
        
            
                
            
        

    

[image: Book cover of ‘The Knave and the Moon’ by Rachel Gillig. The cover image features a blindfolded figure in armor holding a sword. Floral motifs appear in the background. A quote from Rebecca Ross on ‘The Knight and The Moth reads “Prepare to meet your next obsession.”]




[image: Title page of ‘The Knave and the Moon, The Stonewater Kingdom: Book Two’ by Rachel Gillig published by ‘Orbit Books.’]





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

Copyright © 2026 by Rachel Gillig

Cover design by Lisa Marie Pompilio

Cover photography by Blake Morrow

Cover images by Shutterstock

Cover copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Map by Tim Paul

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior written permission of the publisher, including any use or reproduction for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies. The publisher expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception in accordance with Article 4(3) DSM Directive 2019/790 and any other equivalent legislation in force from time to time or elsewhere. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com.

Orbit

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10104

orbitbooks.net

First Edition: September 2026

Simultaneously published in Great Britain by Orbit

Orbit is an imprint of Hachette Book Group.

The Orbit name and logo are registered trademarks of Little, Brown Book Group Limited.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Contact your local bookseller or special.markets@hbgusa.com regarding special discounts for bulk purchases.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025042727

ISBNs: 9780316601849 (hardcover), 9780316611060 (signed hardcover edition), 9780316573818 (ebook)

E3-20260709-JV-NF-ORI






Contents


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Map

	The End of the Story

	Chapter One: The Night Aisling Fell

	Chapter Two: Your Dream Is at an End

	Chapter Three: She Whom I Have Known

	Chapter Four: Come One, Come All




	The Joust

	Chapter Five: My Queen, the Last Diviner

	Chapter Six: The Only God of Men Is Coin

	Chapter Seven: Once a Thief

	Chapter Eight: Let the Tournament Begin

	Chapter Nine: I Think I’ll Call You Rory




	The Melee

	Chapter Ten: Where the Wind Whispers a Minor Tune

	Chapter Eleven: The Difference Between Heresy and Ingenuity

	Chapter Twelve: The Finest Knave in All of Traum

	Chapter Thirteen: The Mind Forgets

	Chapter Fourteen: The Body Remembers

	Chapter Fifteen: The Many Names of a Common Flower




	Feats of Strength

	Chapter Sixteen: Ghosts in the Yard

	Chapter Seventeen: The Records and Findings of Benedict Castor the First

	Chapter Eighteen: A Cold, Yawning Castle

	Chapter Nineteen: Hit Me as Hard as You Can, Second Encore

	Chapter Twenty: A Show of Strength




	The Hunt

	Chapter Twenty-One: Playacting

	Chapter Twenty-Two: Light, in Stone

	Chapter Twenty-Three: The Burning Grove

	Chapter Twenty-Four: I Will Shoulder Any Weight You Give Me

	Chapter Twenty-Five: The End of Time, the Start of Time




	The Duel

	Chapter Twenty-Six: The Unknighting of Benedict Castor the Third

	Chapter Twenty-Seven: One Last Spectacle

	Chapter Twenty-Eight: Martyr

	Chapter Twenty-Nine: The Eternal Moon




	The Beginning of the Story

	Chapter Thirty: A Peculiar Gargoyle Upon a Hill




	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	Also by Rachel Gillig






	Cover

	Table of Contents

	Dedication

	Title Page

	Start of Content

	Start of Backmatter

	Copyright





Page List


	ii

	iii

	iv

	v

	vi

	1

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	115

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	286

	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307

	308

	309

	310

	311

	313

	314

	315

	316

	317

	318

	319

	320

	321

	322

	323

	324

	325

	326

	327

	328

	329

	330

	331

	332

	333

	334

	335

	336

	337

	338

	339

	340

	341

	342

	343

	344

	345

	347

	348

	349

	350

	351

	352

	353

	355

	356

	357

	358







To those who look upon the world and feel despair. I promise there is hope to find, yet. Love to spend, yet. There just has to be.






Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

Tap here to learn more.

[image: Orbit logo]






[image: Map of The Stonewater Kingdom featuring locations such as Castle Luricht and Coulson Faire to the north, The Seacht in the central region, Aisling Cathedral and Coulson Faire to the northwest, The Fervent Peaks and Hot Springs to the northeast, Petula Hall and The Chiming Wood to the southeast, and The Cliffs of Bellidine to the southwest.]






The End of the Story

You know this story, Bartholomew, though you do not know all of it. I’ll tell it to you as best I can and promise to be honest in my talebearing. If I’m not, that would be all right. A story is a kind of spectacle, I think. A strange, shimmering display. How you look at it determines its meaning—it is not for me to say if belief inspired by spectacle should be counted as honest.

Once, a creature lay naked upon fields of bromegrass, and the world grew around her. Her mind was full of knowledge, her limbs swollen with strength, her heart beating a contented rhythm. She looked up at the moon and the moon looked down at her and they were the same: ever-changing, always constant.

But the world shifted. She, who had never been truly known, was revered, then desired. Stories echoed, and suddenly folk of the land felt entitled to her life; it was not long before they took it. Her flesh was eaten, her bones chipped away, her blood swallowed in thirsty gulps. When she cried out, the song was a minor tune. It caught the wind and has ridden it ever since. There was naught for her to do but to lay still, to wait.

To dream.

I’m sorry. I don’t care to go back to this part of the story either, Bartholomew, but I must. To know the world is, in some part, to mourn it, and what is the past, really, if not a portent? If I don’t tell you what occurred exactly as I know it…

It could all happen again.






CHAPTER ONE

THE NIGHT AISLING FELL
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I had no hammer, no chisel, just the bareness of my palms and the bloodstains upon them.

The knights put me on a horse and ripped me from the tor. We rode down the holloway road, that tunnel of trees and brambles, with a haste so thundering it sent owls screeching and darting from the branches above. Vines lashed my armor. The road was a dark throat, swallowing our party down until it spat us back out among fields speckled with brightly dyed tents.

Coulson Faire’s pyres were not lit. Our horses clattered down the road, dirt and grass giving way to cobblestones, then the wooden slats of a drawbridge.

Ahead, a castle loomed.

Purple banners caught the wind. We crossed the drawbridge and dismounted in the bailey, and two knights took me by the arms. They did not have an easy time of it getting me off the horse.

Guards straightened their backs as we approached the castle doors. They wore helmets and chainmail, and bore spears with leaf-shaped blades—small enough to throw, short enough for close combat. “Diviner,” they whispered as I approached.

“There’s blood upon her,” another said. “Should we call for the surgeon, sire?”

“No.” The king pressed forward, stripping his gauntlets and throwing them on the bailey stones. “It’s not her blood.”

He was just about to step into the castle when I called after him. “Benji.”

He didn’t turn.

“Benedict.”

The king’s golden head lowered. Still, he kept his eyes forward except to mutter to one of his knights. “Put her where we discussed.”

Castle Luricht’s doors banged open.

It did not take me long to lose myself in the labyrinthian space. There were too many turns, too many stairs, too many suits of armor and faded purple rugs—and the knights at my side walked too quickly. I lost sight of Benji, and three guards took up my watch, leading me up one, two, three more staircases, then a ladder, then through a trapdoor, down a long hall and—

My throat closed. We reached an iron door that stretched the entire height of the corridor. And I knew with raw assuredness, like I knew when I was going to vomit, where I was. “Here?”

“That’s what His Majesty said,” a guard answered. “Somewhere out of the way. Safe.”

They unlocked the door and ushered me in. “We’ll be outside, Diviner,” another said. “Should you need anything.”

I stared at him until he could no longer stand it. The door was shut. Locked.

The room was long, hollow, the air thick within it. Situated on the top floor of the castle, where dampness from baths and laundry came from below and rain seeped in from above, the space was clammy, the wood planks beneath my feet supple. Fleshlike.

There were no furnishings, just mottled stains upon the floor. Without hearth or torches, the only light that touched the room came from the single barred window on the south wall. Behind it, a bare finger of silver gleamed, the moon’s aura smothered by clouds, its vibrancy choked.

I stared out the window. When the clouds thickened and the moon was gone, I rolled my wrists. My shoulders.

And began to cough. “Guards.”

Footsteps rattled outside my door. I clambered forward, lowering my hands to my knees as I peered like a thief through the door’s keyhole. Beyond, three shadows moved.

I coughed louder. Wet, choking sounds. “Please. I’m—sick. Need water.”

Iron grated against iron, and a key slid into the lock. When the door opened, revealing the three guards with spears, I swayed on my feet. Took a tumbling step forward.

And hit the first guard on the chin with the heel of my palm, knocking his head back.

He gasped—tottered—tripped on his own feet and fell. The second guard began to shout. A knee to the groin, an elbow to the jaw, and he joined his companion on the floor, wheezing and groaning.

The third guard managed to raise his spear—but not before my hand was a shackle upon his wrist. I twisted it, and he cried out. “Please. Don’t hurt me.”

“Drop your weapon.”

He did. When I asked the guard for his key, it didn’t matter that his spear was on the ground—he gave me what I asked for as if I’d held its tip to his throat.

“Go into the room,” I said. “Take your friends with you.”

By the arms, the ankles, the guard brought his groaning comrades into the room in turn, muttering what sounded like prayers to the Artful Brigand. When I laughed, putting the key into the lock, he looked up, eyes full of fear. “Diviner?”

“This room was his haunt. The Artful Brigand’s.” My laugh edged away, lost in a chill that took hold of my entire body. “He can’t hear you now.”

I slammed the door shut. Locked it.

And ran.

Once, in Aisling Cathedral, I’d walked on tiptoe, afraid to make the barest echo upon the cold stone floors. Now my boots pounded and my armor rattled, the sound of me immense, the mightiness of my body my final companion.

On into darkness I went, treading the same floor that the Artful Brigand, that wretched beast—that Omen—had once walked. Now a new kind of false god walked the path, and, if tonight went to plan, a far worse beast.

Me.
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I didn’t know where to go, only that it must be down.

I raised the trapdoor and climbed down the ladder beneath it, then two flights of stairs, and suddenly I was in the heart of the castle, where the air was colder, the torchlight stronger, the walls decorated and the carpets intricately woven. I was indifferent to it all, my sights swinging from wall to wall—not for their adornments, but for a sign of something.

Of someone.

One flight, then another, I descended. Below, voices echoed, the castle full of verve despite the hour. Then, four flights below the Artful Brigand’s room, I came upon a corridor. There the curtains were wider, thicker, finer: a richer shade of purple. Even the air smelled better—aromatic, like citrus paired with herbs and meat fat. Those things alone might have told me I was in the right place.

That and the guards.

There were two of them, armed and pacing near the gilt door at the end of the corridor. Unfocused, slouched and playing with the straps of their leathers, they did not see me. Not at first. Then I came forward, my steps so heavy they rattled the walls, making the torches jump and the portraits quiver.

The guards snapped to attention, knuckles white on their spears. “Who is it?” said the one on the left.

“Where is the king?” I asked back.

“Abed. He aims to rest—Oh. Diviner.”

Their eyes went wide, the first guard’s jaw so loose I glimpsed dark holes where he’d lost several teeth. The second guard, who seemed equally incapable of forming words, stared fervently into my eyes until his own began to water.

“Open the door,” I told them.

“You should not be about,” said the second guard. “The king bade us to keep you secure atop the castle; it is not safe for you to wander unprotected. Let us take you back—”

“Open. The. Door.”

The first of the two fumbled with the latch, his hands useless as hooves, until the door opened as meekly as the lid to a music box. The guards cowered back into shadow, watching me as folk always watched Diviners in the Stonewater Kingdom: awestruck and afraid.

I slipped behind the door.

There was a wide hearth, a dark mantel, and dying embers—I could barely make out the shapes in the room. Carved furnishings. Walls with carefully crafted molding. There was a mirror, as tall and twice as wide as my body. When I passed it, my silver hair and armor looked like the moon had in the sky—a smudge of light in a despotic, infinite darkness.

No sound came but the beat of my heart. Then, in the center of the room, from a bed so huge it looked like a slumbering bear, I heard little snores. Fitful breathing.

Benedict Castor the Third rested on the bed. His golden hair was dark, freshly washed, and his eyes tightly shut. He lay like I imagined he would, curled in on himself as if to protect his vital organs. Shirtless, his bare shoulder peeked from beneath several thick quilts, and his skin was covered in gooseflesh. For a moment I thought about pulling the quilts up and covering him.

I ripped them away instead.

The king shuddered, holding tighter to himself, his eyes shooting open. “Who’s there?”

