brutality, he grabbed Milady’s wrist and twisted it, turning it so her bare wrist faced up, pale and vulnerable.

“Cut it,” he said.

“What?” Milady’s eyes were wide.

“You heard the man. Blood. It needs blood. And it has to be you.”

She turned pale. “I can’t.”

“Oh, come on, Sybil.”

“You do it, Sawl.” She shut her eyes. “I can’t look.”

I heard her cry as the silver flash of a knife in his hand came away from her white skin.

“Stop now! That has to be enough, surely.” She struggled against him, but he drew her closer to the book and held out her hand to the groping arm. Even as she screamed and wriggled against him, the blood making her slick in his grasp, the skeletal hand found her fingers and gripped her tight.

The blood ran down Milady’s fingers and onto the bone. The veins entwining it grew dark and fat as sated ticks, the blood seeming to be drawn into them, running down through the skeletal arm and into the book itself, which wicked it up thirstily.

“Let me go!” Milady screamed.

“No,” said the Pontiff, who had abandoned his seat and taken a step forward. “It’s working.”

I wanted to be sick. The hand released Milady at last, and she staggered back, clutching her injured wrist to herself and keening.

As I watched in horror, muscle braided around the bone. The hand felt around beside the book until it touched the stone of the sarcophagus on which the book sat, and then pushed down with its newfound strength, using the leverage to pull out first a shoulder, then a head of dripping hair.

I almost cried out, but Patrick clapped his hand over my mouth, silencing me. I could hear his rapid breathing in my ear.

A tooth tumbled out of the book, landing on the stone floor with a sharp clink. Then another. And another. Red threads of muscle twisted around them, lacing the teeth into a delicate formation, the beginnings of a jaw.

My stomach churned as more emerged. Nails, smooth as pearl. A stream of blood spiraling upwards like a candle flame, slender as a strand of hair, then ribbons of sinew, veins, and skin; a grotesque and sinuous dance.

The book began to crack and split as even larger pieces emerged. A femur slid free, followed by ribs and vertebrae, assembling themselves midair. A spine formed and uncoiled, serpentlike. The threads of muscle and skin wrapped around the skeleton, binding it together. The teeth slotted into place, and nails settled at the tips of fingers that hadn’t existed moments before.

Finally, a figure stood half in, half out of the book, shining and damp, long hair hanging about its face.

“Hello, Sybil,” it said in quite a normal voice.

Without meaning to, I bit down on Patrick’s hand, drawing blood. It was Mother.

It was Mother.

“Don’t make a sound,” he murmured, withdrawing his hand. I nodded, not trusting myself even to whisper. I felt that if I opened my mouth at all, the scream that was building inside me would burst out and fill every inch of the catacombs.

Mother was in the book. She had been in there all along. More than that—she was part of it. I remembered the Book Man’s talk of anthropodermic bibliopegy, human skin made into binding. All those grisly materials used by Tamara’s predecessor. Had Mother planned this all along?

She looked quite like herself, now—except, of course, that she was buried in the book up to the knees, her torso streaked with something clear and viscous. Her hair lay flat and slick against her skull, darker than I remembered it. And her eyes—they were her own gray eyes with their colorless lashes and flecks of gold, but there was something different in her gaze.

And then she looked at me.

I don’t know how, but she saw right into the shadows Patrick had maintained so far, and they dispersed like mist in the sun, leaving us crouching foolishly, fully visible from where Ban Morin and Milady stood. It took them a moment to notice us, but when they did, Ban Morin’s lip curled in a snarl. I froze. The scar on my finger seemed to throb as I looked at him.

“Netta,” Mother said again, and smiled.




Chapter Twenty-Two
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The Lock and Key

‘A complex stitch formed by the looping together of two threads, one on each side of the fabric being sewn.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

Mother, Milady, Ban Morin, and the Pontiff all stared at us—Mother with a faint smile, the others in visible confusion.

“Netta,” said Milady blankly. And then, “Patrick,” said with such disgust that she could have been talking about a slug she found on her dinner plate.

“At your service,” he said politely.

“What in Plague’s name are you doing down here?” sputtered the Pontiff. Ban Morin made as if to start towards me, but Milady splayed her wounded hand against his chest, holding him back. Her blood bloomed across his fine doublet.

“Stay away from my daughter,” said Mother. “All of you.”

“Margotte,” said Milady. “We need her. To free you, we—”

“We do not need her,” said Mother. “But I do need something she has.”

I stared at her blankly.

“The hairs, Netta,” Mother said.

It took me a moment, but then I remembered. The three strands of her hair that I had carried for so long, tucked away in the handkerchief in my sleeve. I almost reached for them—this was Mother, after all. Mother! I should have be happy to see her, I should have been thrilled that she was alive, even if it was in a horrible, twisted way that wasn’t really life at all … I started to back away.

“Now, Netta,” said Mother, her voice sharp with annoyance.

“I’ll make her give them up,” snarled Ban Morin.

“No, Sawl …” said Milady, and reached for him, but he shoved her aside so hard that she hit the wall with her injured arm, leaving a bright stain on the yellow stone. She cried out, cradling it to herself. I stumbled back, but Ban Morin was quick and strong. He twisted my arm behind my back with one hand before I could react, plunging his other into my sleeve and finding the crumpled wad of fabric there. I felt his heavy, hot breath in my ear and his huff of triumph when he found it, and I wanted to be sick. He let go of me, letting me fall to the floor, and turned on his heel to take the handkerchief to Mother.

Before he could get to her, Patrick flung himself on Ban Morin’s back. He was a much slighter man, but the attack took Ban Morin by surprise, and he stumbled, falling to his knees. He reached for his sword, but Patrick twisted his right arm behind his back, mirroring my own predicament a few seconds before.

It was a hopeless fight, really. Patrick was quick, but Ban Morin was larger, stronger, and more skilled with a weapon. It did not take him long to gain the advantage. With a roar of triumph, he flung Patrick from him. The smaller man hit the bone wall with a sickening crunch and slid down like a puppet with its strings cut. I screamed his name.

Before I could move, Ban Morin had run back to Mother where she stood, half buried in the book. He shook the handkerchief over his open palm. Nothing fell out. He looked from his empty hand into the equally empty eyes of the thing that had once been my mother.

From behind him, Patrick gave a short laugh. He had managed to lift his head and was smiling, although one hand was pressed so hard under his ribs that his knuckles were white.

“Sleight of hand,” he said, flicking his eyes to me. “Those magician’s tricks you’re so fond of.”

Sleight of hand. When I took his meaning, I leaped to my feet—but before I could move further, Baldbeak shot across the room and onto Patrick’s outstretched arm, taking the three hairs from his fist and holding them delicately in his beak. He flew them back to me, and I grabbed them.

Ban Morin moved as if to run towards me, but something yanked him back. Mother—or the bone magic that was wearing Mother’s skin, or the uncanny amalgam of them both, whatever it was—had him by the hand and was pulling him towards her. Her grip on him was powerful, even though she was still half buried in the book.

“Sybil!” he called to Milady, his voice uncharacteristically high and panicked. Milady was still by the wall, nursing her bleeding hand. She watched as the Pontiff scuttled out of the room and vanished around the corner, and then looked back at Ban Morin.

“I’m terribly sorry, Sawl,” she said, binding a strip of cloth around her hand, “but I have to go.”

Somehow managing to look both dignified and still beautiful with her bloodied, torn gown, she walked out of the Tomb of Kings as if she were leaving the ballroom for some other, more exclusive engagement. I saw the moment that Ban Morin realized she had abandoned him—the panic on his distorted face turning to a sneer and then a gaping, desperate horror. His arm had disappeared nearly up to the elbow now, and those bony, ravenous fingers were scrabbling for purchase on his disintegrating skin.

I should leave him to be consumed by her, I thought. He deserved it. All the gods, real or imagined, knew he deserved it. I did not feel pity for him, exactly—although he was pitiful, as he struggled and called out for help, gibbering in horror, slack-jawed.

I watched as his hand disappeared into hers. And then I walked forward.

“Netta! No!”

I heard Patrick behind me from where he lay against the wall, but I didn’t turn. Although every instinct in my body was screaming at me to run, my Hair flowed out before me, drawing me to the book, to Mother. I obeyed it. When I was close enough, Ban Morin flailed out his free arm, trying to grab at me, but the Hair slithered from his grasp.

“Mother,” I said. She turned her head to look at me with a slow, unnatural movement. “Let him go.”

She smiled. And she released him. Ban Morin stumbled back, screaming and cradling what remained of his arm. It had been severed at the elbow joint, consumed, but the wound showed white and clean. He didn’t even look at me, but pushed me aside as he staggered out the tomb.

It was just Mother and me, facing each other.

“Netta,” she said, and the world turned to swirling white as my memories flooded back.

I am back in the Tower.

I am back at the beginning.

It has been an unexceptional day. In the morning, I gathered swan quills from the abandoned nests and spent longer than I strictly needed to, whittling them into sharp nibs, sitting on the stone steps at the entrance to the Tower in the watery winter sun. Baldbeak kept me company for some of that time, before flapping off on undisclosed business, but I am contented enough on my own.

As I shape the shafts, I think about the embroidered piece I have been working on for the past several nights, safe in my basket upstairs. There was a part I had been struggling with, not sure how to continue the design—but now I think of the swans’ nests that lie empty along the bank, brown gold, striped with white where feathers have fallen. The enormous nests—large enough that I could curl up and sleep in them quite comfortably—seem haphazard at first glance, compared to those of other birds, but there is something about their high, sloping sides and strength of construction that reminds me of the Tower itself.

As my hands move, I think about how I could mimic those strong, overlapping lines of gold in my own stitches, a counterpoint to the more varied colors and rounded shapes I had chosen.

When I remember to come inside and put the soup on the fire for our lunch, Mother climbs effortfully down the ladder from above, as she always does, made stiff and gnarled as an old woman by her long hours of labor over the spellbook.