I leaned over him like a serpent over a nest of delicate blue eggs. “Who do you think, Benji?”

For the briefest moment, Benji’s muscles eased. A second later they were taut. “You startled me. Your eyes. I thought you were—”

“An Omen?”

He sat up. Held the blankets close. “How did you get in here?”

“I walked.”

Slowly, Benji’s left hand slipped beneath his pillow. “Did you kill the guards?”

“They cowed well enough.”

There was no more light in the room. The last ember in the king’s fire had died. “What do you—” Benji’s voice trembled. “What do you want, Diviner?”

“For you to look me in the eye. One last time.”

When he did, I saw a world in vivid blue waiting behind Benedict Castor’s eyes. I had no hammer, no chisel, to put to that world, only my sorrow, my fury, and so with bloodstained hands, inevitable as the serpent over the nest—

I struck.

The king shouted, but I already had him by the throat. Benji grasped my wrist. Twisted it. When that did not work, he withdrew his hand and struck me over the arm. “Please don’t,” came his choked entreaty. His voice was desperate, a frayed piece of string. “Please.”

My grip on his neck tightened. But then—his eyes. Gods. Those eyes.

The king had begun to cry. He looked up at me, searching for pity, for more wrath—I didn’t know—but it was as if I was peering through time at the boy who’d come to Aisling Cathedral, small and afraid. Who’d sat me down and told me the truth of Traum, of the Omens. Who’d put power in my hands and harnessed it.

The king, the boy, who always seemed to look up to me, was looking up to me still.

But then he struck me again, his fist finding the crook of my arm. Benji hit me once, twice, thrice, until my conviction fell away. I let go of his throat, and for a moment neither of us did anything but struggle to breathe.

“You should have killed me, too.” Despair pressed itself upon me with bruising force. “You should have killed me.”

“You’re already dead, Six,” Benji whispered. “That’s what makes you so special.”

The king pulled a stone coin from beneath his pillow. Tossed it into the air—

And vanished.

The door burst open.

The guards from my room and the two from outside shoved their way into the chambers. Behind them, armor glistening, stood a pair of knights. A woman with a pinched face and dark eyes, and a man with sand-colored hair and perfect teeth.

Tory Bassett and Hamelin Fischer took in the room, then turned their gazes on me. Tory’s dark eyes narrowed, and Hamelin held out his arm, the guards around him cowering. “Lost, Diviner?”

The two of them returned me to the top of the castle. Tory did not touch me, but Hamelin reached out every ten or so steps to softly graze my elbow. A reminder that he was there. A threat.

They led me up the final stairs to the highest floor. “You were as docile as a lamb all the way here.” Hamelin’s laugh rumbled behind me. “A ruse, I see.”

I stepped into the Artful Brigand’s room, keeping my back to him. Hamelin slammed the door shut, closing the three of us in together.

“That was foolish,” Tory said, clipped. “Waltzing around the castle. You’re an important woman—what if something had happened to you?”

I gave them nothing but my rigid spine.

“Benedict gathered the knights and told them everything a few hours ago.” Hamelin’s voice was close to my ear. “He told us that sprites attacked the cathedral, killing its abbess, its gargoyles, its Diviners. He said, before she died, the abbess gifted him five magical objects, all different in variety; tokens of gods that he used to reduce the sprites to pieces.”

His voice went low. “He also said that with Aisling gone, the spring buried, the only way to reach the Omens now is to look into your stone eyes.”

My stillness must have aggravated him, because Hamelin’s tone turned goading. “A shame about your pet gargoyle. About Maude and Myndacious. The lot of them, crushed by rubble.”

My entire body locked.

“Too easy a death for a prick like Rory if you ask me—”

I turned on my heel, shoving Hamelin so hard he hit the floor. “Get out.”

His armor groaned as he struggled to a stand. He stared at my stone eyes, fear wafting off him like smoke. Tory picked him off the ground and led him to the door. “Get some sleep, Diviner,” she said. “The ceremony begins in the morning.”

“What ceremony?”

Hamelin closed the door. I heard the click of iron, and then… nothing.

I hauled myself to a dark corner of the room and lay with my arms wrapped around my knees as well as my armor allowed. So this would be Traum’s new story, then. Its new lie. That sprites had destroyed Aisling Cathedral. That the only magic that remained in the world was the stone objects the Omens had once held—coin, inkwell, oar, chime, loom stone.

And me.

Amazing how the boy-king could take everything from me and make me holy in the same hour.

I lay on the floor of the Artful Brigand’s chamber, weighed down by certainty. All that I loved was gone, and all that I’d done ridding the kingdom of false gods had been for naught. The cathedral had fallen, but its shadow remained over Traum, and not even the tallest building or birch tree or mountain peak could pierce its darkness to reach the light.

I was a failed Diviner, and barely even a knight, but I knew well enough how to make a vow. There in the Artful Brigand’s chamber, tears journeying from my eyes, I swore that for what he’d done, Benedict Castor the Third would die. Tonight’s failure was a gift; death in the dark was too good for him. Whatever tomorrow promised, I’d kill the king of Traum the same way I’d Divined for him at Aisling Cathedral.

With a ceremony.

I shut my eyes. When I wept, the noise in my throat was the same as when I’d drowned in Aisling’s spring water, and when it finally faded, I spent the night listening for things I would never hear again. The rhythm of the other Diviners, breathing in their sleep. The gargoyle, humming out of tune. Maude’s steady laugh.

Rory’s voice.

Tears dripped from my jaw, wetting the chain netting of my coif and then slipping into the cavern of my breastplate, where they pooled and chilled me until I began to shiver.

When sleep finally came, I was wondering at stories—at truths and falsities and how neither kept me company, but both kept me wondering. What had become of Maude? Would the cracks in Bartholomew’s body spread until he was nothing but shattered stone?

Had Rory succumbed to his wound?

Was it a lie if I told myself that, before he slept the endless sleep, Rodrick Myndacious, the heretic, the beautiful rogue—the best knight I’d known—hadn’t bothered calling out to gods or men? Was it wrong to hope that, just before he died…

… He’d said my name instead?
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The Artful Brigand’s chamber opened and gray morning light poured in. Above me, four silhouettes loomed.

Hamelin Fischer from the Fervent Peaks, Tory Bassett from the Cliffs of Bellidine, Dedrick Lange from the Seacht, and a fourth knight with short, dark hair and copper skin and charcoal around his eyes. Samuel Eichel, I remembered. Son of Helena Eichel, the noblewoman from the Chiming Wood who had presided over the king’s ceremony. The one we’d stolen the Faithful Forester’s chime from. The one who’d been eaten by a birke.

“We’re to take off your armor,” Tory said to me.

They tried not to touch me as well as the task allowed, but their eyes were upon me, searching mine, as if they might see an Omen in the pallid nothingness of my gaze. When breastplate and cuisses and greaves and all the other pieces were off, all four led me away. The last thing I saw in the Artful Brigand’s chamber was my armor, crumpled and spineless upon the floor like it was my own dead body.

They took me to a washroom, where women scrubbed my skin until it was pink. And while they each searched my gaze, nothing in their own indicated they even saw me. They, like the rest, had undoubtedly been told they might glimpse an Omen if they peered long enough at my eyes.

My scalp was cleaned and my hair combed. Tory returned then. In her arms, long and white like a sallow eel, was a silk dress.

And I understood why the armor had been left behind. The ceremony that had been intimated. Today, I would not be a Diviner or a knight, but a martyr. If not the holiest, then surely the most tragic—the unwilling bride.

Today was my wedding day.






CHAPTER TWO

YOUR DREAM IS AT AN END
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Six hours earlier

The door between sleep and waking did not open readily, and I made no attempt to shift it. Slowly, there came the feel of my pulse, its greeting a thud, thud in my ears and throat. Annoying. I’d made a friend of the dreams I’d already forgotten and didn’t yet care to bid them goodbye. There was comfort in the subdual of my senses. Peace, in oblivion.

Two seconds later, it shattered.

“What an arduous process it is to wait,” said a strange, jarring voice. “I say, Bartholomew, I am not made to be kept on my fingers like this.”

A woman’s voice sounded, low and choked. “His bleeding has only just stopped.”

Muscles strained throughout my body. I kept my eyes shut, but there was no holding sleep captive. I was waking up. Waking—

To nothing.

My mind was a cavern, its walls made of scratchy wool. I reached into it and touched nothing but an uncomfortable bewilderment. I had no past, no present—not even a name.

The thud, thud of my pulse hastened. Was I injured? There didn’t seem to be any pain. I lay on my back, and my spine felt straight and unbroken, but then I wondered how I would know if my spine was broken, so I wiggled my toes and felt the confines of boots. All right, then. My feet were working, and I was fitted in clothes, and those clothes were a burden—whatever I was wearing was wearing me. Heavy, stiff.

Armor, came instinctual knowledge from nowhere. You’re in armor, and you’re lying on grass, and the two voices overhead could very well be the reason you can’t remember your own name. Get away from them. You’re good at running.

Was I?

I didn’t know.

I didn’t know anything, except that I was afraid.

Meanwhile the craggy voice carried on, its tone lecturing. “I don’t expect there’s any particular rules about waking after consuming the tor’s spring water, except perhaps that it makes everyone frightened and dim-witted and open to suggestion. Not me, mind. When I woke from that forever sleep, I was the model of bravery and intellect and unsuggestion. I don’t remember any of it, but—”

“Bartholomew,” the woman said. “How long? Roughly?”

“Some time yet, I’m afraid.” There was a tutting sound. “I can always smell when a dreamer is going to wake, and this one smells entirely of blood and not sickly sweet at all. He’ll need several more hours.”

I opened my eyes.

A stone monster and a woman loomed over me. When they saw that I was awake, their gazes widened. The monster opened his mouth, let out a bloodcurdling shriek—

I ran.

Stumbling over myself, heavy in armor, I fled into an open place; a windy slope upon a reaching, rocky hill. A breeze blew, whispering through bromegrass and gowan flowers and over the hard backs of pale stones. Above, the night sky stretched out, painted an incomparable shade of purple and lit by its denizen, a silver moon.

Voices called behind me.

My breath came in short, juddering gasps. I ran for all I was worth, but breastplate and greaves and pauldrons slowed me, and fear made me clumsy. I tripped between stones. Fell. Looked over my shoulder—

And saw a great stone bat with one vengeful wing spread out behind it.

My chest seized, a mule’s kick of terror hitting me in the sternum. “The fuck?” I scurried to my feet, then slipped on grass.

The woman chased me. She was middle aged, with dark hair and charcoal smeared around her eyes and a lethal-looking axe in her right hand. She ran at me with a strange limping gait, like she was injured. “Wait!” she called. “Rory, it’s all right—”

“I don’t know you.” My voice was the snarl of a cornered animal. “Get away from me.”

They kept coming. The stone bat began to clap. “What a sneaky little worm you are! We thought you were dreaming.”

I was. I had to be. I shut my eyes and crawled through grass on shaking limbs, my blood rushing. Wake up. Wake up. Wake up.

“Please.” I was curled around myself, clutching my side, the chainmail slick with blood, though I felt no wound, no pain. “Don’t—don’t—”

The stone bat got to me first. Fangs peeked from his lips and claws tipped his fingers. A dusting of limestone followed him like a hazy cloud, its source the jagged edge on his shoulder that had no doubt once been his left wing. He crouched, examining me with what might have been scrupulousness were it not for his stone eyes, which were impossible to read. “Settle yourself, Bartholomew,” he said to me. “Your dream is at an end.”

The woman came beside him. She dropped her axe and fell to both knees at my side, putting one hand on my shoulder and pressing the other upon my breastplate directly over my heart. “Breathe. You’ve had a terrible shock.”

She looked so severe with her heavy brow and sharp nose and fearsome green eyes. When she pressed her palm harder against my heart, I was overcome by the feeling that she was braver than all the world, and that she would stand between it and me if I needed her to. “You’re Rodrick Myndacious,” she said, her voice like iron. “You’re a knight, and so am I. My name is Maude Bauer. You don’t remember me yet, but you will. I’m here to keep you safe. I’ve always kept you safe.”

The wind was cold against my cheeks, my eyes full of tears. “I don’t know who I am.”

The bat’s voice quieted. “Would you like me to tell you the story?”

I looked into his stone gaze.

“You’ve heard it before, I’m afraid. That is how stories are. They echo to stay fed; the snake, consuming its own tail.” This close, I could see that it wasn’t just his wing that was broken. There were cracks, like veins, running down the entire left side of his body. “It begins where it ended and ends where it began: here, on the tor. And now you are as an Omen, as a Diviner—a holy thing in the Stonewater Kingdom, and a contradiction. Strange, special, new—and yet ever repeating.” He sighed. “All this is true, I’m sorry to say, for the exact reason you cannot remember who you are.”

The bat leaned close, the moon a pale eye over us both. “You’re dead, Bartholomew.”






CHAPTER THREE

SHE WHOM I HAVE KNOWN
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Maude Bauer and the stone bat took me away with a frantic kind of haste, peering over their shoulders and flinching like the landscape behind us bore a whip. We hurried over rocks and through brambles, running and panting and tripping until finally the looming shadow of the tor was gone, and nothing stood before us but a great open moorland.

I fell onto cold ground and coughed up bile. I must have fallen asleep like that—keeled over, fisting the ground like it was the only thing keeping me from falling off the earth—because when I woke there were clumps of grass in my hands.

“It’s the spring water,” Maude told me, touching a silver flask on her belt. “It’s made you sick.”

“How?” I rasped, though I might have asked what or why or when, such was my bewilderment. “How am I dead?”

Maude put up her hand, silencing me. A moment later she was prone on the ground next to me, and so was the gargoyle. There was a sound like thunder, a heaving rumble, then several sharp shrieks. When I peered through grass, my heart caught in my throat.

A herd of creatures moved over the moorland, fifty paces away. Dozens of them. Some looked like animals, deer or bovine, but there was always something uncanny in their slender limbs, their limping gaits, their hollowed cheeks and eyes that made them unmistakably other. Some walked on all fours while others traveled on two legs or with none at all—there were treelike creatures who had nothing but roots to travel on—while others flew on feather-less wings. Some were small as rodents, others the size of bears.

But none was as great as the boar with rocks and grass growing from its back that led them along.

“Sprites,” Maude murmured. “A whole lot of them.” Her brow knit. “Strange for them to travel together.”

“Stranger still that they should travel at all,” the gargoyle said. “Where do creatures go when nowhere is safe enough to call home?”

Maude didn’t answer. When the thundering and shrieking stopped, the earth and the sky clear of sprites, she helped both the gargoyle and me to our feet and carried on. We passed over windswept hills, the breeze wet, the clouds dark, but it never rained. Beyond, the moorland seemed endless, no trees, no road, just rocks and grass that slithered over my greaves.

That evening, when we stopped to sleep after hours of walking, Maude took to her axe, sharpening it to perfection, then staring down at its blade like she was swearing some kind of fealty to it. And the gargoyle… I didn’t understand exactly what he was doing, but he went off to his own little corner of our rock and dirt and grass camp and simply cried.

The whole world unnerved me, his sadness most of all. “What’s wrong with him?”

Maude did not look up from her axe.

“He doesn’t even have real eyes,” I muttered. “How can he weep?”

“He has his reasons.”

The next morning, I jolted awake from a dream that left no imprint upon my mind. But my eyes were full of tears, and I was panting and shivering and curled in on myself, both hands pressing against the left side of my waist, where old blood upon my chainmail had turned brown and dried and begun to flake away.

The gargoyle sat beside me. “Hush, Bartholomew.” He patted my shoulder. “There is no pain now.”

We walked in silence, stopping occasionally to eat meager berries and other flora that did nothing to sate me. On the morning of the fourth day, I heard a rushing sound. An hour later, a large river came into view. When Maude saw it, the strain in her shoulders eased a whit.

“I suppose you’re not going to tell me where we are or where we’re going,” I said, kneeling, my stomach rumbling as I shoveled river water into my dried-out mouth.

“We’re between the Fervent Peaks and the Chiming Wood,” Maude said. “That there is the Tenor River.”

She moved upstream and crouched by the water, dropping her hand into its depths in quick intervals, trying to catch a fish, the rest of her answer as clipped as it had been the ten times she’d previously given it. “We’re going to my house, Petula Hall, where it’s safe. After that—” Her hand darted into the river with a splash and returned empty. “There’s a stone object. A magical loom stone. It will bring your memory back. I’ll find a way to get it. Everything will make sense after that.” Not even the steady rush of water could mask the tremor in her voice. “No need to tell you the whole bitter story twice.”

My stomach rumbled. “Difficult to have faith in a knight who can’t even catch her own lunch.”

Maude flinched, and the gargoyle slapped his foot against the river like a petulant child, making an enormous splash. “Don’t be a donkey! Can’t you see she’s in anguish, puzzled with guilt?”

Maude kept her eyes on the river. She did not look like how I imagined a knight would—weapon down, kneeling by the water, cheeks red with shame. “He means riddled,” she murmured. “I’m riddled with guilt.”

“Why?”

“Really, Bartholomew. I’ve explained this already.” The gargoyle sat near me at the river’s edge, patting my head with exaggerated slowness like I was his dim-witted pet. “We are running away from that boy in his big gold crown, because he broke my wing and killed you and stole our beloved Bartholomew from us.”

He hadn’t explained that. Neither of them had. “And in this scenario, Bartholomew is… who, exactly? Me? You? That stump over there?”

The gargoyle stuck his nose up and made a hmpf sound. “Bartholomew is Bartholomew and I am her squire.” He reached up as he spoke, idly petting the crumbling root of his left wing. A chunk of limestone the size of my fist fell from his back. “I don’t see how I can be any more clear.”

Perhaps his injury had addled his mind. I waved at the cracks in his body. “Do they hurt?”

He faced me. Said, in a wistful voice, “No. And also, terribly.”

Maude called from upriver. “We’re not catching anything today.” She picked up her axe. “Let’s go.”

On we walked, three tiny specks in a vast, windy land.

Hills dropped into valleys, and both were covered in clumps of granite. We strayed back into the moorland, never far enough that we couldn’t hear the song of the roaring river, never near enough to anything that might be remotely mistaken for a road. Up and down we went, Maude ever at the lead. Then, upon the grassy crest of a knoll, she stopped mid-step.

The gargoyle came to stand next to her, and I followed. We looked down into a valley, and for a moment I didn’t know what we were looking at. There were rocks and bromegrass and a few patches of pale gowan flowers. But then I looked harder—

And saw a face.

An enormous animal face. It looked like a boar, only it was made of the earth itself. Rocks and grass grew from its back, and its tusks were giant pieces of granite. It blended into the landscape, lying so utterly still there was no mistaking the creature for anything but what it was.

Dead.

Slowly, Maude began to walk again. And while I was certain she, too, understood the creature had departed this life for the next, she walked on tender feet, tiptoeing through grass, as if not to wake it.

We stood before its snout. “A sprite?” I asked.

“A mountain sprite,” Maude answered. “Killed weeks ago.”

I had no memory. Still, there were things that, deep down, I knew. That dead things rotted, for instance. That they stank and bloated—if they were not made into carrion for crows and other hungry creatures first. But this enormous grassy boar had no stench. No bloat, not even any rot.

Its only sign of decomposition was the newly budded gowan flowers growing from its body.

Awestruck, I circled the beast, swearing under my breath as I admired the sprite’s size, its composition—the power it must have held in life. But then I saw protruding ribs, the telltale mark of hunger. Far worse, there were dozens of open wounds. Lesions. Deep punctures.

“Who did this?” My disgust had an acrid taste. “Another sprite?”

“Murder is a human enterprise,” said the gargoyle. “This is the knighthood’s work.”

I looked down at my own armor. “Why?”

Distant, Maude’s voice. “To protect the hamlets.” The same wind that moved her dark hair moved the petals of gowan flowers. “I’ve never seen a sprite left to lie. They’re almost always burned. I didn’t know they bloomed…”

A hush fell over us, and for a long moment we were as silent and unmoving as the dead sprite before us. Then Maude reached for her right gauntlet. Removed it, then her glove. Her steps grew labored, like she was more weighted, more pained, and when she came to stand before the creature, the fierceness in her eyes was gone.

“I am a knight like my mother and her mother and her mother, too,” she said. “Kings and craftsmen put their faith in me. I took up the mantle. Killed Omens and erased false portents and bloodied my axe shattering Aisling Cathedral’s corruption. I changed the Stonewater Kingdom, even if no one realizes it.”

She looked up at the sprite, her voice quieting. “But in how many ways have I kept it the same?”

A tear fell from her painted eye, leaving a path of wet charcoal down her cheek. “It’s my fault.” Maude turned to me. “I should have seen it coming. Only I didn’t think him capable—” She was wan, her words rough. “The sword cut into your intestine. Without a surgeon, there was no stopping the bleeding. You were gone in minutes, and suddenly nothing I had fought for mattered, because I had not seen the danger right in front of me.” Again, she said, “I should have seen it coming.”

“Some signs cannot be read,” whispered the gargoyle.

Maude’s hand fell to the silver flask on her belt. “This brought you back,” she said. “It was meant to lure out the Heartsore Weaver. Only a few of us know what the tor’s spring water can do for the dead.” She glanced down at the gargoyle, more tears falling as she measured the cracks in his body. “Only I’ve seen the kind of pain that befalls those who live past their time, and, well…”

The breeze, a woeful hum, found a harmony with Maude’s pained voice. “I don’t think we’re meant to come back, Rory. Death is the only thing we all truly have in common. Human or sprite—we have but one life. There are no gods, but perhaps, perhaps, there is sacrality in our impermanence.”

My fingers began to fidget. “If it was so wrong to bring me back, why’d you do it?”

Finally, a smile on Maude’s stoic mouth. Small, forlorn. “Because you asked me to.”

We left the mountain sprite where it lay, until the great beast in the distance was but another hill upon the world’s grassy body.
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Every second I was awake I seemed to know less than I had when I slept; there were moments when I asked myself if I was alive at all. To walk through a great, windswept world with no one save a forlorn knight and a strange, fissuring gargoyle seemed the sort of hazy dream afterlives were made of.

But then, just before sundown, a rabbit wandered across our path.

“Look, Bartholomew,” the gargoyle cried. “Hair!”

I yawned. “A hare?”

“Not one hair, a great many, and all upon an adorable little creature.” His fingers trilled excitedly. “I want to catch it and put it in my mouth and let it build a nest there.”

Maude and I shared a glance. She shrugged. “Dinner?”

“Adorable dinner.”

The gargoyle gasped, then began to run after the rabbit. “Don’t worry, Bartholomew, I will save you from these heathens!”

I chased after him, and he after the terrified rabbit, Maude limping behind. We ran through a valley and up a knoll, then down again to a small wood where a road and a bridge stretched over the Tenor River.

Three elderly women in brightly dyed gowns stepped onto the road.

When they saw the gargoyle sprinting toward them, and I behind him, all three opened their mouths and shrieked.

The hare, the smartest of the bunch, heard the clamor and pivoted, darting into a deep bramble. The gargoyle followed, screaming as he plowed through vines and underbrush, and, damn me, I should have gone after him, but I was in armor, a knight in appearance, and wasn’t it a knight’s duty to be civil? I dug my heels into the dirt road and skidded to a halt. “Erm, begging your pardon, we were just—”

The first woman broke a basket over my head, the second kneed me in the groin, and the third shoved me. I hit the ground and let out a burst of language so obscene it caused the women to shriek anew before all three took off running, leaving me writhing and swearing upon the road.

A minute later, Maude was standing over me. “Good thing you’re already dead. That basket might have killed you.” She was hiding a smile. “What was it you called them? ‘Toady fucking twats’?”

I coughed. Groaned. “I was trying to be nice.”

“Out of your depth, my boy.”

She handed me off the ground, and together we found the gargoyle twenty paces away, balanced on his heels, ass in the air, peering into a dark rabbit hole. “Bartholomew! Can you hear me? Barthoooolomewww—”

“Shh.” Maude waved her hands in our faces, signaling silence, her green eyes wide as she gestured at the wood beyond.

Voices echoed. More than three.

“They came from the road,” a woman called. “Dorothea and Elda saw them, too! A strange squat sprite and a foul man in armor, weren’t they?”

Foul? I mouthed.

Maude shook her head and the gargoyle nodded.

More voices came. “I don’t see anyone. You likely scared them worse than they did you.”

“And broke my best basket in the process.”

“A bad portent, if you ask me. I’m never leaving the Cliffs again.”

One of the voices was sharper than the others. “A bad portent? Are you two mad? Did you not see his eyes?”

Maude inhaled, and so did the gargoyle, a grating silence taking hold of the wood. When the woman spoke again, her voice was no longer sharp but weighted with reverence. “They looked just like the Diviner’s eyes when she came with the knights for the king’s ceremony. Pale, inhuman; touched by some holy magic.”

More silence. Then—

“Oh dear. Does assault count as sacrilege?”

“We should search for him.” There was a rustling of hurried steps. “He may know things. Of the Omens, of our futures! He can’t have gotten far.”