She complains about the smell of the onions—also something she always does—and sits at her usual place at the table to eat, talking little, reading from one of her books, and glancing up at me only when necessary.

It is only after we have finished eating that it becomes clear that tonight is different.

“Persinette,” she says after a long silence. She so rarely uses my given name that I immediately become still and wary—the mouse sensing the hawk’s shadow.

“Yes?” I say, after she fails to continue.

She is looking at me very oddly.

“I require your help upstairs this afternoon,” she says. The formal note in her voice does nothing to soothe me.

“All right,” I say. This is unusual, but not unheard-of. Mother usually returns to her work after lunch and labors until late while I perform my duties or work on my embroidery below, but I occasionally have to stay up with her to hold a light if she needs both hands for her work, or to assist in some other way.

Why is she watching me so strangely?

She lets me climb up the ladder ahead of her so she can pass her heavy book up to me before following. Her room has such a particular smell—close and stale, pungent with some combination of sweat, incense, and the smell of magic itself, which I can only describe today as the air before a thunderstorm—charged, and somewhere between sweet and earthy.

The room may smell the same, but it looks quite different. Mother has taken her great spellbook, her life’s work, away from the stand where it has lived for so long, and placed it on a lectern in the center of the room. I have seen the lectern before, of course—our home is so small that I am intimately acquainted with every item of furniture within—but for as long as I can remember, it has been pushed against the far wall, doing nothing but gathering dust and providing a lavish home for our spiders.

Now it is right in the middle of the workroom, with a streak of clean floor trailing behind it, marking where it has been pulled from the wall. The book is open, with a long, slim knife that serves as Mother’s letter opener placed perfectly down its center, like a bookmark.

“Are you finished?” I ask. I cannot quite believe what I’m saying. For as long as I can remember, Mother has been working on this singular, almost sacred object. It is our little god, this book, and everything we do in the Tower is in service of it. Worship of it.

“Almost,” she says, still with that strange thread of … something running through her voice. “Take a look.”

“I can’t …”

“I know. You don’t have to read it.”

There is a sense of ceremony as I approach the book—almost holiness. I make sure to take slow, careful steps. I lift my hands to touch it with proper reverence, but hesitate. I look back at Mother. She nods encouragingly.

And then my Hair boils from my head in an upwards-surging mass. I have never seen it so wild. I feel it tugging at my scalp every which way as it rises like flames. It startles me so, that I take a too-quick step backwards and trip, landing heavily on my tailbone on the stone flags.

Mother hurries forward with wide, angry strides, petting and stroking the book as if I have injured it in some way.

“What did you do?” she spits.

“Nothing!” I grab wildly at my Hair, which struggles against me like a cat in a bathtub. “I don’t know!”

She takes in a long, hissing breath between her teeth, then goes to her book wheel and spins it until she finds the volume she seeks. She licks her thumb and finger and flicks through the pages as I fight with my Hair, begging it to calm down. I try shushing it like a baby, stroking whichever strands I can get hold of, but it will not stop fighting against my hands in a wild panic.

Mother has found the page she sought. She mutters its words under her breath, tracing them with her finger as she speaks, but I can barely hear her at all with the Hair swooshing about my ears.

When she has finished, though, the effect is immediate. The Hair goes limp. It drops out of the air, suddenly heavy, weighing down my shoulders and pooling in my arms, slumped and peaceful as a sleeping child. I cradle it, gazing in disbelief as its red-gold shine tarnishes and dulls.

“What did you do?” I whisper, looking up from where I crouch on the floor. The light hits Mother’s face strangely from this angle, making her look all hollows and bones.

“It’s all right,” she says, with an approximation of a smile. The smile and attempt at comfort are what unnerve me the most, truthfully. If she had snapped at me to stop making a fuss and told me she had put my Hair to sleep for being a nuisance, I wouldn’t have been overly surprised. The unfamiliar softness—or what passes for softness, with Mother—would make the Hair rise on the back of my neck, if it had been able to move.

Mother stretches out her hand to me. “Come.”

I do not move—not yet. “Why?”

“Just come along, Netta.”

That sounds more like her. It is oddly reassuring. I get to my feet slowly, feeling the heft of my Hair pulling me down. I hadn’t realized how weightless it is usually—always floating and drifting a little, even when it appears to be still. Now I feel the full length of it; it is an encumbrance.

Mother leads me back to the book, and I follow obediently. She takes my hands and places them on it, one on either side, palms flat. The paper feels oddly un-paperlike beneath my fingers—warm and yielding.

“What is happening?” I whisper.

“What must,” she says briefly. She starts to read over my shoulder, voice rising and falling. She slides her hands from my wrists to my forearms, pressing them down, but does not pause in her recital. I start to feel sleepy; soothed. My eyelids are heavy. I could be a child again, listening to Mother tell me a fairytale until the events of the story become tangled with my dreams. I could be a babe again, in her arms.

My hands start sinking into the pages.

My hands are sinking into the pages.

I struggle weakly, still feeling the pull of sleep, but Mother holds me firm. I watch in horror as the skin on my hands seems to melt off my bones and onto the page, pale and liquid as milk. The thin blue threads of my veins unspool, tangling themselves into the shape of letters and words. I feel no pain, but my heart seems to have tripled in size, throbbing in my chest, throat, and stomach, and filling my ears with thunder. I feel my Hair struggling weakly against the spell, moving sluggishly at the very ends. I feel its desperation, but it cannot help me.

“Mother,” I manage to say.

Mother watches, nothing but professional curiosity on her face, as my hands sink deeper into the book. My fingers are skeletal, now, smooth and waxy as tapered candles. There is still no pain, but far from this being a comfort, it makes me even more frightened.

“Mother!” My voice comes out in a hoarse scream this time. Am I imagining it, or does something like uncertainty flicker across her impassive face? We stare at each other, and I will her to remember that I am her daughter, her baby. She can’t do this to me, surely! But the uncertainty is gone in an instant.

A crash from downstairs and the sound of splintering wood. Mother’s attention falters briefly, and my hands stop their terrible downward slide, leaving me with my wrists buried in the book as if I wear shackles of paper and hide.

“They’re early,” she says as if to herself. She leaves me there, trapped and weakly struggling, and disappears down the stairs. Voices: Mother’s and one, maybe two men’s. They are coming up the ladder. There are indeed two of them, and Mother seems neither concerned nor surprised that they are here.

“Is it ready?” says one. “We were told …”

“Yes, yes,” she snaps. “Give me a moment. I have one more task to complete before you take the book. And I’ll be coming with you. I’m the only one who can wield it. You have my payment?”

“It will be paid to you upon delivery,” rumbles one of the men.

“And you have taken care of all … loose ends?”

“Anyone else who knew the nature of your work has been dealt with.”

“You’re giving it to the Temple?” I whisper. “You hate the Temple.”

“Selling it,” she corrects me. Her lips curl a little. “They need me, and I need them—or, at least, their access to the catacombs—for this to work.”

My whisper has seemingly made the men notice me for the first time, and they exchange glances, clearly as confused as I am by what is happening here. Mother strides across the room. She grasps my elbows and tries to push my arms farther into the book.

I fight against the malaise that threatens to overwhelm me altogether, but unwittingly it helps me—my knees buckle, and I fall to the floor, taking the book with me and knocking Mother down. I put my feet against the pages and push, trying to shove the book away and free my hands.

Mother crawls across the floor to grab me again, and we tussle like two children fighting over a toy, wrestling for control of the book, using the most shameless, unjust tactics—kicking, punching, sticking our fingers in one another’s eyes, pulling one another’s hair. The men watch us struggle. Mother’s mouth is twisted in a grimace, her teeth gritted, and she takes loud, hissing breaths between them, ugly with determination and rage. I don’t know what my face looks like, but I’m sure I am just as monstrous as she in that moment, fighting spiteful and dirty for my own survival.

I make one last, immense effort to push through that terrible urge to sleep and manage to wrest my hands from the book, freeing them. Mother grabs for the book, and to her horror and mine, when she tried to grasp it, her hands go right into the pages as mine had before.

“Netta!” she cries.

My heart gives a painful twist. This is Mother I am fighting! All at once I am a child again, desperate for her love, fearful of her punishments. We stare at each other, wide-eyed, and I fancy for a moment that she, too, is seeing me as the little girl I once was … But then her face twists into a snarl as the book swallows her.

I grab for her, but all I catch is the very end of her hair, pulling a few strands free. It makes a sound like mud sucking at your boots when you walk in the rain, and she is gone. I stumble backwards.

She is gone. She is gone.

The book seems larger and more solid—its binding now pale as skin and somehow bloated.

The men had been standing there in shock, watching this, but now they seem to wake up and remember what they have come for. They lunge forward almost simultaneously and grab for the book. The taller man gets it first, tucking it under his arm. The second one grabs me. That terrible fatigue comes over me again, and this time I am unable to resist its pull.




Chapter Twenty-Three
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The Spread Wings

‘A lacelike effect created with a wing needle that pushes the weave of the fabric to either side as it pierces, leaving a hole.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

I opened my eyes, and I was back in the catacombs. Patrick was still slumped against the wall, clearly too injured to move easily, Baldbeak on his shoulder. It was just Mother and me.

She looked quite as she used to, in some ways—her tall, straight form, slightly rounded at the shoulders from long nights of study. Her hair was long and loose where before it had always been scraped back, but her large, capable hands were the same, as was her manner of glaring at the world as if it had personally offended her.

“You tried to …” I say.

“Oh, don’t make a fuss, Netta,” she said, sounding so human for a second, so like herself.

“You were going to feed me to it,” I said blankly. “That’s why you were learning all those terrible things about making books out of human skin, out of blood …”

She made a face. “Crude,” she said. “But informative. There were things I needed to learn. And the experience was to be more metaphysical than that. I was hardly going to skin you.”

I took a step forward.

“Netta,” said Patrick warningly, but I ignored him.

“You think that’s better?” I asked. In that moment, I was truly not afraid of her—I was furious.

“You used me, from the day I was born! You always planned to … to dissolve me into your book! And you sold it to the Temple! You would have sold me.”

“It had to be the Temple mages, and it had to be the catacombs,” she said. “I stipulated that I would travel with the book as a condition of the sale. All I had to do was wait for them to cast the spell, and then step in to control the bone magic myself. I knew it would obey because of what I had given it—what I had sacrificed.”

So Mother had planned to betray the Pontiff after all, once she had used his resources for her ends.

“All those years,” she said, and her voice sounded almost the same—low and perfectly modulated, with a rasp of irritation behind each word. “All that time laboring up there to get every word, every syllable correct, every page precisely measured and cut, every step of the enchantment prepared with absolute precision.” Her voice rose on the last words.

Her skull seemed to glow through her skin; her eyes seemed lit from behind, looking like stained glass. “And you botched it.”

I felt an involuntary shiver of shame, as I always did when I displeased Mother by being too sloppy, too soft, or not clever enough. Then I shook it off.

“I am so sorry,” I said, “that I disappointed you. How selfish of me to resist being sacrificed.”

“It was incredibly vexing,” she said. I wondered if Mother had always been unable to spot sarcasm when it came to her work, or whether something in the transformation process had bled the ability out of her. “Twenty years of planning almost completely wasted. I should have known you would find a way to ruin it. You were always so untidy about things, Netta.”

As if I had spilled her pot of ink again.

“I am your daughter,” I said.

“In a sense,” she agreed.

“What do you mean, in a sense? Did you not give birth to me?”

“I did, and a most unpleasant experience it was.”

“Then I am your child, Mother! And you were going to offer me as some kind of … of sacrifice to your spellbook!”

She clicked her tongue in disapproval. It made an odd sound, as if her mouth hadn’t quite aligned all its inner parts correctly when it reconstructed itself. “But Netta, that’s what you were for. You were born from bone magic—created from and for it. I found a spell in my father’s library—well, I thought it was the ramblings of a madman, at first, but it worked. I invited bone magic in, and it came.”

She sounded almost dreamy now. “It was so lonely. It had been rejected—been alone—for so long. Others had tried to resurrect it, but I was the first to offer it a place to grow anew. A child.”

I felt frozen. I could not move. All I could do was watch her mouth move as she told me this terrible story with such pride, such satisfaction in herself. As she told me that I was barely her child, was barely a person. I was an animal tended and fattened for slaughter.

“It was so grateful,” she said. “It granted me so much knowledge. Oh, I had to work hard, of course, but I felt its willingness. You were rather a disappointment, to be frank. I expected a child of magic to be, well, adept at magic. You were adept at nothing.”

“I am not adept at nothing anymore,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Any power you have now comes from being born of bone magic and of me. It has lain dormant in you for a while and now is stirring, yes … But you will never really be able to wield it as a mage, Netta. It is eager to be free, that is all. I am the one who built the vessel to house it. You were always intended to be its vessel.”

“I cooked and cleaned for you, for years.” My voice cracked. “I held the light for you while you worked. I made your quills, your ink … I made everything you needed to create the thing you wanted to use to destroy me.”

“Hardly destroy you,” she said contemptuously. “Transform, perhaps.”

“But I would be gone.”

“The human part of you, yes.” She waved her hand dismissively. “But what use had that part ever been, aside from running errands and doing chores? You were a glorified maidservant. You couldn’t even read. You spent your entire life in one place, quite contentedly. Please don’t pretend you were some sort of great intellect, that your loss would affect the world in any way. No one even knew you existed.”

Baldbeak gave a loud and warlike caw.

“Fine, except for the raven.” She rolled her eyes. “I suppose he would miss you.”

I stared at her. “Is that really what you thought of me, all this time?”

“Netta, to be frank, I thought of you very little.” Her mouth twisted into a smile, or what I suppose she thought was a smile. “It is nothing to be ashamed of. Most people are terribly unremarkable. And you were lucky enough to carry something special within you, until such time as I could marry it with the spellbook and bring it all together. Now that is something to be proud of.”

I had no words. I looked into the face of the thing that had been my mother. I did not feel any sadness—that would come later.

“But it didn’t work, did it?” I said. “Because I wasn’t as powerless and worthless as you thought.”

“I suppose not,” she agreed. “And perhaps it was all for the best, after all.”

I looked around at the ruined room, then back to the horror of her form.

“How could any of this possibly be for the best?”

“Because I didn’t need you, in the end,” she said. “I thought I did. I knew that the work required sacrifice, and I thought you would suffice for it. But now I see the sacrifice had to be mine. If all had gone as planned, I would never have learned that.”

She seemed dreamy; thoughtful. “I don’t know what I was so afraid of, now.” She extended one arm and examined it. “It didn’t hurt at all. And now I am free.”

The air in the chamber grew heavier, thick with the smell of iron and earth. The bones in the walls began to stir, rattling faintly.

“I just need those hairs.”

I clutched them tighter. “Why?”

“You pulled them from my head just as I entered the book. My sacrifice is thus not yet complete, and bone magic will not accept any less than all of me if it is to use me as its vessel instead of you. I don’t even need the book now, you see.” She smiled a terrible smile. “I am bone magic, now.”

Patrick cursed under his breath. He started to try to get up, but I shook my head. “Don’t,” I whispered. “Don’t come near.” To Mother, I said, “I am here to stop you, Mother. Not to aid you.”

She frowned at me—still not angry, not really, just exasperated. “But it’s inevitable,” she said. “I don’t see why you’re being so difficult. I made you, Netta. Everything you are, you are because of me.”

I swallowed. She had moved towards me, just slightly. “Maybe,” I said. “But I made myself, too.”

She waved a hand lazily, and I was frozen in place, just as I had been in the Tower. My fists uncurled like a flower. The hairs lifted from my palm and drifted towards her, writhing like water snakes through the magic-curdled air until they rested in her own hand. She closed her fingers over them, smiling. When she opened her hand again, they had disappeared.

She placed her hands on the stone to either side of herself and pushed, as if she were rising out of deep water. Her hips emerged, her thighs, her knees, all with that same slick, queasy shine on the skin, and finally she was stepping out of the book onto the sarcophagus.

She stood tall, flexing her arms and legs, tilting her neck from side to side, savoring her own movement. I could not move my head, but I looked as far to the side as I could and saw that Patrick and Baldbeak were frozen just as I was, their faces horrified.

Mother stepped down onto the stone floor and walked towards me, each movement fluid and precise. She seemed to crackle with magic. Behind her, the book still lay open on the stone tomb, but its luster had gone—it looked as limp and lifeless as a garment shrugged off and left to fall on the floor.

The bones in the walls rattled louder, some breaking free and falling to the floor, then skidding across it as they were pulled towards her. The bones embedded in the catacomb walls responded to her silent call, grinding as they moved, pulling free from stone and earth, assembling themselves into skeletal shapes. Patrick, Baldbeak, and I still could not move.

“What will you do now?” I whispered.

“Why, go out into the kingdom, of course,” said my mother. “And claim my rightful place. But I shall need attendants, naturally.” She looked about her, assessing. The bones were having some difficulty putting their pieces together in the right order, but I could see they were gradually becoming full skeletons.

As I watched, one groped about the floor searching for its skull, which had rolled a little distance away. Hysterical laughter bubbled up in my throat at the horror and the ridiculousness of it both.

My mother, a bone mage—the embodiment of bone magic itself. Raising a skeletal army. Marching on Virelith.

But what could I do? I was frozen in place, able to move only my eyes. My powers were nothing compared to hers. And I had no idea what she would do with me, Patrick, and Baldbeak once she turned her attention back to us. Would we be discarded as no longer useful? Or twisted and controlled, forced to join her?

“Wait,” I said.

Mother paused. “What is it, Netta? I am very busy.”

“I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to the magic.”

She snorted. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

I felt Patrick and Baldbeak watching me in confusion. “You said I was born from it. I want to speak to it.”

Bone magic watched me from behind my mother’s face. I felt its interest as I would feel the sudden attention from a predator’s eyes gleaming in the forest. The skeletons that had been forming around her turned their sightless eyes to me.

“I’ll be your wielder,” I told the magic. “Your vessel, as intended.”

To my mother I said, “I challenge you.”

She snorted. “Ridiculous. What do you know of bone magic? I have studied it all my life and my father before me. I have read every book on the subject—cast every spell.”

“And I am its daughter,” I said, “just as much as I am yours. I have a greater claim to it.”

She scoffed at this. But I was not speaking to her. I was speaking to that other immense consciousness that I knew was listening.

“A fanciful notion,” she said. “Magic knows nothing of daughters or sons. It knows words. Rules. Rituals.”

“I know you believe that,” I said. “But I have come to believe that magic is a lot less rigid than you taught me. And I also believe that there is much more to it than we know, despite all our spellbooks and scholarship.” I looked past her eyes, into what lay beyond them. “Take me instead,” I said. “Choose me. I won’t try to imprison you, I promise. You know me. Choose me.”

Whatever was behind Mother’s eyes surged forward, enveloping me. I was somewhere else again—not in the Tower this time, but in a place that had no up and down, no surfaces.

In this strange Otherness where I stood, I was aware of my Hair swirling around me—not as hair, of course, but as a bright flame of awareness. Many glowing threads were tangled in it—no, not tangled, but woven.

The pattern was ever-shifting, too complex for my eyes to understand in the same way I could never quite see rightly when Baldbeak lent me his sight. I was only human, after all, and this was magic—my magic. Not stunted or stuck, as I had always believed, but alive and crackling with energy. There were bones in it, too, I felt, forming a long spine that moved beneath the thread and the flame.