Their outcries blended after that, too eager to make out except that they were getting quieter. The group of women were headed in the wrong direction. When the noise of them was barely a murmur, Maude led us out of the bramble. There were thorny vines stuck in her greaves. Berry stains on her boots. Dead leaves in her hair.

She didn’t notice any of them. Her green eyes were near and far, narrow and focused on nothing. “Come on,” she said in a slow voice. “Let’s go.”
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The sun went down. We sat in the hills near the river and had no fire, just the blue-violet sky and its stars and mother moon for light.

The gargoyle snored, murmuring in his sleep. “Mutton makes a lovely summer hat.”

I sat next to Maude. “Those women spoke of Omens.” Every thought was a lonely candle in the hollow of what I’d once known. “What’s an Omen?”

Maude was looking up at the sky with the same oddly focused intensity she’d worn hours ago. “Six gods. One of coin, one of knowledge, one of strength, one of intuition, one of love, and one of death. But that story is a lie—they were not gods. They were just folk of the hamlets, sustained by magic, made strange and perverse by time and the notion that they were the only sacred things in an unholy world.” She ran her thumb over the handle of her axe. “We killed them. It should have been over after that. But power always has to go somewhere…”

A prickle climbed up my back.

“Your eyes are like theirs. Like a Diviner’s. Touched by death.”

I reached up and touched my cheek, just below my eye. “And what’s a Diviner?”

She gave a low chuckle.

“What?”

“Nothing. It’s just… you never asked me questions. Even when you were a boy. You’ve had a clear disdain for how things worked in the Stonewater Kingdom for as long as I’ve known you.”

“And how long is that?”

“A great many years.”

I scrutinized her in the dim light. “You’re not my mother, are you?”

“Take it easy, you shit. I’m not that old.”

“Sorry.”

Maude reached out. Patted my shoulder. “Family is what you make it.”

“And I’ve got you?” I nodded at the snoring gargoyle. “And him?”

She nodded, then unfolded, lying down on the grass with her hands beneath her head. “And you have a woman.”

My back went straight.

“She’s fearless. Valiant and prideful and full of heart. Strong as an ox, too.” I heard a smile in her voice. “Strong enough to knock you down, anyway.”

Fuck me if my face didn’t go hot. “What’s her name?”

“Sybil Delling.”

My lips parted. Sybil Delling. The name tasted smooth, sweet. “And she knows me? She remembers me?”

“Very well, I imagine.”

Then it dawned on me. “So where is she?”

Maude was silent a long moment. “She doesn’t know that you’ve woken.”

“That’s not an answer.”

More silence.

“Maude.”

“She’s with the king.”

Maude rolled over, and I pressed my body down into the grass and shut my eyes. For the first time since I’d woken on the tor, I did not readily succumb to sleep. When I did, it was fitful, and I woke as I did before—hands fisting the grass. Only now I wasn’t curled in on myself, shaking. I was on my back, heart kicking, teeth pressed into my bottom lip, painfully hard in my pants. I looked into my mind, desperate for whatever dream or memory I’d lost, certain it was of her, Sybil Delling, she whom I knew—had known—and found…

Nothing.

My voice eviscerated the morning solemnity, splitting the gray, damp hour before dawn wide open. “You said we’re running away from a little boy in his big gold crown. That’s the king, yes?”

Maude startled awake, and so did the gargoyle, who put a hand to his chest and shrieked so loudly a dozen mourning doves took flight from a gorse bush. “Prithee, Bartholomew, do not shout! We’re in a church.”

Maude gripped her axe. Looked around. Saw no threat—save the expression twisting over my brow. “Pith, Rory.”

“This king.” I pointed to the gargoyle’s missing wing. “He did that.” I jabbed a finger into my left side, where the faintest stain of blood still remained. “And this—yes? He’s the one who killed me?”

Maude’s eyes dropped to my side. She turned to the gargoyle, and they shared a look I did not understand, only that it made the corners of Maude’s mouth drop. “Yes.”

“And she’s with him now. She’s with the king.” I didn’t know my voice could do that. Fall so low it scraped and rasped. “Sybil Delling.” My woman. “With my killer.”

It felt like an age before Maude spoke again. “There is a long gold chain in Traum, encircling the hamlets, tethering them to the Omens, to Aisling Cathedral. Once, that chain was held by the abbess of that cathedral. Now, it rests in the king’s hands. Only he has replaced the cathedral with Sybil, and tethered her to himself.” Her throat worked. “Sybil’s the Diviner. A dreamer who once told the tale of false gods so that the Stonewater Kingdom might have something to believe in. A holy symbol. Kings come and go, crowned and uncrowned by the nobility—but symbols live forever. With Sybil, captive at his side, along with the support he bought from the powerful families of Traum, the king’s wealth and legacy and authority will be absolute. The only thing that ever stood in his way—”

She looked at the gargoyle. At me. “Were his friends.”

My hands began to shake at my sides.

“We will find a way to come up against him,” Maude said. “The name Bauer means something yet. I’ll wield it against the king—I’ll find a way to lower his estimation among the nobles. As for you… you heard those women; Traum is a place of portents, of superstitions, of dreams. And with you, your eyes just like Sybil’s…”

Maude put a hand on the gargoyle’s shoulder, her other on mine. “Let death be a rebirth. We’ll return to Coulson Faire. Find a way to get the loom stone, get your memory back. We’ll help Sybil. Put her back in armor and place a hammer in her hand once more.”

When dawn broke over the moors, it painted Maude Bauer a violent orange hue. “And the four of us will bring Benedict Castor the Third to his knees. One. Last. Time.”






CHAPTER FOUR

COME ONE, COME ALL
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The Chiming Wood was a vast expanse of birch trees, its treetops, its forest floor, a shocking display of color. Autumn had reared its head, and the trees waved their flags in accordance—every leaf was a brilliant shade of yellow. When the wind blew through them, it sounded different than it had in the moorland. Less of a woeful hum, more of a delicate ringing sound.

Then, without warning, everything went silent.

A shadow moved in my periphery. I turned and searched the trees, the spaces between them growing darker.

There was nothing there.

“Sprites,” Maude explained, hand on her axe. “Treelike. They move about, especially after dark. Those that remain, at least.” She took a narrow piece of charcoal from her satchel, rubbed it furiously on her pointer finger, then smeared the dark remnants over her eyelids. When the gargoyle hemmed and hawed, she did the same to him.

We made camp among the trees at sunset. When night fell we didn’t sleep, save the gargoyle, who was snoring and muttering to himself in turns of phrase I could not parse. I lay on my back and looked up the long, narrow necks of birch trees that swayed in the wind and felt afraid, which made me think on sprites. How could a creature that moved through the land as I did, lost in strange perpetuity, without a home, hated, hunted, be a threat to the hamlets? What kind of kingdom had I woken to, where the privilege to exist was not guaranteed but granted, perhaps by those most unfit to bestow it?

Night slipped by, and I spent it somewhere between doubt and wonder. “You don’t know how to get back, do you?” I turned to Maude, who sat, axe on her lap, with her back against a tree. “If you did, we wouldn’t be wasting time in this Wood of yours; we’d already be in Coulson Faire. You don’t know how to turn the nobles against the king or get past his knights or find the loom stone. You don’t know how to get my memory back.” My words cut through my teeth and came out oversharp. “You don’t know how to get to Sybil.”

“You’ll help me,” Maude said plainly. “You always were good at getting things.”

When I didn’t respond, Maude’s gaze rose to mine. “It will be all right. Have a bit of faith.”

I didn’t need memory to know Maude Bauer was talking to herself as much as she was to me.
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On we trekked through birch trees. Midday was much like morning—gray and cool, and soon it began to rain. The wind picked up, assailing our backs; the pelting rain was loud over my armor. I shivered and glowered at the mud that splashed over my boots, following Maude, who needed no road to make her way swiftly through the Wood.

After an hour’s walk, we came upon a castle in a glen.

Maude’s shoulders relaxed, the lines in her brow easing, and I knew it was her home. But then she saw the purple banners hanging from the windows. Horses, posted along the drive. A knight in full armor, guarding the door.

Maude froze, and so did the gargoyle.

I didn’t take the hint. “There better be a tub in this Petula Hall. I smell like a donkey’s undercarriage—”

Maude shoved me.

I careered off the road, crashing and rolling through leaves, then dropping into a shallow ravine where I landed in a pile of roots, splayed out on the ground like a bird shot from the sky. “What the honest fuck?”

Above, the gargoyle was screeching. His stone head peeked over the lip of the ravine. “Oh, there you are, Bartholomew. What a clumsy clump of dirt you are—I say, madam. Madam! Unhand me!”

Maude was trying to shove him out of sight, though the force had a far weaker impact on his stone body. All she managed was to get him behind a shrub, where she let out a flurry of whispered threats. “Both of you—shut up. Those are the king’s men. We need to get out of sight.” She looked past me into the Chiming Wood. “This way.”
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The sun was at its apex, yet it was dark when we slipped between birch trees. They grew too closely together, their canopies dense, smothering the daylight.

We were in a cloister: a tight grove that held the moisture from the rain like a hazy cloud. There, a splintered wooden dais stood, surrounded by more trees. Upon their limbs, dozens of chimes hung. So did animal bones.

“Love what you’ve done with the place.” I skirted around a pair of birches with antlers—and the rest of a skeletal deer—stuck between them. “Really. High marks for decoration.”

“What are you talking about?” The gargoyle, still upset to be what he called hand-mandled, sniffed a bramble and let out an earth-shattering sneeze. “It’s as fusty as a tomb in here.”

“It’s a sacred grove.” Maude’s steps were silent as she moved between the trees. Several had fallen, the largest of them near the dais. Maude approached it. Dropped to one knee. She took off her gauntlet, her glove, and placed her bare hand on the tree. It wasn’t the sound of a palm hitting wood.

It was the sound of flesh touching flesh.

I prickled. “What the hell is that?”

“A birke,” Maude murmured. Her voice was like the air in the grove: tight and oppressive. “I killed it.”

“Take heart, Bartholomew,” the gargoyle said. “You can always console yourself with the fact that this particular sprite broke half your bones when it fell upon you. Doesn’t that make you feel a little bit better?”

Maude sighed. When she leaned close to the felled sprite, I noticed little gowan flowers sprouting from the gashes in its body. Maude murmured something I could not hear, then she was on her feet once more, axe gleaming. “There are answers I need. People in the Wood I must speak to. You two—stay here.”

I made a face. “Why?”

“If you recall—”

“Which I don’t.”

Maude looked at the nearest trees, like lecturing a birch was preferable to talking to me. “Your eyes are too distinct.” She pointed at the gargoyle. “And he’s a vestige of Aisling Cathedral. We don’t need anyone asking questions about that at present.”

“Why?”

“Because we destroyed it.”

“Why?”

She’d have likely sent her axe into my skull had she not realized I was goading her. “Sorry.” I flashed a grin. “I’m just hungry.”

“This is why I never had children.” Maude turned, disappearing through the trees. “I’ll see what food I can bring back. Both of you. Stay. Put.”

For a time, everything was quiet, save the wind, which never stopped its distant chiming melody. I stared off into the grove, fiddling with the three bands in my right ear, determined not to be unnerved by the dead treelike creature at our feet.

“So this is your home?” I asked the gargoyle. “Here with Maude?”

“No. I am Bartholomew’s squire.” He was humming to himself, turning between the trees and nodding to each like it was a partner in a dance. “Wherever she is, my home is there, too.”

I was about to tell him how strange I thought him, and how that was not a bad thing, when a twig snapped behind me.

I turned. “Did you hear that?”

Another twig snapped, this time in my direct line of sight. Not ten paces away.

But there was nothing there.

I rubbed my eyes. Blinked. “Gargoyle?”

“Bartholomew?

“Is that tree moving?”

The gargoyle came up next to me. “No,” he said. “The trees are exactly as they were.” He levied a stone finger. “That is a birke.”

He was right. The closer the creature drew, the more plainly I saw that it was not covered in bark but rather pale, drooping skin. And the marks—the dark specks that should have been knots in a normal birch tree—were not knots at all. They were eyes.

Dozens of dark eyes, and all of them trained on me.

Whatever sound that came out of me, a swear, a gasp, I was not proud of it. “What do we do?” My hand fell to my belt, my sheath as empty an arsenal as my mind. “What does it want?”

“Likely to eat you,” the gargoyle said cheerily.

The sprite’s feet were like roots, long and wriggling as it stalked toward us.