The Hair and the bones and the threads were their own individual selves, but together made another, greater self, and that in turn was part of an incomprehensibly large and powerful Self that was all magic, everywhere.

It is difficult to explain, now that I am not standing in that impossibly bright place beyond time, but in the moment, I had a glimpse of how magic was in everything and everyone, and our determination to categorize it—to separate it into disciplines and order it to march in inky lines on the page, to imprison it between covers, to limit it to a collection of syllables on a human tongue—had gone against its most essential nature.

That was the Plague—the warped, unhappy, limited form of magic we had forced into being when we tried to make it smaller and more palatable in order to control it better. It was a wonder it hadn’t rebelled sooner, and worse. It had always yearned for me to see it fully, I understood now, just as I had always yearned for it.

“I am sorry,” I whispered to it. “I understand better now.”

A shift in its vast consciousness. It was listening.

“Mother doesn’t know,” I said. “She thinks she can control you. But I am made from you. I will help you to be free again, if you let me.”

I found I could move again, and I stretched out my hand, palm forward, and felt it flow through and around my fingers. Bone magic poured from Mother and into me in long, shining ribbons of light, gleaming like mother-of-pearl. I gasped as it filled me like strong wine. My skin felt tight to bursting with it.

Mother reached out as if to grab the insubstantial threads of magic, but they were unraveling too swiftly. The skeletons that had been forming around us, even those that were complete, collapsed like houses of cards.

“Netta,” she cried, sounding human again for a moment. “Help me.”

Magic filled me to the teeth. My Hair was a copper storm about my face. I felt as if even my eyelashes were alive and bristling with power. But through all that, I still felt a pang as Mother reached for me, pleading.

“I am sorry,” I whispered, and drew the last gossamer strands of bone magic into myself.

Mother fell, and as she fell, she separated for a moment into her disparate parts. Her hair, her skin, her bones frayed like a thick thread unwinding itself. The clatter of her teeth and fingernails as they hit the floor echoed in the wide room. The sound echoed through the catacombs, fading into silence as the last remnants of her power dissolved.

“Is it over?” said Patrick into the silence.

My body seemed to fizz and spit like a poorly laid fire. I could tell from Patrick’s expression that my Hair was even wilder than usual, but I could barely feel it over the overwhelming sensation that filled me. My tongue felt large and unwieldy in my mouth as I said, “I think so.”

Around us, the great bone-studded stone walls shuddered and groaned. Dust rained from the ceiling.

“The catacombs are collapsing,” said Patrick matter-of-factly, clutching at his side. “We won’t make it out.”

“We will,” I said through my teeth. “We have to.”

He shook his head. “The tunnels are under half the city. If they cave in …”

“I think I can prevent that.”

“And how are we to get out if it is collapsing around us? My shadows will not withstand that.”

I knelt among the collapsed skeletons that Mother had been trying to raise. They were still now, but the bones were alive under my hands, and willing. I closed my eyes and imagined the swift flight of my needle dancing through cloth. As it always did, the image focused my thoughts, made them sharp. I imagined a pattern forming. The bones gave a convulsive shudder.

“Netta,” Patrick whispered, his voice filled with horror. “You can’t … That’s what caused the Plague. If you start making the dead walk …”

I turned to glare at him. His face was white; his eyes dark and enormous with superstitious fear. I had to suppress a slightly gleeful satisfaction at finally unsettling him.

“I’m not raising an army of the dead, Patrick,” I said flatly. “I’m getting us out of here. Now please, will you stop talking for once in your life and let me do this?”

He pressed his lips together and nodded, still pale.

I turned my attention back to the bones.

I closed my eyes and felt my way into the magic again. Immediately, I was calm. It was a clean, orderly world down there, in that cold white space. Everything connected. Everything made sense. I could see what I was trying to create, feel the neat precision of all its parts and how they interlocked so neatly, each piece so perfectly made and perfectly suited to its neighbor. Inside the bones, the long-dead marrow now pulsed, red and malleable and so easy to bring to life now that I knew how.

That was not my purpose now, though, and so I let my awareness move through the white tunnels, searching for—Ah, there it was. I could hear Patrick’s voice faintly, and the terrible cracking of the old stone walls of the catacombs, but they were muffled. The Hair floated about me as I kept my hands pressed to the bones. As delicately as threading a needle, I took the remnants of their magic and stitched it into my own, forming the picture that was in my mind.

Now, the feathers.

I opened my eyes, spread my arms, and splayed my fingers, trying to keep the image in my head. I imagined my mind as a darting needle again, holding that image of delicate stitchery and my vision of feathers all together.

More bones skittered across the stone towards me. Patrick cursed, stepping over the ones that passed too close to him, muttering something that could have been a prayer. The sound of them coming together, the clicking and clacking, reminded me of the rat-tat-tat of the masked Plague dancer in the parade as she had swooped and spun.

A long spine formed, made of a thousand tiny bone fragments; then an immense head with blind sockets where its eyes should be; then an ivory beak. Long, spindly limbs locked themselves fast to the bones of the shoulders and pelvis, sprouting toes and reaching fingers.

This was the most difficult part.

I willed the shafts of the feathers into being, feeling a forest of them splinter and pierce the bone, like the spines of my old porcupine mask, and then snap open, unfurling a fan of white barbs: a thousand, ten thousand, a hundred thousand of them across the whole skeletal body, more like quills than feathers, with no softness to them.

It was done. An immense bird stood on powerful legs ending in long, grasping claws, turning its great unseeing skull from side to side and snapping at the air. It unfolded its new wings, the span of them almost touching the walls of the colossal cavern to either side. It could have been the skeleton of a dragon from myth, with those dreadful wings and claws, if it weren’t for the ivory beak arching from beneath its eye sockets. It opened that beak now and made a hollow knocking sound—the closest thing to a voice it could summon.

Patrick was dead white, his eyes even greener than usual in the reflected light from the bone bird.

“Well,” he whispered, his mouth dry. “That’s new.”

I could have curled up on the bare stone and slept for a hundred years, but I got to my feet and walked towards the bird, which swung its immense head towards me on that long, ridged neck, and lowered its empty eyes to mine. I rested my forehead against its skull, reaching my hands up to cup its bony cheeks. Baldbeak hopped along my arm and touched his beak to that of the giant bird in tentative greeting.

“It will carry us,” I said without turning. “Let’s go.”

“You mean … ride on …”

“Of course. How else were you planning to get out of here?” I moved to the bird’s side and used its ribcage to climb up onto its spine, sitting between one enormous vertebra and the next as if the scoop of bone between them was a makeshift saddle. Baldbeak perched on top of the skull. “Come on.”

Patrick hesitated, his gaze flickering from the eye sockets of the bone bird to my face. Then, clutching at the wound in his side, he heaved himself up behind me, finding a spot between two more knobs of the colossal spine.

“I would like to clarify that I absolutely do not like this,” he said through gritted teeth. “And how is this … this thing going to fly us back through the tunnels? It’s far too big.”

“It isn’t going to fly us back,” I said. “It is going to fly us out.”

I pointed upwards at the crumbling ceiling, now shedding dust like rain. Soon larger clumps would fall, and then the whole roof would cave in. “The ceiling is made of bones, and there are layers and layers of bones above it. I can feel them. I can’t keep the whole of the catacombs from falling in. That’s too much, even for me. But I can direct the collapse, to some degree. If I open up the ceiling here …”

“Without bringing it down upon our heads, I assume.”

“… without bringing it down upon our heads, we can fly out before the catacombs collapse completely.”

I looked back at Patrick and saw an odd smile on his face. “What?”

“Just … Your Hair is swirling about your face, and you’re wielding bone magic on top of a giant skeletal bird. It’s quite the picture.”

“This is a desperate escape attempt, Patrick, not an opportunity to flirt.”

“It can be two things.”

“Be quiet. I need to concentrate.”

Above us, the ceiling crumbled and came apart. Blocks of stone and shards of bone rotated slowly in the air as a hole opened upward, stars winking at the very top. The bone bird crouched and then sprang, spreading its vast wings and propelling itself upwards, past the wreckage that hung suspended, through the ruin of the Pontiff’s palace, and into the night sky that was only just showing a sliver of dawn on the horizon.

Beneath us, the city creaked and groaned as fissures opened in the earth where the tunnels were caving in. There were shouts, and screams; flashes of flame where the crematoriums along the crumbling path broke open, and their great ovens cracked. I concentrated, keeping the bones strong and straight in the tunnel walls, stopping the collapse under the city and instead directing the tunnels’ collapse to the walls and beyond, where Ban Morin’s men were laying siege. His forces were about to have a very unpleasant surprise.

Behind me, I heard Patrick whispering his message to Baldbeak through bloodless lips. The raven went wheeling through the air in search of another flock. The message would spread to mages and practitioners across the city. Many would be able to get out of the spreading veins of damage in time. Some wouldn’t. A spiteful part of me hoped that the Pontiff, Milady, and Ban Morin were caught up in it all, or preferably crushed under the weight of a thousand crumbling bones.

“The palace!” Patrick shouted to me over the rushing air.

“What?”

“The king’s palace! It’s not in the path. We’ll be safe there.”

I looked down at the starry, scattered lights of the city. The palace was easy to spot—a cluster of glims and lights in all those thousands of windows. I bit my lip. It did seem like the safest place, especially if Ban Morin and the others were still out there—although they’d probably had enough of bone magic for one night.

But being in the king’s vicinity … Would Patrick try to persuade me again? Would the king? I didn’t have any better ideas, however, and although the bone bird seemed solid enough, I had uncomfortable visions of it disintegrating in midair if my hold on the magic failed.

A darker speck in the night sky became Baldbeak, flapping his way back to us. He landed between my hands where I clung to the creature’s neck, holding on with his claws without much trouble.

I made up my mind. It was a risk, but a small one compared to others I had taken. I was not really sure how exactly I was steering the bone bird—it seemed to respond to my thoughts almost before I had thought them. Now it changed course, slowly descending. I felt some of the tension in Patrick’s body release behind me.

We were going to the palace.




Chapter Twenty-Four
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The Ladder

‘To secure the end of a hand-stitched seam or close a loop, the ladder stitch is a practical choice. The seamstress guides the needle through the final looped stitch and pulls taut before cutting.’

—An Exhaustive Compendium of Stitches
Both Holy and Base, 4th Edition

Most of the dust had settled as we started our descent, and the sky was bruised with a slow and merciless dawn that cast dim light over Mirthwater’s broken skyline. The silence here was a fragile thing, stretched thin over the wreckage of a kingdom still teetering on the edge of collapse. From above, we could see the snaking line of destruction where the catacombs had caved in. I hoped that most of the people had managed to get away in time.

The palace was untouched, its thousand windows reflecting the morning. The bone bird landed carefully in the courtyard inside its walls with a clatter, making its eerie, hollow cry that sounded like stones knocking together. Guards had rushed out upon seeing something land on the ornate tiled path, but I doubt they had expected a giant skeletal bird, and they stopped in their tracks.

“A dragon!” yelled one. I rolled my eyes.

They knelt and leveled their spears at us. I was wondering if I would have to fight the king’s guard now, and how exactly I was planning to do that, when Patrick sighed behind me and climbed laboriously down from the spine.

When he hit the ground, I thought for a moment he was going to prostrate himself and kiss it—his face was very green—but instead he held out his hands, palms forward in a gesture of peace.

“Ban Foley,” said one of the guards, relaxing his stance. The others glanced at their fellow sidelong, but dipped the heads of their weapons a little.

“I need to speak to the king,” he said. “At once.”

No matter how I felt about Patrick on any given day, I had to admit that, however irritating he could be, he did have a commanding presence when he chose to. The guards leapt to attention, despite the fact that his clothes were torn, and he was covered in blood and dust.

“Your wound,” I said. “You should get that tended to before you speak to the king.”

“It looks worse than it is,” he said. “Honestly.”

I eyed him skeptically. “Are you trying to impress me by being stoic?”

“A little. Is it working?”

“No. Go and clean up.”

“All right.”

He gave me a lopsided smile. His eyes were shadowed with petals of fatigue, and the skin around his lips was faintly blue. I felt he was worse off than he was letting on, and I was glad to see him stride into the palace, his gait only a little shaky. I felt a little shaky myself as I dismounted the bone bird. I patted one of its ribs, and it swung its immense head around to nudge me in a friendly sort of way. I didn’t quite know what to do with it.

An ostler hovered nearby. “Should I … should I take it to the stables, my lady?” he quavered, eyeing it apprehensively.

That was a thought. I suppressed a chuckle at the idea of my enormous skeletal mount happily munching on hay in a stall next to the king’s horses. I couldn’t imagine they would be too fond of the idea, even if the bone bird would fit in a stable.

“No, it’ll be all right here,” I said, hoping I was right. I supposed I could have dismantled it again, but something about the immense, empty eye sockets looked plaintive, pleading, and I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Besides, Baldbeak seemed to be getting attached.

I rubbed its bone beak. “You can fly up to the roof if you like,” I whispered. It seemed to understand me, spreading out its wings with a sound like gravel crunching under carriage wheels, and launched itself into the air. The ostler almost fell over backwards watching it take off. It made two lazy, curving swoops upwards, and settled itself on the crenellations overhead, grooming its nonexistent chest feathers with its beak.

“Baldbeak, can you go with it?” I said. “To make sure it’s safe.”

Which seemed like a ridiculous thing to say about a magical entity the size of a small house, but the bone bird had only been in existence for an hour, and I worried it might not know how to act like a bird if I wasn’t on its back directing it. Or that it might fly away. The city of Mirthwater had been through enough in one night, and it didn’t need to be terrorized further.

Of course, said Baldbeak, giving me a friendly nip. He flew after the bone bird. From down in the courtyard, it looked like he was admonishing it about something. The bone bird hung its head, looking chastened.

I left them both to their bird business and made my way to the palace entrance. The guards, clearly feeling they needed to do something useful if I didn’t require them to slay a dragon, lined up to let me pass as if I were a visiting dignitary. I entered the palace filthy, bedraggled, and twitching with the force of magic that threatened to burst from my skin … and saw Mieka running towards me.

“Mieka!” I hugged her tightly. Her curls tickled my nose.

“Where’s your bird?” she said into my ear.

“On the roof. With another bird. It’s a long story.”

“I found a friend of yours,” she said.

The Book Man appeared behind her, smiling. He was very thin, and his new spectacles were plain silver rather than red. His blue eyes, however, enormous behind the glass, were just the same. I released Mieka and embraced him.

“You made it here safely,” I cried happily.

“We need to get you cleaned up,” said Mieka, taking me in, head to foot. “What have you been doing?”

I gave a laugh that was almost a sob.

“Tell us later,” she said.

Mieka went with me to my rooms and then left me alone to bathe and change. The maid had readied a bath before the fire, and I sank completely under the bubbling surface of it, feeling my Hair coil softly about me. The water cradled me and made me feel held somehow, contained—less likely to come apart from the force of the magic pressing against my skin. I lingered there for a long time before I finally stepped out and dressed.

I called the maid and asked for sewing supplies, then sat cross-legged on the bed, hoping to calm my mind at least a little, but the bone needle I had selected flashed white-hot in my hand, burning me. I yelped and dropped it on the bed, where it lay sleek as a little snake and somehow just as threatening.

I had felt the power surge to my fingertips. They hummed with it. My Hair stood out from my scalp, charged and fizzing as a storm cloud. I wrapped my arms around myself, tucking my hands under my armpits to ease the pain and buzzing. This new power would take some getting used to.

There was a knock at the door, and Mieka poked her head around. “Can I come in?”

I nodded. She crossed the room and sat on the bed beside me, legs curled up. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” I said, still hugging myself.

“Tell me what happened,” she said.

I told her, as best I could. When I had finished, she stared at me.

“So where did it go?” she said. “The bone magic, I mean. Is it gone again? Or sleeping, or …”

“It’s in me. I think,” I said.

“In you?” She stared at me as if expecting my skeleton to slip free from my skin and start dancing a jig.

“I offered it … a sort of partnership.”

“Is that … something you can do? With magic?”

“Apparently so.”

“So is it … I mean, can it talk? Bargain?”

“No, not exactly. Perhaps a little, in the way Baldbeak can with his mind-pictures. But it desperately wants to live. I offered it another way. A less destructive way.” My Hair curled about me as I crossed my arms over my chest, still feeling the bright surge of it inside. “I don’t know if I can control it at all, or even live with it. I’m hoping … that I will find out how. Mother made me from it, with it, after all. It has always been part of me. Now it’s just … more.”

“Made you from it?”

“Yes. I never had a father, it turns out. She made me with a spell. She carried me in her womb, birthed me the usual way—as far as I know—but I was never really a person. Not like other people.”

“Netta,” Mieka said gently. “You are a person.”

“My whole life,” I said slowly, “I thought I was a disappointment to her. That she loved me despite, not because of. That she wanted a different sort of daughter. But she didn’t want a daughter at all. I was … raw material. Like her paper and ink. She was just waiting to use me.”

Mieka took my hand. “But you are more than that.”

“Am I? I am only half a human, after all.”

Mieka shrugged. “And what makes a human? I never knew my mother. Perhaps she was a magical entity, too. Or a murderer. Or a sentient vase of flowers. It doesn’t matter. I am who I am. And so are you.”

I nodded, looking down. “I hope so. And I hope I can … stay me. I don’t know if I can. I am going to try.”

She was still holding my hand. “You can stay with me and Zlata and the rest of us. Until you decide what you want to do.”

“Thank you.”

“No criminal activity required. Unless you want some. Would you like some criminal activity?”

I smiled a little. “I appreciate that. But I think I’m going to go back to the Tower.”

“To the Tower? Where you lived with your mother? But why?”

I shrugged. “I want to see it again, now that I know … everything. And all of Mother’s work is there—all her research on bone magic. Two decades’ worth of it. If I am to understand exactly what I’ve got myself into, I need to start studying.”

“But …” She paused, as if not sure how to proceed delicately.

“I can’t read, I know. I have some ideas about how to get around that.”

“All right. I suppose I understand. But we’re always there, if you need us.”

I swallowed. “Thank you.”

She drummed her fingers on the bed. “Are you sure you’re not just leaving because of—”

“No,” I said, too quickly.

“You didn’t let me finish.”

“I knew what you were going to say. And no, it’s not just because of Patrick.”

“He came to find you. He was distraught when you left.”

I closed my eyes briefly.

“Really, Netta. I think he …”

“No,” I said, holding up a hand. “I know. I know, and …” I tried to sort out my complicated thoughts, with little success. “I know he … cares about me, in his way. But if I stay near him, I won’t be able to decide for myself what I need to do. Even if he has the best intentions, he can’t help but interfere. Whatever I do, I need to do it away from him.”

“Always?”

“Yes. No.” I sighed. “I don’t know.”

“Well, don’t disappear,” she said. “Not from me, at least.”

“Never,” I said, and finally let my hand curl round under hers to link her fingers with mine.

A soft knock at the door. The maid appeared again. “The king wants to see you, my lady,” she said almost apologetically.

Mieka and I exchanged glances. “Go back to the Book Man,” I said. “Tell him to meet me up on the roof when he’s ready.”

She nodded and slipped out, and I followed the maid down the interminable halls.

It wasn’t the king’s official reception room, but it was grand enough. Well-dressed men and women stood about looking grave and official, while a servant passed between them, pouring wine into their cups from a silver pitcher. Towards the back, in the shadows, I saw Patrick. He was his usual impeccable self again, seeming to stand quite comfortably, with no sign of injury. He met my gaze for a moment, giving me the ghost of a smile.