How did one defend oneself against a bloody tree? I looked to the dais. “Surely there’s a forester’s axe somewhere in here—”

The gargoyle caught my arm in an iron grip. “No, Bartholomew. You are not that kind of knight.”

There was nothing to say after that, because the sprite was there, stopping barely three paces in front of my trembling boots.

How tall it was—at least thirty feet, though not half as tall as some of the trees in the grove. Its leaves, its fleshy branches, swayed in the breeze, and when it stood before the gargoyle and me, the largest of its dark knotted eyes blinking, it proffered nothing. Not even a sound.

The gargoyle cocked his head to the side. He was looking the tree directly in its eyes—the center ones at least. “Bartholomew said that, once, these creatures walked freely in the Wood, feasting on idleweed. Now, they live in camouflage, searching for food, eating what they must.” He tapped his chin with the tip of his claw. “I wonder what it tastes like to eat an eye. I confess, no one has ever offered me one.”

“Eyes?”

“Pithy, Bartholomew—pay attention. Yes. This creature eats eyes.” He waved a hand in my face, as if to fan away the stench of my stupidity. “Which is why it doesn’t know what to make of us.”

“Pretty sure I have eyes.”

He shrugged. “Swords and armor are nothing to stone.”

The birke watched us, and we watched it, all of us breathing at different paces. Me, far too rapidly, the gargoyle with deep, contemplative sighs, and the birke in no identifiable way. The creature spoke no language, issuing no sound save the soft call of the breeze through its limbs. For a fraught second, it did nothing, then, slowly, it opened a dark hole within itself. A gaping mouth, filled not with teeth, but with more wet, blinking eyes.

I slammed my fingers into fists, locking myself into stillness.

“Rory?” A familiar voice called in the distance. “Bartholomew?”

I turned. Maude.

When I looked back, the birke was gone, blended seamlessly back into the grove.

Maude appeared ten seconds later, red in the cheeks and out of breath. And she wasn’t alone. There was a man with her, aged and wide in the shoulders. He sported black leathers, an impressive gray beard, and the same charcoal around his eyes as Maude. He carried two things: a blacksmith’s hammer and a helmet slung under his arm.

“This is Victor, my blacksmith,” Maude said.

The man—Victor—nodded, staring at me as he scratched his cheek with the blunt end of the hammer.

“That,” Maude said, gesturing at the horse, “is Fig.”

Fig was a brown mare, and she was having trouble finding a suitable path through the trees on account of her rotund stature. When she made her way over, she set to nuzzling my face. Passionately. When I managed to pull away, I found three loaves of oaten bread, a jar of dried apples, five skins of water, and a haphazardly lidded flagon filled with stew in her saddlebag.

“From the Eichel family,” Maude said.

I peered at the bottom of the bag. “Do you have a spoon? Silver, preferably.”

“I agree,” the gargoyle said, plopping to a seat on the ground. “Let us sit on ceremony. I am, after all, used to a certain level of sophistication.” He searched the dirt beneath his legs. “I seem to have misplaced my napkin.”

Maude snorted. “I’ve seen you eat from a trough, Rory. No need to stand on ceremony. You must be hungry.”

She had me there. I ripped a bite out of the bread and moaned. We ate, Maude and I with such fervor I was beginning to see the merits of a trough, Victor with idle slowness, and the gargoyle not at all. “So.” Crumbs flew from my mouth. “Learn anything?”

“Plenty.” Maude threw her head back, gulping soup. “According to the Eichels, I’m dead. At least that’s what that lot trespassing in my house are telling everyone.”

I scratched my nose. “Thought I was the dead one.”

“Oh, you are. The story goes that sprites destroyed the cathedral, killing the abbess, the Diviners, and the gargoyles. You and I were meant to be there as well—and apparently were crushed by debris.” She huffed out a sigh. “A fine load of horseshit.”

“No offense,” the gargoyle told Fig.

“Dangerous to come back,” Victor said, stuffing a pipe with sharp-smelling shavings. “You’re better off staying dead. Adds the element of surprise.”

“I’ll surprise the king just fine. But I needed to come back.” Maude elbowed him. “Who else is going to make me a new suit of armor?”

Victor knocked a knuckle over the helmet he’d brought. “You’ve plenty of armor already.”

Maude raised her nose at me. “It’s for him.”

“And what do these robust stories say about me?” the gargoyle asked, fingers trilling excitedly in his lap. “What tales of delicious villainy am I said to have committed on the tor?”

“Crushed with the rest of us, I think.” Maude gulped soup. “Didn’t hear anything about you specifically.”

“Me neither,” said Victor.

That seemed to wound him. The gargoyle let out a curt “Hmpf!” then turned his nose up and refused to look at any of us.

“Here’s the real kicker.” Maude wiped food from her face and reached into her satchel. “A royal invitation, sent to the Eichel family—and likely other nobles of the hamlets.” She pulled out a folded piece of parchment, cleared her throat, and read: “‘You are hereby notified of a pilgrimage, beginning on the third week of autumn. The king and his knighthood shall journey into the hamlets, from Coulson Faire to the Seacht to the Fervent Peaks and the Chiming Wood, concluding in the Cliffs of Bellidine. Each hamlet shall host—’”

There was a rustle in the trees. Leaves, crunching beneath boots. I thought it might be another birke, but then there was a streak of silver—daylight, dancing over armor—and twelve knights came upon us, all bearing swords.

Maude was already on her feet, and to my surprise, so was I. She stuffed the invitation back into her satchel, then ripped the helmet out of Victor’s hands, slamming it over my head, making my ears ring. “Keep it on,” she hissed, reaching for her axe.

Like wolves, the knights moved in a deliberate pack, swift and sure, locking the dais and the dead birke and our party in their circle. “All right, trespassers,” barked one with a purple sash wrapped around his wrist. “Give the horse back, and you can keep your thieving heads.”

“The horse was not stolen, and the house was not trespassed upon, Rothspar.” Maude did not bark like a dog; she did not even raise her axe. The indefatigable assuredness in her voice was defense enough. “By me, at least.”

“No blooming way.” The knight with the purple sash lifted his visor, his eyes as round as a closed fist. “Sprite killer Maude Bauer, back from the dead.”

The gargoyle threw his arms up. “Am I invisible?”

There was a murmur among the knights. The one who’d spoken, Rothspar, the clear leader of the unit, took a step forward. “We had our orders from the king himself. Got the falcon three days ago. It said you were killed. That Petula Hall was now property of the crown.”

Maude’s hand flexed over the handle of her axe.

“He said to strip the hall of goods and offer its finery to the other noble families of the Wood. Tell me,” Rothspar said, “why would he give the order if you are here, alive and well?” His throat worked. “Unless… You’ve not done something to displease him, have you?”

Maude’s lips tightened.

Rothspar turned to me and squinted, attempting to see into the dark slit of my helmet. “Who the hell are you?”

Gazes fell upon me, weighted, probing. “At present?” I slouched forward lazily. “None of your fucking business.”

Rothspar stared at me a long moment, his hand never straying from the hilt of his sword, then turned back to Maude. “I think the best thing would be for you lot to come back with us to the Hall. We’ll send a falcon to the king and get this sorted out.”

“It’s her house,” I snapped.

“I wasn’t speaking to you,” Rothspar bit back. He let out a low laugh. “I know that pompous voice. That shit stance. You, Rodrick Myndacious, will be coming back with us in chains and a gag. Just for the hell of it.”

“Hear, hear,” called a knight, then another, stepping closer, their circle closing around us in a noose.

These knights knew me, then. By name, at least. But while Maude had received deference fringing on fear, I was addressed with sneers and nothing short of resentment. Seemed I hadn’t been popular during my time with the knighthood.

I yawned.

Meanwhile, Maude was locked in a glaring match with Rothspar. “Come on, Maude. We know you’re injured. Bones, broken. Happened in this very place, in fact.” He still had his hilt in a chokehold. “Don’t make this difficult.”

Maude held her ground. “Folk of the Wood will not take kindly to your lot pushing a Bauer out of Petula Hall. Foresters are known for their short tempers and sharp axes, Rothspar.”

“Folk of the Wood aren’t here. It’s just you and us.”

Something shifted in Maude Bauer’s face, and the muscles in my back strained in response. My posture slackened, my knees bending of their own volition. In those final seconds of stillness, Maude did not gift the knights her eyes, but dropped them upon the blade of her axe, a terrifying kind of resignation pulling taut around us all. “I’m sorry, Rothspar. I really am.”

The knight stiffened. He nodded at his second. “Bring her.”

Another knight broke the circle, steps unflagging, sword lifting. Maude snapped into focus. Raised her axe before the oncoming knight could reach her.

And took the man’s arm clean off.

Screams cut through the grove, and the knights swarmed, closing in around us. The gargoyle let out an inhuman roar, his unbroken wing unfurling, his fangs flashing. I didn’t know what to do with my hands, my arms, but my feet were already moving, spurred by instinct.

A knight cut me off. I pivoted, denying his sword my shoulder, then popping him on the jaw with a closed fist, which hurt, but also, dear gods, felt good. “Weapon, Maude,” I shouted. “Give me a weapon!”

She couldn’t. She was fighting three knights at once, the clamor of her axe against their swords so loud the trees shook.

Then Victor was there, holding on to Fig, who was whickering—bucking. “Rory!” He tossed something at me with brutal force.

I caught it in one hand. The blacksmith’s hammer. Good enough. I exhaled. Gritted my teeth.

And swung.

The hammer collided with the nearest knight’s breastplate, a resounding bang that shook me to the bone. It shook the knight, too—so violently he fell from his feet, a crater in his chest where the hammer had met its mark, and then I turned. Struck down another knight.

My body knew exactly how to move, how to pivot and dodge, when to take a hit, when to give one. Pith, I was a machine. I dropped a third knight and shouted like an animal in his face.

Next to me, the gargoyle had just taken a bite of a nearby arm, blood on his claws and lips. He shoved the knight and cackled. “Look, Bartholomew,” he said, “he fell funny.”

I should have been mortified—but all I felt was a hot, ravenous fire.

Maude was backed up against the dais, limping and struggling—and still overpowering anyone who came up against her. One by one they fell to her axe like trees in a forest. But then a knight caught her with a kick to the knee, and Maude fell. I shouted, the gargoyle cried out, and we burst through the knights at the same time, knocking them down until we lay in a bruising cluster, all of us kicking and thrashing. Armor clanged, shouts abounded, and the air filled with pale limestone dust from the gargoyle’s broken wing.

A hand found my throat. It was Rothspar, his gauntlets scraping against my coif. Seething, spitting blood, capillaries bursting in his eyes, he cursed me. “Fucking foundling churl. Heretic.” He struck me over the jaw, dislodging my helmet, then reached for my right ear, his blunt fingers fumbling for the gold bands. “Always hated these things,” he managed, grunting. He caught the largest band in his finger, gave it a brutal tug—

I yanked my helmet off and slammed it into his face.

He let go of my ear and crumpled in a heap into the dirt. I crawled over him, hissing out breaths, bleeding from the ear, loathing and vigor curling in my gut. Rothspar blinked up at me—

And went still.

His mouth was half-open, blood spraying from his bottom lip as he gasped. “Aisling’s waters.”

I saw it then, reflected in his armor. The thing I’d hoped to see in a silver spoon.

My reflection. I had black hair. Skin lit by a vehement flush. A prominent nose and three gold, bloody bands in my right ear. And my eyes—

My eyes were devoid of pupil. Of iris. Lifeless and pale as limestone.

Rothspar stared up at me, muttering what sounded like a prayer. We were all still on the ground, knights and the gargoyle and Maude, all of us tangling in violence, locked in an iron knot.

Until the earth began to shake.

Dirt plumed, and leaves flew. There was a long, aching groan, and when I turned, three birch trees descended upon us.

No—not birch trees.

Sprites.

The birke moved with shocking speed, branch-like limbs cutting through the air, spurring the breeze into a gale. They rushed forward, crashing upon us, taking several knights in their clutches. I rolled, then caught Maude with one hand and the gargoyle with the other, dragging them with me. Above, the birke had opened their mouths, those terrifying voids full of eyes. They let out low, howling groans—

And each stuffed a knight into its mouth. I heard barking screams, sickening crunches of bone, the wet slosh of flesh, of blood. Then, nothing. “Holy shit.”

The knights recoiled, Maude and I forgotten, their gazes lifted to the looming sprites. The birke swung their limbs, splintering both men and trees in the grove. Maude and the gargoyle and I ran, dodging branches, weaving wildly between trees. One by one, the birke cut the knights down, then dragged them into their mouths, where the knights screamed, snapped, then went silent. When the last, Rothspar, tried to run, screaming as he made his way through the grove, the birke gave chase. For a moment it seemed he might get away, but then Victor and Fig popped out from behind a tree, knocked him onto the ground, and Rothspar ended just as the others had: food for the sprites.