“Your Majesty.” I dipped into my best approximation of a curtsey, which was more like a nervous bob.

“Lady Edevane,” he replied. That was going to take some getting used to.

The king got to his feet. One of his courtiers made a movement, as if to hold his arm, but he waved them away and bowed, dipping so low that I could see the white line of his scalp in his pale-blond hair. He wore only a simple circlet today and a plain velvet doublet, but somehow managed to look every inch a king despite his plain clothing and frailty.

“I hear you just prevented an uprising,” he said mildly. “My thanks.”

He had kind eyes, I noticed, and a smile of surprising sweetness. He couldn’t be much older than me, and his open, clean-shaven face made him look boyish. I found I was assessing him differently at this meeting, now that I knew what Patrick had planned for me. This man could have been my husband. Still could, I supposed, depending on what the coming months brought to Virelith, and on what the consequences of my uneasy alliance with bone magic would be.

I realized he was still waiting for my reply.

“Er, yes, I suppose so,” I said.

“Virelith is grateful for your loyalty,” he said.

“What will happen to the Pontiff?”

“The Pontiff has been disgraced—but of course, the Temple is denying that he acted with their knowledge. So while we have imprisoned him, the Temple elders will cloister and elect another. It is likely that someone just like him will take his place.” He sighed. “The Temple remains ever ambitious, especially when it comes to controlling every aspect of magic. But at least one avenue is now closed to them.”

“Oh.” I had hoped for more. “And Milady?”

“In hiding, I believe.”

“Will she be punished as well?”

He sighed. “In a darker, less civilized age, I would have been able to lock her up or execute her for her actions. Sadly, we at least pretend to be more civilized now. There is very little actual evidence linking her to the Pontiff’s actions.”

“But Patrick and I saw her …”

“Oh, I know. But she is expert at negotiating our courts … and garnering support.”

“So it made very little difference after all.”

“I wouldn’t say that. You prevented another Plague and forced our enemies into the open, where we can keep a better eye on them. They have to remain cautious—at least somewhat, while I still rule.” He said this rather ruefully.

“What about Ban Morin’s uprising? His soldiers?”

“Ban Morin will be caught and executed for his attack on the Followers and on the throne. His men are scattered, for now. They will re-form, perhaps. But not immediately.”

His smile was gentle, but his eyes were sharp as he watched my face. “I suppose I couldn’t persuade you to stay in Mirthwater for a while?” he said. “You don’t have to marry me, you know.”

This surprised a laugh out of me. “It was nothing personal, Your Majesty.”

“Oh, I know.” He grinned boyishly. He was handsome when he smiled, despite the shadows under his eyes and his unhealthy pallor. “I still think Patrick’s idea was a good one.”

Behind him, I saw Patrick shift his weight a little.

“Your Majesty, I …” I began.

“Take some time to think about it,” he offered. “Even if you do not wish to be queen, I would offer you a position in my court. I am well aware I cannot compel you to do anything, and please believe me when I say I do not desire to try—I merely make the request. Please consider it. When you are ready.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” I said.

I knew without turning that Patrick had followed me out. I walked a little way down the corridor to a pair of large doors that led to a stone balcony, then waited for him to approach. He walked with his usual confident stride, face smiling and unreadable, but I saw the way he fiddled with his rings as he approached.

“All better?” I said lightly.

“Merely a scratch,” he said airily, waving a dismissive hand, then dropped the act and grinned. “Rather worse than a scratch, actually. But I have been stitched up and force-fed all sorts of disgusting elixirs, and I am assured that I will live to flee from danger in a cowardly manner another day.”

“You weren’t cowardly.”

“Well.” He shrugged, still smiling, but there was a tinge of bitterness in it. “I wasn’t terribly useful. Thank you, by the way. You know, for the minor matter of saving the kingdom. And me. And for creating that horrible, cursed bone thing for us to fly out on. Where is it, by the way? Back in the grave, I hope.”

“No, I’m afraid I’m going to keep her around for a while.”

“Her?”

I shrugged. “Bone Bird doesn’t have a gender, but I’m coming to think of her as her. Perhaps because Baldbeak likes her so much.”

He feigned a shudder. “Dreadful creature.”

“I wanted to say goodbye,” I said.

A flicker of something in his eyes. “You’re leaving? When?”

“Immediately.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Why so soon?”

“I need to find out … what to do with all this.” I gestured vaguely at myself. “What it means.”

“If you stayed, I could …”

“No.” I had spoken more sternly than I intended to, and he flinched a little. “No, thank you, I mean.”

His face softened, and he reached for my hand. “Netta …”

“I’ll marry the king if I have to,” I said. “Not because you want me to. But because I choose it. If that’s the only way to stop the kingdom from coming apart, to stop a war, then fine. I’ll do it. But not yet. I need to … learn more about myself, first.”

He said nothing, but did not drop his gaze.

“Any news of Milady and Ban Morin?” I asked.

“As the king said …”

“I know you have your own ways of finding things out.”

He smiled, then shook his head. “No news. As far as I know, they have retreated and are licking their wounds, like the Pontiff, awaiting judgement … and probably forging alliances, and shoring up gold and weapons, I would wager. But word will spread of what they attempted. I do not think the common folk will take kindly to any hint of reviving the Plague. You have done wonders for the monarchy. Right now it seems to everyone that the safest option is to stay loyal to the king.”

“And … Will word spread about me?”

“It is inevitable, I’m afraid. But I feel the talk will be kinder to you. You are something of an enigma, you know. The all-powerful mage—”

I snorted. “Hardly.”

“—who appeared from nowhere to defeat bone magic and prevent a second Plague.”

“They won’t know what really happened?”

“How could they? Unless you tell them. Not even Milady, Ban Morin, and the Pontiff know exactly what happened after they left. Although the presence of an enormous skeletal bird spotted flying about the kingdom might give them a clue.”

“And what are you going to do?”

“I will stay with the king,” he said. “And keep an eye on my various interests throughout the kingdom, of course.”

“So, just like before then.”

“Very much like.”

“So nothing has changed. For you.”

He looked at me for a long moment, then said, “Come with me. I want to show you something.”

I hesitated.

“I’m not going to lock you up in a room, if that’s what you’re afraid of.”

We walked together down the long hall, in not-quite-companionable silence, until we reached his rooms. Despite the ornate decor, they were tidy and spare. Patrick went to a desk by the window and unlocked a drawer, lifting out a narrow wooden box—the kind of thing you would store a gown in, with rosemary for freshness and to keep out the moths.

He laid it on the desk and raised the lid. I thought for a moment it was a gown, and then I thought it might be a bouquet of dried flowers, but then I realized the riot of color was a chaos of silks of all sizes, intricately embroidered by a deft hand. My hand.

All the pieces that I had made back at the Tower and given to Baldbeak for what I had thought were his own mysterious purposes. All of them were here. I dipped my hand into them as if they were a river, letting the silk flow over my skin. Patrick watched me.

“You’ve had these all this time?” I trailed my fingers over the designs. Some of them I remembered well, and others I had completely forgotten.

“I asked Baldbeak to bring me something of you, to help me understand you. I was curious.”

“Exceedingly curious, it seems,” I said. “I had forgotten most of these. And there is my map!”

“Ah yes, your map of the Tower. The first one that Baldbeak ever brought it to me. It is how I found out where you and your mother were hiding.”

“So my spell worked after all.” I laughed a little. “I was wishing to be rescued from my monotonous existence. Little did I know.”

“Rescued, eh?” He smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. “By a handsome prince, no doubt?”

“By someone. But it turned out I had to climb down on my own.” I spread out the silks. “You must have dozens of these. Why did you keep asking Baldbeak for them?”

“I’m not sure,” he said. “You have a gift. Besides the magical ones, I mean.” He traced one of the patterns lightly. “Even if these had no magical worth at all, they would be beautiful.”

He looked up, more meaning in his hazel eyes than I was ready for. He had kissed me once before, on Plaguenight, and I had been trying very hard not to think about it since then. But the thing about a kiss is that, when you’ve done it once, the possibility of another one is always hovering between you. I would say like a butterfly, something fragile and beautiful, but if you are desperately trying not to think about kissing the other person, it is more like a mosquito with an unignorable, insistent whine.

And I had too much else to think about.

The moment hung suspended; and then I looked away, and he dropped his gaze.

“Do you want them back?” he asked, keeping his voice light. “As you can see, I have taken great care of them.”

“No,” I said. I lowered the lid, shutting them away again. “I can make more.”

“Well,” he said, and sighed. “At least let me walk you back to your rooms.”

“I am not going back,” I said.

“You’re leaving right now?”

“I think I must.” Before any number of things happened that could delay me or persuade me to abandon my plan altogether.

“Then let me walk you to your … horrifying skeletal steed.”

“That I can do,” I said.

We made our way up to the highest floor of the palace, to the door that led out to a rooftop garden. The battlements were quiet, save for the soft wind and the faint creak of bone. The bird waited, motionless as a sculpture but somehow unmistakably alive, her great ribbed wings folded and her skull turned slightly towards me. Below, guards walked the courtyard, their cloaks floating behind them as if they had wings of their own.

“I will never get used to that thing,” Patrick muttered.

He looked out across the ramparts. His posture was easy, his hands clasped behind his back, but there was something rigid about the set of his jaw. The wind had disarranged his hair slightly, and I had the strange urge to reach out and brush it back. I didn’t.

“How does it feel? Finally having your revenge on Milady?” I said. “I don’t think you could have beaten her any more thoroughly.”

A soft breeze lifted his cloak.

“Empty,” he said. “It feels empty.”

“I thought it was what you wanted.”

“So did I.”

Something about the set of his jaw made my throat ache.

“So this is it, then?” he said lightly, though there was a bitter twist to his voice. “You go your way, I go mine?”

“For now,” I said.

Patrick turned to look at me fully then, studying my face, as if committing it to memory.

“I can’t say I approve,” he murmured, tilting his head. “But you’ve never cared much for my approval, have you?”

I huffed a quiet laugh. “Not particularly.”

More silence. The wind whistled low through the eyeholes of the bone bird.

There was too much between us now. Too much deception; too much truth. I thought about saying thank you, or I can’t forgive you yet, or come with me.

Instead, I stepped towards him, and there it was again: that flicker of something almost gentle behind his eyes. I don’t know what made me do it. The awful quiet of it all? Or maybe just the thought of leaving without knowing—without at least trying to know. I leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth. He startled—just slightly—and then he kissed me back.

It was soft. Careful. We were almost exactly the same height, so I didn’t have to crane my neck, but I still felt precarious, unbalanced. His hand brushed against my waist, uncertain, and then hovered there, barely touching.

I wanted it to go on forever.

So I ended it.

He took a breath as if to speak, then stopped.

“I’d better go,” I said.

“You’ll be careful,” he said. A plea disguised as a command.

I nodded. “You too.”

He glanced towards the bone bird, then back at me. “If you need anything—”

I cut him off gently. “I know.”

Baldbeak flapped over, stopping on Patrick’s shoulder. He reached up and ruffled his feathers.

“You odd bird,” he said. “I believe I will miss you, too.”

He gave a pleased sort of raark. Patrick gave him one more pat.

“Well. Goodbye, you two,” he said. “Or three, rather.”

He took a step backwards, putting distance between us, then took my hand and kissed it. I nodded wordlessly, and he walked off with his usual easy, elegant stride, his hands clasped behind his back, as if simply going for an evening stroll. He did not turn again. After a moment, I heard his voice and another’s, just inside the door, and then the Book Man emerged alone, blinking. He always had the look of someone coming out of dimness into a bright light, although I knew the palace was light and airy.

“My dear,” he said. “I heard you were leaving.”

“I hoped you would come with me to the Tower,” I said. “My mother’s books are there … all her research. I wouldn’t know what to do with any of it, and I can’t understand it myself. There’s no one else in Virelith that I would trust with it.”

He adjusted his spectacles. “I am honored.”

“Unless you have somewhere else you want to go,” I added quickly. He was standing so still that I wondered if I had pinned him to the floor with my awkward request—whether he was finding the courage to reject me politely. But he stepped forward to take me by the shoulders and repeated, “I am honored.”

Behind the spectacles, his eyes were damp. I screwed mine shut to keep my own tears back and took a steadying breath. His hands on my shoulders were warm and grounding.

“Some of it should probably be destroyed,” I said.

“If that is necessary, I will do what needs to be done.”

I thought of the Tower. Some of the pigeons might still be coming back to roost in the attic, out of habit, but many had probably moved away. The swans and geese in the river would long have ceased to look for me. The spiders would have had a wonderful time, finally left entirely to their own devices. I imagined their webs laid over all our furniture and belongings like dustcloths.

“There’ll be a bit of tidying up to do,” I said in a remarkable feat of understatement.

“I am quite willing to wield a feather duster.”

“Are … are you ready to go now?” I said.

He spread his hands. “Why not? I have no shop, now, and no possessions.” He seemed quite cheerful about it. “I am ready to follow you whenever you say the word. Are we to take the stagecoach?”

“Er … no.” I hesitated. “We’re going to ride on Bone Bird.”

“Gracious,” said the Book Man, adjusting his spectacles. “That … skeletal bone magic creature? A very impressive spell, might I add.”

“She’s very friendly,” I hastened to assure him.

“Oh, I’m sure she is, my dear,” he said, politely, but his smile was a bit fixed.

I led him to where the Bone Bird and Baldbeak were waiting. Baldbeak was fussing about the immense creature like a mother hen with its chick, picking specks of dust and debris off its shining white skeleton. The Book Man’s eyes were wide as saucers, but he cleared his throat and nodded.

“Goodness,” he said faintly. “It is all bone magic, I presume.”

“Yes.”

“A complex spell, indeed. It does seem … much larger, up close.” He took a deep breath. “A truly terrifying power.”

He said it not with awe, nor with fear, but with something like compassion.

“I hope that I will learn to control it one day,” I said. “At least to stop it from spilling out at all the wrong moments.”

“I shall endeavor to assist you with that as well, my dear,” he said, putting an arm about my shoulders and squeezing. He paused. “What about your friends here?”

“I have said my goodbyes,” I said firmly. I tugged at the rope I had asked a servant to bring, as well as some cushions to soften our seat on the bony spine. “I’m sorry. Even with the padding, I don’t think our journey will be very comfortable.”

“I shall manage,” he said.

I climbed the curve of bone again, my fingers cold against the smooth ivory. Bone Bird shifted as I mounted, making a low grinding sound deep in her chest. It was a friendly sound, I knew somehow. Baldbeak settled on my shoulder, a familiar and welcome weight. The Book Man clambered up behind me.

I had wanted to be free from everyone who tried to use me—and now I was. I was no longer anyone’s daughter; prize; sacrifice. Perhaps I was still a vessel, of sorts. But this time, I had chosen to be.

“Ready, my dear?” said the Book Man from behind me.

“Ready,” I said, and Bone Bird turned my thought into movement, leaping into the air with a clatter, turning Mirthwater and the palace into nothing but a tangle of color and shape as it unraveled beneath us.
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Discussion
Questions

These suggested questions are to spark conversation and enhance your reading of A Tangled Magic.


	What were your expectations of the book based solely on the cover? Were you surprised? What motifs do you notice?

	A Tangled Magic is loosely inspired by various versions of the fairytale “Rapunzel.” What kind of similarities do you see to the version of Rapunzel you know? What kind of differences stood out to you?

	The book opens with the epigraph, “Trust is the mother of deceit.” How do you think trust is demonstrated by Netta throughout the book? Who does she instantly trust? Who does she remain suspicious of? Do you always agree with Netta’s opinions about people?

	Patrick’s motivations, whether they are solely ambitious or for a greater common good, are questioned by Netta and others throughout the book. Did your opinion of him evolve? Do you think Patrick is justified in doing the things he does?

	Baldbeak starts off as Netta’s only friend, but there are further reveals about his role in her life. Does Baldbeak believe he is a loyal friend in his own way? How so?

	A central theme of this book is choosing your own destiny. Have you had a pivotal moment in your own life when you’ve had to change course or start fresh?

	The Temple is an oppressive and controlling religion that values power over personal freedoms. Do you see any parallels to religions or other institutions in our world?

	What form of magic would you choose to wield, if you could? Would you prefer to have an affinity?

	Who was your favorite supporting character, and why?

	How do you think Netta’s understanding of her mother changes? What was your own opinion of Mother at the beginning of the novel versus by the end?

	What do you imagine might happen in a sequel to A Tangled Magic? What would you like to see?
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Keep reading for an excerpt!
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They said that magic, real magic, not the shite that the hedge-witches peddled with all their little bags of powders and herbs, could only be performed in exchange for a human heart.

That’s why all the sorceresses who passed through our village—the ones in the big carriages with the gold scrollwork and velvet curtains—were all so pretty. The sort of pretty that broke hearts, men’s and, I’m sure, some women’s as well, although, in general, the women seemed to be better at hiding it.

When they visited, the sorceresses made a show of going into the market and buying the herbs we grew, as if they made potions like any old hedge-witch. Really, though, they were sucking bits of heart out of everyone around them, and we all knew it. Yet we gathered around them rather than shutting ourselves away indoors as we should have.

That was their purpose in coming to the villages: gathering bits of heart—second-rate, hayseed hearts, little smears of heart, but enough for small spells. Each smitten man or woman gave a little bit of their heart when they saw one of these ladies, it was said, and she would pocket their devotion to use for a cantrip or a hex.

They rarely took a whole heart, which would involve luring a person away, or so we believed; they seemed to gather enough of what they needed by gradual winnowing during each visit.

I don’t know how we knew about the hearts. It was just something we seemed to be born knowing. I suppose our parents told us the story in our cradles, but I do not remember hearing it for the first time.

We knew that hearts were the only source of magic that really worked, although the odd charlatan could get away with tea leaves and herbs for a little while if their luck held; we knew a heart could be taken in bits and pieces, with the victim barely noticing, or all at once, prized from a chest like an oyster from a shell; and we knew the sorceresses got those hearts from us, those who lived in villages far from the city and the king’s palace.

And what did they do with all that magic? No one knew for sure, and no one much cared. Whatever they did, they did in the city, and they didn’t concern themselves with our affairs, so we didn’t concern ourselves with theirs. The ladies probably used their magicks for murdering and all such, we speculated—killing people the king wanted dead. Big, political things.

Our kingdom was never at war and had not been for hundreds of years, as far as anyone knew, and perhaps the ladies and their magicks had something to do with that.

They didn’t take enough from us to be a bother, and any inconvenience caused by the gradual stealing of hearts was more than made up for by the excitement of their visits, or so everyone seemed to believe.

That acceptance of what amounted to a slow mutilation seemed strange to me later, but at the time, I was as complacent as the rest of them. So long as they kept to their city most of the time, we could cheerfully ignore them.

Only one man in our village had ever actually been to the city: Goodman Whelk. (Well, one other had gone involuntarily, but more on that in a moment.) But Whelk had visited over thirty years ago, and his mind was almost gone, so he wasn’t much help.

None of us traveled away from the village, if we could help it, and certainly never away from the kingdom. Occasionally travelers passed through on their way to Somewhere Else, but more often than not, we would see them again on their way back. They always seemed befuddled at their failure to stay gone. We were remarkably incurious, it seemed to me later, but at the time, we rarely questioned it.

For the most part, in our kingdom, you probably lived out your life and died in the village where you were born. What was the point of leaving? All villages were much like ours; beyond the borders of the kingdom lay nothing but war and danger, from what we heard. And the city held its own horrors besides the sorceresses and their hearts.