It was sickening. I’d never felt so alive.

“Pith, Rory.” Maude pulled my arm. “Run.”

We fled like we had from the tor—urgent and unbridled. When the grove thinned and the trees were fewer and not so many thorny brambles caught my ankles, a glen appeared, parsed by a long gravel drive. At the end of it, Petula Hall stood tall and wide and proud.

Maude limped toward the house, the chainmail along her neck bloody, and ripped a purple banner off the door. “At least we still have the element of surprise.”

“And you live here,” I said, hands on my knees, panting. “In the heart of all this danger.”

“There are worse things in the Stonewater Kingdom than birke.”

I splat blood onto gravel. “Not exactly an enticement to see more of it.”

“But you will. Victor, get the forge up and running.” Maude was breathing fast, her hair wild, her green eyes bright. “We’ve got to get back to Coulson Faire. I’ve found our way in. The story may begin and end upon the tor, but perhaps it changes—”

Maude reached for the satchel on her belt, extracting the wrinkled sheet of parchment from before, then slapping it onto my breastplate. “In the arena.”

The gargoyle began to clap, dust pluming off his back. “Huzzah! Another whirlwind adventure!”

I peeled the parchment off my armor and read. “‘You are hereby notified of a pilgrimage, beginning on the third week of autumn. The king and his knighthood shall journey into the hamlets…’” I skimmed ahead, a cold prickle climbing my neck. “‘You, of my esteemed noble families, shall host a tournament event in accordance with the tenets of love, faith, and war. Participants need not be of noble birth; all those able and willing to put forth a fee of ten gold coins may compete. A champion shall be named in each hamlet and shall receive the sum of the collected fees, a Divination, and an honorary place among the knighthood for the continuation of the tournament. Come one, come all, and celebrate—’”

My body seized. “‘And celebrate the marriage between King Benedict Castor the Third and his bride, the last Diviner of Aisling Cathedral.’”

Maude took the gargoyle’s hand. Looked me in my stone eyes. Grinned. “We’re fighting in a tournament, boys.”






The Joust


Not all that are lost are gone.








CHAPTER FIVE

MY QUEEN, THE LAST DIVINER

[image: ]
Five days earlier

Drink this, Diviner.”

A woman held out a silver cup. In it, a murky liquid sloshed, emitting a sharp, uninviting scent. I didn’t take it. I was looking at my wedding gown. Grayish white, silken, entirely without flaw. It clung to my muscles, my breasts, my stomach, my hips, the effect like a sculpture—a meticulous marble bust. Then, as if it were water as well as marble, it fell in long, unrestrained waves down my arms and legs.

“Diviner?”

The woman was still holding the cup out to me.

Like stones scraped together, my voice came out a rasp. “What is it?”

“A tonic, my lady. From the king.”

I reached for the cup, sniffed it, and emptied its foul contents onto my wedding gown.

An ugly, rust-brown streak spread over pale silk, staining it the color of old blood. It was a child’s rebellion, sullying the white. A tiny bite upon an enormous, calloused hand. Still—it pleased me to have ruined something so perfect.

The woman gasped, then backed away, and so did the others who had dressed me, leaving me alone.

The room was large. Not so vast as the one I occupied at the top of the castle, but finer. Curtains covered the windows, velvet and drawn. There were shelves, laden with books and gold trinkets and finely carved busts. A massive painting hung on the wall and below it stood a table, books and maps sprawled upon it. I recognized one of them. An old book, its leather cover cracked and worn, its pages wrinkled.

Benji’s grandfather’s notebook.

It was splayed facedown upon the table. When I turned it over, the parchment was laden with slanted script, inky portraits of winged sprites drawn in the margins.

I read the open page.

The tree sprite, most often seen in the glens near Coulson Faire, is thought to be the smallest variety of sprite in the land of Traum, with a diet consisting almost entirely of beech leaves. Small and winged and often iridescent, they are often mistaken for hummingbirds, but some can grow as large as crows, as vultures. If you stop to listen, you will hear the distinct sounds of their voices—which always ring on a trill. A strange type of giggle.

Once, I’d heard that giggle. Knights had escorted the Diviners and me from our cloister on the tor and delivered us to a sparkling night at Coulson Faire. Moonlight had flickered through treetops, and sprites had called from the boughs. The grass on the holloway road had taken the imprints of my bare feet and held them, as if welcoming me onto its walk, and I’d dared to dream, in that moment, that I was a free woman.

Like the rest of my dreams, it had been untrue.

I slammed the king’s notebook shut. The only part of the room I had yet to examine was the painting above the table.

What a painting it was. Opulent, fixed in a gilt frame. Ten feet tall, and just as wide, it was a mural of vibrant color: purples and blues and greens and white.

Upon a nocturnal backdrop, a creature was rendered. A great pallid beast—an ox, with long spiraling horns shooting from its skull. Its body was long and wide and pale. Bromegrass and slender trees and gowan flowers grew from its back. Its tail was that of a snake—it had claws as well as hooves. Its eyes, pale and entirely without pupil, were made of stone, just like mine.

The creature was on its hind legs, rearing up against a horde of hunters, who stood so much smaller than it. They wore crude breastplates and were armed with axes and swords—many of which were lodged in the creature’s blood-soaked chest. Its eyes were wide, and though it was only crafted of paint and canvas, I could feel this creature’s fear—its rage—to be so brutally attacked.

A door clicked behind me, footsteps sounding over creaking floorboards.

“My grandfather painted that.” Benji’s voice was more raspy than usual. “Der ewige Mond, he called it. The Eternal Moon.” He drew closer. “A great, fearsome sprite, the first, and last, of its kind. A monster. Some claimed it could shape-shift. That it was large as a mountain or as small as a thimble. Most said it did not eat, did not sleep, and for a long time, everyone said it could not die.” His tone was almost longing. “Not so.”

I did not look back at him. “I wonder how your grandfather would paint you, Benji.”

“Like every other sovereign in the history of the Stonewater Kingdom, I imagine. A man in a crown, small against Aisling Cathedral, her abbess, her Omens, her Diviners.” He paused. “Though perhaps my portrait might look different had my grandfather seen me last night.”

“You’ll always be small to me, boy-king.” I stared at the painting. “Do you truly think folk will believe sprites destroyed the cathedral?”

“They’ve believed stranger lies than that.” He spoke slowly. “Do not suppose I have not been purposeful in my actions, Six. All that has happened is the product of meticulous preparations.”

“No doubt.” I looked down at the stain on my dress. “How else might you have arranged for a wedding in less than a day?”

“It’s merely a ceremony. The rest comes after. As for the marital side of things… I don’t ask anything of you. Only that you join me on a pilgrimage once more through the hamlets. There’s to be a tournament in our honor.”

Still I would not look at him. “A pilgrimage for heretics,” I murmured.

“My grandfather always did say that faith requires a display. The greater the spectacle, the greater the illusion.” His voice caught in his throat. “It doesn’t matter what we personally believe, Six, only that Aisling Cathedral no longer controls the spectacle. We do. The illusion will take care of itself.”

The floorboards kept creaking. When Benji spoke again, his tone was harder. “They told me you would not drink the tonic.”

I opened my mouth, but hands caught me from behind. My arms were pinned to my sides and my head pulled back. My mouth was forced open, the same sharp, uninviting scent I’d smelled in the cup filling my senses, then my mouth.

The tonic tasted like sour wine. Like molding berries. The aromatic dregs of something that might have once been a lavish brew, but had been left too long to fester—bitter as rot.

I choked. Swallowed. Coughed.

The hands released me. I swayed, unmoored, the thrum of a headache already beginning.

“Ox-eye,” Benji explained. “It dulls the body considerably.”

“A sedative?” A laugh tore out of me. “You’d marry an unconscious woman?”

“Diviners are useful when asleep, are they not?”

When I finally turned to look at him, twenty men and women watched me, bearing weapons and armor, as if I were the creature they hunted—

No. I was seeing double. Worse than double. There were only five bodies behind me. The king’s favorites—Hamelin, Tory, Dedrick, Samuel. They’d been the ones to shove the tonic down my throat. Beside them, resplendent, was the king himself. Benedict Castor the Third, his hair, his crown, both incandescently bright as he stood before me. He wore full armor, the gorget around his neck hiding his throat—and the bruises I’d assuredly left—from view.

“Just a precaution, same as this.” Benji clasped his hands in front of him, then reached into his left gauntlet. He withdrew a small knife, grinned at me, then put it back. “The dose of ox-eye won’t make you sleep. But you’ll be less… spirited.”

“Less murderous, he means.” Hamelin stepped forward, and so did Tory. They each held a sash as pale as the silk of my gown. “Which do you want?” Tory asked Hamelin. “Arms or legs?”

Hamelin looked me up and down. “Legs.”

Tory clasped my left hand, then my right. “Put your wrists together, Diviner.”

I didn’t, so she pressed them together on her own, then set to binding them with the silk sash in her hand.

“Knot it well,” Benji murmured.

Meanwhile, Hamelin had gone down to a crouch. His hand struck out bluntly, pushing my dress up, revealing my bare feet, my ankles, my shins and calves. He knotted the silk around one ankle, then drew it over the floor and tied the other end to my opposite leg. I’d still be able to walk—but my gait would be stifled. There would be no running.

“You’re wrinkling my dress.” I nudged my knee forward, breaking Hamelin’s balance. He fell from his crouch, the sound of his ass hitting the floor so loud it made Benji jump.

It was a colorful room, and Hamelin’s cheeks were the reddest things in it.

Dedrick Lange stepped forward. Middling in every way, neither short nor tall, fair nor dark, burly nor slender, I’d taken Dedrick to be no more than a knightly decoration. Yet he was clearly the most trusted of the king’s new favorites. In his hands, like an altar, there rested a long velvet cushion. And upon that altar, stone objects.

An oar, taking up the width of the cushion, and in front of it—

A coin.

An inkwell.

A chime.

A loom stone.

One by one, the knights drew close. Hamelin took the oar, Tory the loom stone, Samuel the chime, Benji the coin, leaving the inkwell, which Dedrick took. The cushion fell, the altar discarded. I turned to the king. “What is this?”

His brow lifted. “All that power had to go somewhere, Six.”

Light shone over the knights. They were not as Traum’s false gods had been: grotesque, corrupted by time and a false notion of divinity, and yet as they stood there, clutching the stone objects, all I could think of were the Omens.

Your king is full of falsehoods, I wanted to scream. He made a fool, a mule, of me. He took away my faith, my love, my life. In the end, he will take away yours, too. But then I glanced once more at the stone objects in their hands. They’d been paid in magic, Traum’s most precious resource.

Why would they believe me when I had nothing to give them?

“Traum is a dangerous place, Diviner,” the king told me. “There are terrible sprites. Terrible folk, too. But my knights will keep you safe.” He grinned at his knights. “Think of them as your new gargoyles.”

Hamelin scoffed. “I’m ten times better than an ancient ruddy sprite.”

When I said nothing, Benji’s voice went eerily gentle, like I was a thrashing animal he wanted to soothe well enough to leash. “I know it’s been difficult. That you’ve lost things. Your Diviners, your gargoyle.” He swallowed. “Rory. Maude. Would you believe me if I told you I was as heartbroken about it all as you are?”

“I don’t believe in anything anymore, Benji. Least of all you.”

Benji withdrew to the shelves along the wall. From a box, he took two objects, handling them with delicate care. A large square of white gossamer, and something gold. A veil—

And a crown.

He approached and held them out. Slowly, he draped the veil over my head, the fabric whispering as it fell just below my chin. Then Benji held out the crown. Like his, it was gold but not gaudy. Only his, nestled in his hair, had five gilt peaks designed to represent the five hamlets, and mine had none. It was but a thick gold band, with textured moldings that made it appear like two large horns had sprouted from my ears and had been made to grow against my head.

“My grandfather fashioned it,” Benji explained. “He had a great fondness for otherworldly things. So do I, in my own way.” He placed the crown over my head, holding the veil in place and whispering, “And you are otherworldly, Six.”

When we stood face to face, I was Der ewige Mond, the great pallid sprite, and Benedict Castor the Third was the inferior hunter who’d put a blade in my body.

“My grandfather also said, ‘Everyone deserves two chances in this life: the first to err, the second to rectify.’ And if I have erred, let me now rectify. Together, we can show folk that there are holy things to believe in yet. Me, chosen by the nobility.” Benji nodded at the knights. “Us, with our magical stone objects.” He looked into my face. “And you, the last Diviner—fearsome and righteous, with eyes so strange—you are the new Aisling Cathedral.”