We heard stories about children in the city abandoned by their parents—or lost, perhaps—who traveled in gangs of pickpockets. Or who simply vanished. If we were bad, the adults would threaten us with a cart ride to the city, to join them. Not Da, of course, but other parents.

The wives and sweethearts didn’t like it when the sorceresses visited—and some of the husbands, presumably, the ones who saw the longing glances their ladyfolk gave, although, being men, they would never admit it.

The women scowled and glowered and stood with their arms crossed, watching as the beautiful ladies sucked up the hearts that belonged to the womenfolk, by rights. At least, so they believed.

I quite enjoyed seeing the men squirm under the sorceresses’ gaze and the womenfolk’s fear and anger. The women would come into the shop after one of the ladies had visited and tut their tongues, complaining about the weakness of men, and I would listen stolidly as I wrapped their meat, gleeful on the inside.

I think I liked hearing of their resentment because it meant they knew what it felt like to be me, even for just a moment. Even the prettiest of them couldn’t hold a candle to the sorceresses, and I always felt like the plainest girl in the village by a long way.

I knew I would never be one of the young women with a babe on her hip, or even one of the settled matrons in a floury apron. I told myself I was at peace with it, but, as I said, seeing the women’s jealousy of the sorceresses gave me a kind of satisfaction. I couldn’t find it in myself to feel too sorry for them.

The sorceresses were charming, though. Even I couldn’t deny that. I had caught the eye of one once, as she climbed down from her carriage, and she had smiled at me as if I were someone who interested her very much, and whom she might want to learn more about, had she the time. Then I had the inkling of how they might have broken hearts, those ladies.
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We had only known one person to be taken by the sorceresses, properly taken. Mostly the ladies just sucked enough heart out of enough idiots to serve their purposes on their rare visits, and then left, like picking the best fruits for the harvest.

Eventually they would run out, I supposed, but perhaps not—the ladies seemed never to age, and maybe they were content to wait till more idiots spawned and grew old enough to leer and yearn after the beautiful city sorceresses. Our village certainly birthed its fair share of idiots.

Perhaps the ladies that visited us were the same ladies who had always visited, back before the memories of even our oldest citizen.

One was taken, though, as I said, to the city. He wasn’t anything special—neither handsome nor not-handsome, not young, and not old. Far enough past the usual marrying age for most girls to forget about him, but not so far that they didn’t wink at him from time to time.

I could never quite remember his name before that, although I knew it began with a D—Dom? Denys? But after he was taken, everyone knew his name, and it became a name like one in a story, that you whisper, that has its own music to it: Dav. Dav Mallet.

A sorceress came to town as usual that day and stepped down from her carriage with a pretty white foot. Some were slim, some ripe and full, but all had faces so fine they could stop your breath; they had skin of all shades, from white to coal dark; and their hair, whatever the texture, was always lustrous, as if lit from within.

You could tell someone had fussed about with it, from all the braids and sparklies hanging off at all angles. They’d stick a jewel wherever a jewel would stick, those ladies, on fingers and wrists and ankles, and some even had their noses pierced.

They wore dresses in all colors, with skirts as big around as four of Goodman Wick’s beer barrels, held out with wires to keep them stiff.

Young Sam Stebbin swore he got a look underneath one once, as the lady was stepping up the little ladder into her carriage. He said he was on the ground trying to find something he’d dropped (bollocks), and he looked up and caught a glance of the underskirt, past those jingling ankle bracelets and right up that luscious leg. The lads made him tell this story over and over.

The sorceresses always kept those carriage curtains drawn right till the last moment, keeping everyone on tiptoes and straining to see; the menfolk’s trousers bulging out at the seams, no doubt, as if their little fellows could stand on tiptoe as well and get a quiz at the fine city ladies.

Dav worked in the fish market back then. He went out on the river enough days to bring heaps of the stinking things back, dangling from poles. He always smelled a little like fish, did Dav. That was the only memorable thing about him, before that day.

This particular sorceress, the one who took Dav, was golden-haired under her black veil, the gold glinting through the lace like daisies in the grass.

She did not even make the usual pretense of going to the herbalist’s that day, but instead stepped her dainty feet in their buttoned boots onto our dirty village ground and looked boldly about her. If she had been a goodwife at the fruit stand, she would have been squeezing melons and measuring the weight of apples; that’s the kind of look she had as she eyed the staring crowd with her yellow-green eyes.

She saw Dav standing at his fish stall, with his big tub of brine and his dried fish dangling from his pole like a fringe about him, and pointed one long finger at him.

Dav looked about himself gormlessly, to either side and then behind, then realized to whom she was pointing and poked his eyebrows up so high that they disappeared into his hair.

And then she smiled, and he lurched forward, almost overtipping his tub of salted water, and made his stumbling way through the silent, watching crowd.

They stepped aside for him as they would step aside for Goodman Trew, the village drunk, but with none of the laughter and ribald comments. There was just a sense that he should be left to go his way, with no interference.

The sorceress kept her hand outstretched and her finger crooked for all the time he took to wobble up, with nary a tremor in her well-shaped arm. When he reached her, he stood, swaying on his feet, staring into her perfect face. We all stared with him.

She smiled, and all our hearts leaped like Dav’s dying fish. Then she opened the door to her carriage and stepped up and inside. He followed, stumbling up the steps, looking like the bumpkin he was. We saw an elegant hand reach from the darkness inside and close the door, and we heard the small snick of a lock.

None of us went about our business. None of us spoke. We all waited. Not much time passed—four minutes, maybe five? It was hard to tell. And then the carriage started to rumble, the wheels sucked themselves out of the dirt, and the whole mess of it started to drive back the way it had come.

When it was out of sight, the chatter started. Low-voiced at first, and then louder. Speculation. Lewd suggestions as to what Dav was doing in there with the sorceress. Calls for the guardsmen—she can’t just take him! Who knows what she’s going to do with him? It must be against some law, surely?

And the men looked yearningly after, all wishing it had been them. Maybe they imagined that one day a carriage would stop, and a lady would hold out a hand and take them into the city with her, to be used as she saw fit, and maybe they wouldn’t care if she wizened them out like an old fruit. Maybe they imagined the sorceresses were magic all up in their quaints, too. That they had cunnies that glowed, maybe, or shot sparks, or opened up like flowers.

No one called the guardsmen. After all, Dav might have been taken, but he went willingly. We had all seen it. Besides, the guardsmen were as ineffective as the holy men when it came to sorceresses. Why did we need the law, or even gods, when we lived under the sorceresses’ all-powerful protection? Their authority trumped all.

Dav’s mother cried. There were half-hearted attempts to contact the city, send letters, but no one knew exactly where to send them.

When Dav came back—must have been a week, maybe ten days later?—he came back alone. They found him lying in his fish stall in the early hours of the morning, when the first market-keepers were trundling in their barrows of produce and flowers.

He was snoring, head on the ground and feet dangling over and into his tin tub of stale, briny water, which no one had bothered to empty. And he was naked with, some said, a great bruise on his chest. I never saw him without a shirt after this, so I can’t confirm the truth of it.

They shook him awake, splashed the souring water on his face, slapped him about a bit, and draped him with enough cloth to make him decent. They asked him what had happened. He seemed dazed, looking over their shoulders as if searching for someone else. He looked like a child hunting for his mother in a crowd, on the verge of tears. His great, rough, dry lip wobbled.

Dav’s mother kept him out of sight for a while. She kept her curtains closed, too, so none of the village nosy-parkers could peek in.

When he finally emerged, he looked like a man recovering from a long illness. He even walked with a cane, for shite’s sake, which I thought was probably for show. After all, his legs weren’t what the sorceress had been interested in, presumably.

“Poor fellow,” Da said once, shaking his head, as we watched Dav pass by.

“Weak fellow, to be so easily dazzled,” I said, blowing a strand of damp hair out of my face. It had been an unusually warm and busy day in the shop, and I was more irritable than usual, and perhaps less generous of spirit. Da shot me a look.

“Don’t be so quick to judgment, Foss,” he said, but gently. “We don’t know what manner of magicks she used on him, nor how we would have behaved in his place.”

“I wouldn’t have fallen for it, I can tell you that,” I said. “No matter how pretty she was.”

Da smiled—the same smile he got when he talked about my mam, sad and happy all at once. “We’ll see,” he said. “You’re young yet. There’s more than magic that can make a person foolish—or weak, as you call it. Stronger men than Dav have succumbed to it.”

I snorted, but I was laughing. He had a way of making me soften up, did Da.

There had been much speculation about Dav’s adventures with the sorceress, naturally. Most of it was shouted in the pub or muttered between men on the street and kept away from the womenfolk, but no one really considered me womenfolk, and so I got to hear a lot of it.

It was what you would expect. Talk of dungeons with all kinds of instruments for inducing dark pleasures. Enslavement, Dav in a collar, forced to feed his lady grapes—or, in the gorier versions, little pieces of his own heart, wrapped as elegantly as hors d’oeuvres, perhaps stuffed with pitless olives and silky cream cheeses.

Everyone was eager to hear the musk and moisture of Dav’s stories—or, failing that, the blood and horrors. Perhaps a mixture of both.

But Dav said nothing. Whenever he was asked—and he was, subtly at first and then more insistently when he vouchsafed no details—he started to cry like a child, his face open and loose and wet, so that the other men looked away in embarrassment.

He would cry for hours into his ale, himself as free of shame as a baby, but it made everyone else sit at the edges of the room and eye him sideways. After a while, they stopped asking.

Dav never spoke about his time with the sorceress. Nor did he ever marry, nor have a sweetheart. I heard the rumors and saw him often as he passed before the shop window, looking lost and bereft, searching the crowd as if looking for someone.

I didn’t think to talk to him myself about the sorceress or ask him about his time under her spell. Back then, I thought I would have nothing to do with the magic ladies besides watching them pass through—more fool me, as it turned out.
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