My voice was shaking. “Folk could spend lifetimes searching my fallow gaze and reap nothing. There are no gods behind my eyes, you fool. There is nothing but stone.”

“And yet they will look.” My colorless reflection drowned in the blueness of Benedict Castor’s gaze. “Your abbess planned it well when she robbed you of your name—Sybil Delling’s faithlessness and despair will never touch the hamlets, because Sybil Delling does not exist. No matter what you do, the only things people see when they look at you are their own beliefs.”

But then his eyes fell to my dress and the stain upon it. He saw it for exactly what it was. Flaw. Distortion. “No. She can’t wear that.”

“Agreed,” said Samuel Eichel. “A terrible portent.”

“S’ppose we could just cover it,” Tory offered.

The king chewed his bottom lip. “Dedrick.”

“Sire?”

“When you and the others scoured the tor last night, did you search the outbuildings?”

“Yes, sire.”

“Tell me: Did you find any robes?” His eyes rose to mine. “Silk ones?”

“We did. Six of them, each with a number embroidered in the sleeve.”

Daylight caught in Benji’s hair, painting it gold. “Fetch the sixth.”
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Castle Luricht’s stomach was a great hall, wide and reaching enough to rival Aisling Cathedral’s sanctuary. There were even chairs lined in rows like long wooden pews. Windows high in the gallery that caught the light.

The hall smelled hot, like autumn leaves held near a flame. Not burnt, but on the cusp of it. There were sprigs everywhere—beech boughs with dead orange leaves—draped over chairs, over banisters.

I could still taste the ox-eye as we made our way to a dark corridor just outside the great hall. My head was pounding, my breath shaking, my vision stretching and shrinking. Tory had to catch my arm several times. Light winked before my eyes and shadows danced in my periphery, but when I whirled to face them, there was nothing there. Beyond, the seats in the great hall were full, the perfectly lined chairs brimming with at least a hundred visitors, all facing forward, waiting.

Benji stood upon the dais. Behind him, twenty knights, helmeted and armed, lingered in a silent, polished display.

My vision kept winking. An abrupt light burst behind my eyes, the great hall and everyone in it eclipsed in a white, liminal haze. Suddenly I was not standing but lying on my back, so rigid I couldn’t even peer down at my own body. All I could do was look up, and I saw that the pale light was moonlight.

Castle Luricht had vanished. I was alone, lying beneath the moon, and the moon was rippling, as if all the sky was underwater.

I smelled it then. That familiar smell, dank and sickly sweet. And I knew, without a shadow of doubt, where I was.

The tor.

Then, a sound. It echoed hither and yon, brushing up against me and calling from afar. Strange and mournful, this sound. A minor tune.

A child, crying.

“Hello?” Was that my voice? That low, ugly rasp? “Is someone there?”

No one answered.

Like a flame snuffed out, everything vanished. I blinked and the undulating moon, its pale light, was gone. I was back in Castle Luricht, standing in the corridor, waiting in my wedding dress to get married.

What was in that ox-eye?

“Who are you talking to?” Tory, who waited at my side, was frowning.

My throat constricted. “Do you hear that? The child?”

Tory’s face was round. Her eyes small and dark. A permanent line had been etched between her brows, giving her the appearance of ceaseless consternation. “I didn’t hear anything.” In her hands was the silk robe, a VI embroidered upon the sleeve. My old Divination robe. “Shall I put it on you?”

She draped the robe over my shoulders, fastening it around me like a cocoon, hiding the blemish upon my dress, a slight tremor in her touch. “Another moment, then we go forward.”

“I hope the ceremony lives up to your standards, Diviner,” someone said behind me.

I turned. Several castle guards bearing spears lined the corridor. Ahead of them was a man. He was lean, with thinning black hair and ears full of gold bands. His robes were bright orange, and his wrists were covered in jeweled bangles. When he smiled, several of his teeth were silver.

“Who are you supposed to be? The Artful Brigand?”

The man’s laugh sounded like a steaming kettle. “If only. I’m Regius Ormsby, here to preside.” He gave a sweeping bow. “My family has the longest lineage in Coulson Faire—besides the Castors, that is. You’ll forgive the size of the crowd. Most everyone in attendance is my family. It was the best I could do for a wedding with such limited time to prepare.” His smile widened. “Happily, the young king has been most instructive in what he desires. We were up all night stripping the glen of beech boughs.”

A trumpet sounded beyond. Tory’s grip on my elbow tightened. “It’s time.”

When we stepped into the great hall, a hush fell, a hungry silence that wore the sheepskin of reverence. Ahead, Benji stood, waiting for me upon the dais just like I had once waited for him in the spring upon Aisling Cathedral’s chancel.

It was almost time.

Regius Ormsby joined us, standing behind Benji and me, taking a moment to flourish his robe and set the jangling bracelets on his wrists just so. He smiled at the audience, opened his mouth to speak—

Benji put up a finger. “I know it’s tradition for the noble families of the Stonewater Kingdom to have a hand in the making of their king,” he said to the great hall. “Including when and to whom he marries. Indeed, I have obeyed many rules thrust upon those of my position. I have endured a Divination. Been subjected to prostration in the name of the Omens. Fallen on my knees in all five hamlets. Proven, again and again, that a king is but a supplicant.”

His blue eyes narrowed. “But the Stonewater Kingdom is changing. You’ve heard the rumors. Last night, Aisling Cathedral fell.”

Gasps tore through the great hall, aromatic air pulled taut.

Benji said the word with slow, poignant abhorrence. “Sprites. I was there. I saw it with my own eyes. A horde of mountain sprites, bound to their own horrid nature, tore down the epicenter of our faith and thundered off. The abbess, the gargoyles, the Diviners, and my—”

His voice wavered. For a moment, I thought it was guilt, choking him. But his mouth was even—his eyes unclouded. The little shit was playing at sorrow, just as he played at reverence during his ceremonies in the hamlets. “And my friends, were killed.”

Echoes of shock turned to murmurs of condolence.

“But not all is lost,” the king told his captive audience, opening his arms, beckoning all of Coulson Faire into his embrace. “Our system of beliefs will not shatter. Just before she perished, the abbess granted me five stone objects. Gifts from the Omens for me to steward.”

Dedrick, Hamelin, Samuel, and Tory held out their hands, and the stone objects within them. Benji did the same, holding out the Artful Brigand’s coin, which sat smooth side up in his palm. He took it. Held it out like one holds a skipping stone, tossed it—

And disappeared.

The crowd called out in awe. When the king was visible once more, reappearing in the center of the aisle, folk pushed from their seats to see him. There was applause. Prayers to all six Omens. Complete and utter amazement.

Benji flushed, then grinned. “So you see, you are in resolute hands. Do not grow anxious about that fallen cathedral, and do not look for signs in the rubble upon the tor. Now, you must look to me, my knights, my stone objects—”

He turned. “And to my queen, the last Diviner.”

Finally, the king turned to Regius Ormsby, who was watching us with thin lips and an expression sewn of two distinct threads—interest and irritation. “If you would say the words, Regius.”

“Of course, Majesty. Take your bride’s hands.”

Benji’s gaze flickered to my hands, tethered beneath my sleeves and wrapped in my Divination robe. “That won’t be necessary.”

“Neither, it seems,” Regius muttered beneath his breath, “is my presence.” He ran a hand over his brow, smoothing oily strands of hair into place, and looked up, smiling. “Wine, then.”

A woman with a tray holding two silver goblets stepped forward. She placed one cup to Benji’s mouth and the next to mine. When the wine touched my lips, it was bitter.

“Repeat after me,” Regius told the king. “I vow to be your king, your ruling hand, but to also keep my knightly virtues. To be a witness, pupil, visitor…”

His words began to bleed together. It was the wine. I knew it the moment it slid over my tongue, sharp and acrid; it had been laced with the same draft forced upon me an hour ago. Ox-eye.

My stomach rolled.

Benji finished speaking, the silence in the great hall thick as wool. Then, on impulse, the king reached up. Took me by the shoulders and turned me toward the audience. Caught my veil in his uncalloused palm, and lifted it.

Cries echoed in the hall. Folk looked upon my uncovered eyes, ensorcelled by amazement. Rapt—wanting a good show. It was the same way they’d looked at me since I was a girl, always wanting a peek beneath my Diviner shroud.

At last they’d been offered a glimpse at what lay behind it.

“Stone eyes,” Benji called above the noise. “Perhaps you glimpsed them uncovered when she was my knight. Look into them long enough, and you may see your future. Together, the queen and I will protect the hamlets, banishing sprites and reading portents. In time, Traum’s most sacred story will not merely be one of a spring upon a tor”—Benji’s voice perforated the great hall—“but of a king from Coulson Faire, and his holy, Diviner queen.”

Applause swelled through the hall—but it did not reach me.

I was suddenly far away.

Ox-eye burning the inside of my mouth, my eyes rolled back in my head. Images flashed across my mind—I saw water sprites splashing through the rushing waters of the Tenor River, passing into dozens of streams and canals as they swam beneath the bridges of the Seacht. Next, the scraping rock faces and the enormous mountain sprites of the Fervent Peaks—the vibrant yellow tops of the Chiming Wood’s birch trees, and the birke that tarried between them. There were pink thrift flowers that grew along the Cliffs of Bellidine, then I dropped through the earth, following their roots into darkness, into the dank, intricate cave system beneath the ocean cliffs.

Every hair on my body was a needle, every pump of blood a torrid rush. I soared above the Stonewater Kingdom like I was a bird, my vision stretched a thousand miles wide, the weight of my mind as immovable as a mountain, as inconsequential as an insect.

My vision tilted. I was lying on my back, looking up at Aisling Cathedral’s reaching cloisters, unable to move, despair an anvil upon me, the stone ceiling a lid to my coffin.

My jaw fell open, a low, terrible rasp ripping up my throat. “You look upon me,” I called, “but you do not know me. I am older than the world, younger than time, permanent as the sky, and temporal as a dream. It is I who measures Traum’s portents. I who Divines what is to come, for naught but the past can foretell the future.”

The clamor in the great hall snuffed out. I could feel Benji’s piercing gaze. “What are you doing, Six?”

“What happened before will happen again,” I said in that awful, rasping voice. “Tools will turn to weapons, and the stacked stones of faith and accordance shall crumble. The Stonewater Kingdom shall end as it began: Fractured. Bloody.”

Breath spilled from my mouth in hot, raging pants. “The cathedral falls,” I gasped. “Run—and take heed! History may be hewn of stone, but the future grows in its cracks. Not all that are lost are gone. A heretic can defend faith. The lowest creature can still reach the highest peak, and even death bears its flowers. A martyr might yet defeat a tyrant, but none shall overthrow a god…

“Without becoming one themselves.”

The great hall was silent, its tongue in my fist. Color had fled Benji’s cheeks, a watery sheen coating his eyes. He opened his mouth, a choked voice coming out—

But no one heard him.

A whistling gale was coming from outside, growing louder by the second. Castle Luricht’s windows began to shake, and the knell grew louder, like a storm. Some of the guests put their palms to their ears, but the noise kept coming, kept raising.

Then the wind was not like a gale at all but a shrieking cry. It pressed over the castle like an iron helmet, echoing so loudly the walls trembled, the air vibrated—

The windows of the great hall shattered and hundreds of winged creatures soared into its depths.

The scream began.

“Sprites!”

Hamelin was shouting, hailing the knights. “Take up weapons!”

Regius Ormsby fled the dais, the ceremony reduced to bedlam as the guests ran for the entryway. Above them, the sprites—winged, like the ones I’d once seen in the trees in the holloway road—soared and swooped, taking bites out of clothes, hair, anything they could.

I stood leaden, watching it all.

Not all the sprites were small. Some were the size of eagles. Like birds of prey, they maneuvered in quick, violent bursts, dropping teeth and talons and strange hooked hands into Castle Luricht’s arches and down upon its wooden chairs, grasping at the beech boughs and leaves, snagging guests and knights in the process.

Arrows began to fly. The knights, abandoning swords, which proved useless against their winged enemies, had taken up bows. They moved to every corner of the great hall, aiming, then shooting in dreadful volleys, taking down dozens of sprites at once.

“Fucking vermin.” It was Hamelin. He caught Benji’s arm. “Come, Your Majesties. Let us—”

A sprite soared by, knocking Hamelin off his feet. He shouted, stumbled, jerking Benji along with him; the king dropped his coin. And I was tethered. Sedated. Still, with uncanny speed, I lowered to my knees.

And picked up the Artful Brigand’s coin. When I rose to full height, arrows humming all around me, it didn’t matter that my hands were tied. The coin was small, the opportunity perfect: the time had come. When Benji looked up and saw the coin in my hand, rough side turned up, the king’s eyes went wide.

And there was nothing else to do than what I’d set out to. Nothing more to add to the ceremony and nothing more to give, no choice left.

But to end it.

The coin sang through the air. When it hit the dais, it did what it always did when thrown rough side up: wreaked utter havoc.

The dais exploded. Benji and Hamelin flew off their feet and I stumbled back, debris shooting in every direction—

A brutal pressure bloomed near my pelvis. I looked down.

I thought I’d been struck by a sprite or a wooden piece of the dais. No. It was a spear. A spear, protruding from my abdomen, just below my navel. My Diviner robe and the wedding gown beneath it went a dark, crimson red. I teetered. Stumbled.

Fell.







CHAPTER SIX

THE ONLY GOD OF MEN IS COIN
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When I looked up, the ceiling was rippling. There were sweeping arches, stone buttresses, and when the moonlight dared to show itself, it was only through rose windows and thousands of pieces of stained glass therein.

I lay on my back upon the chancel, staring up at the reaching, rippling ceiling of Aisling Cathedral.

And I was not alone.

A figure paced above me, winking in and out of my periphery. She wore a long, pale dress. Gloves over her hands. A shroud as long as a veil.

The abbess.

“Wrap your fingers around their legs,” she said, her voice, hard and chill, echoing through the cathedral. “Hold them down. Do not mind the bubbles that flee from their mouths or the water that laps over the lip of the spring. I will press them until they drown. After, bring them out, and always softly, for that is when people will see how you handle them. Lay them gently upon the chancel and let them dream. When they wake, sick and afraid, hold them; pet them if they cry. If they are frightened of the folk in the courtyard or if anyone tries to look beneath their shrouds, be generous with your violence. They must know to fear you, and also rely upon you.”

The abbess’s voice sharpened. “Wear the guise of noble protector, and even as you drown them, they will believe you are keeping them safe. Now, gather the Div—Godsdamnit, are you even listening?”

A second voice came from out in the cathedral. Low, craggy, a little contemptuous. “Not really.” When a creature ambled into view, it was a batlike gargoyle.

When I called out to him, my voice was a creaking hinge. “Bartholomew.”

He made no indication of hearing me. He’d picked several gowan flowers from outside and was attempting to fashion a crown, but his stone fingers were too blunt. The flowers were in tatters. “Let the others listen to your odes, your time as old a tale,” he murmured, never gifting the abbess his gaze. “I’ve heard it too often.”

The abbess banished him with a cold word, and the others, who must have been gargoyles too by the heavy toll of their footfalls, went with him. She remained as she was, lingering in my periphery, haloed by the stained-glass windows. Slowly, she reached up. Caught the hem of her veil. Pulled it back. Her face, her eyes, were hewn entirely of stone.

She turned it to me.

The abbess bent over my body, getting on her hands and knees. Her nostrils flared and she sucked air into them, her lips parting in a long, desirous groan. Then she shut her eyes, opened her mouth—

And bit me.

Blood pooled over my stomach, and the abbess lapped it up into her mouth with her hard stone tongue. I tried to stop her—tried to writhe and wiggle free—but I was immovable, too heavy to budge.

“Please,” I rasped. “Stop.”

Like Bartholomew, she did not hear. The abbess kept consuming me, rubbing her mouth and nose in the wellspring of my blood. Her breath came in quick pants; the throes of some sick ecstasy. Only when she was sated, her stomach bloated, did she raise her head. Her mouth was wet. There was no thick copper scent upon her, no red.

There was only water, and the sweet, fetid rot I knew so well in Aisling Cathedral.

Light flashed above my eyes. “Pith, she’s flailing again.”

“She’s lost too much blood, sire,” someone croaked. “The wound requires surgery. More ox-eye—quickly!”

My eyes snapped open. Aisling Cathedral and the abbess were gone. I was in the Artful Brigand’s room once more, looking up through my wedding veil, an aged man leaning over me. Benji was there, too, his face stricken.

I was on a cot, and they were trying to wrestle the spear out of me. I screamed. Thrashed. More ox-eye was thrust into my mouth, and I choked, making horrible sounds, every one of my muscles clenching, every limb quaking.

“If I could speak to her…” I heard the king say, his voice uneven.

Given his small, sharp tools, the old man was a surgeon. “Now’s not the time for conversation, sire. Your queen is dying.”

Benji drew in a breath. “Sprites,” he declared. “Sprites did this.” A moment later, he was gone.

Two women assisted the surgeon, and they put a strap of leather between my teeth. “Bite down,” one told me, trying to smile. “It’ll help.”

When they pulled the spear out of me, my teeth punctured the leather. “Ready the linen,” the surgeon said, his tools clinking. “Sop up as much blood as you can.”

“It’s her womb,” the second woman murmured. “A fatal blow.”

“Linen,” the surgeon barked. “Now.”

I bit down and kept my eyes shut. There was another sharp pain—too many hands pressing into me—then the women let out a collective gasp. The surgeon swore and dropped his tools.

“Inhuman,” the first woman whispered.

“How?” the other asked.

I opened my eyes, pain smearing black spots over my vision. “What is it?”

When the surgeon managed to speak, his voice was slow. Awestruck. “Your organs, Diviner. They’re coated in limestone.”
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Consciousness came and went. My wound was cauterized, the horrible scents of old blood and burning flesh sitting in my nostrils. The surgeon and the two women were always there, startling whenever I’d jerk awake, as if they expected me to remain fixed in sleep. Poultices and bandages were applied, and more ox-eye was administered.

It gave me the strangest dreams. Of Aisling Cathedral. Of the tor.

Sometime later—days, perhaps—someone was poking my arm. “Hey. You awake?”

When I opened my eyes, my veil was off. Candlelight—and a blue gaze behind it—bore down on me. I jolted up. My ankles, my wrists were tethered. Still I managed to knock the iron candlestick from my visitor’s hand.

It hit the king along his shoulder, snuffing its flames on his fine doublet, then clanged unceremoniously to the floor, casting us in darkness.

Benji hissed. “Pith, Sybil—stop trying to maim me.” He put a hand to his hip, sucking air between his teeth. “It’s not a pleasant sensation.”

“You’re drunk.”

He hiccupped. “Not at all.”

“You never call me Sybil.”

“Don’t I? Perhaps I feel I know Six better.” There were bruises on his face. A party of shallow cuts along his cheek. Besides that, the king seemed entirely untouched by my second attempt on his life. “The surgeon has been touting your miraculous recovery all over the castle. Praising the Omens for the stone in your body.” His eyes drifted over my abdomen, hidden beneath a pale flaxen shift. “You need spring water, I gather. Does it… hurt? Slowly turning into stone?”

“Go to hell, Benji. I’m fine.”

“Yes, of course.” Moonlight caught his silhouette. The king looked around, as if the walls could hear him, then folded his hands in front of him and proceeded to stare at me. Slowly, a grin crept over his mouth.

How I longed to slap it off. “What?”

“Nothing. It’s just…” His grin widened. “Gods, Six. What a performance.”

He began to laugh, waving his arms emphatically and pitching his voice in a low, static rasp. “‘Take heed: History may be hewn of stone, but the future grows in its cracks. Not all that are lost are gone. A heretic can defend faith. The lowest creature can still reach the highest peak, and even death bears its flowers. A martyr might yet defeat a tyrant, but none shall overthrow a god without becoming one themselves.’”

He put an emphatic hand on his chest. “I said that! Just the other night. Well, I told you you’d conquered coin and knowledge and love and all that bullshit, and that it would make a god of you, remember? Well, of course you do.” His laughter made him wobble. “And here I thought you’d be such a beast to deal with. But with one portent, one rogue spear to the gut—and let me reiterate, a truly outstanding performance—not a single person will be talking about that creaky old cathedral. They’ll be talking about you.”

The king raised an invisible glass to toast me. “Great show. How did you come up with all that tripe?”

“I didn’t come up with it, you witless wonder. I didn’t even say it.”

“Of course you didn’t.” Benji winked. “The Omens did.”

There was an empty cup on a chair near my cot. I threw it, agony ripping through the jagged line of my wound. It hit Benji’s chin, making him howl.

“You’re not listening,” I snapped. “That voice, those words… It wasn’t me.”

Benji went still but for his eyes, which darted over the four corners of my face. “You’re saying someone spoke through you?”

“You don’t believe me?”

“You hate me,” he said plainly. “Wouldn’t be prudent to trust you, would it?”

“Choke on prudence, boy-king. I’m not a liar.”

Benji remained frozen, his breath uneven. Then, like a book slammed shut, he banished his unease and chuckled. “I don’t know what kind of trick you’re trying to play, Six, making me look for gods and signs that aren’t there. Old habits die hard, I suppose. I assure you, it won’t work.”

“The performer, assuming everything is a performance.” My spit was thick. “What about the rest of the ceremony? Why did the sprites—”

“Attack?” The king was wearing a toying smile, like it tickled him, watching me try to keep up. “Another outstanding spectacle, wasn’t it?”

And I remembered. The open page of his grandfather’s notebook. The tree sprite, most often seen in the glens near Coulson Faire, is thought to be the smallest variety of sprite in the land of Traum, with a diet consisting almost entirely of beech leaves.

We were up all night stripping the glen of beech boughs, Regius Ormsby had said.

“It was your doing?” My voice lodged in my throat. “Why?”

“You know, it is impolite to treat me like the child when I am ever explaining to you how things work, Six. I’d like a little credit—I’ve been thinking long and hard about what needed to happen after Aisling fell. And now the cathedral has crumbled—you saw how folk took it at the wedding, gasping and wailing and whining. They need to be sated, and ever, they need something to believe in. So I give them a tourney, I give them stone objects, the last Diviner—and I give them a common enemy.”

“You cannot blame sprites for things we have done.”

“Why not? I can’t see who it hurts.”

“It hurts sprites, you unimaginable prick.”

He waved a hand in my face like I was a nagging mosquito. “I haven’t forgotten how readily the knighthood stoned a heretic like my grandfather. It was just as easy for you and Maude and Rory to kill the Omens. Do not be so naive as to think that hatred isn’t as potent a flame as faith, and make no mistake: Everyone hates sprites. It may be the only thing the hamlets have in common.”

The king’s gaze went out of focus. “Would that Maude were here. The might behind her name, her axe, her great legacy…”

“Maude would never do what you’ve done.”

“Wouldn’t she?” Benji’s cheeks went red. “I could commit violence every day for the rest of my life and it would be nothing to the mountain of carnage the Bauer women have perpetrated. You realize it was Maude’s ancestors who started this conflict with the sprites in the first place, don’t you? They hunted down Der ewige Mond. Killed it. The sprites of Traum retaliated, and there has been bloodshed in the hamlets ever since. It was the Bauers who crafted a common enemy for us all. The Bauers who committed the strife the abbess sought to amend by creating the Omens, Diviners, the cathedral.” Blue eyes boring into me, voice hot and righteous, he said, “There is no such thing as an unmarred paragon, Six. All of us do the wrong thing for the right reason. Even you. Or have you already absolved yourself from the multiple attempts on my life?”

Torrid breaths raked in and out of my lungs, stoking an inferno. Benji’s brow unfurled, his own indignation slipping away. “No matter. I do not need Maude to rally folk behind me any longer. I’ve made my own assurances. I’m only sorry we never finished the ceremony. But you can’t count on witless creatures like sprites to be punctual.”

It was the only thing he’d said so far that did not make me ill. “We’re not officially wed, then.”

“The illusion is enough for now.” He picked my crown, my veil, off the floor. “Now, come along. Regius Ormsby, that gossipmonger, has called a meeting. The fool is trying to cancel my event in Coulson Faire on account of your unfortunate incident.” His eyes fell once more to my abdomen. “I’d like you to show him you are alive and well, that we might move on with the extensive arrangements.”

When all I did was stare, Benji rolled his eyes, as if I’d affronted him with my lack of worldly knowledge. “I suppose the abbess didn’t let you out to attend any tourneys, did she?”

No. But I’d heard clamors on the wind from Coulson Faire every summer. After, champions would often stumble to the tor, toss their winnings at a gargoyle, and demand a Divination. What was a tournament to me? All I ever took from one was but another hand, pressing me down into water until I drowned.

“They take planning. Wares are sold, bets are made, ale is drunk, whores are paid—” He waved his hand in my face. “Not to mention a delightful show of violence. Only these events are different. I told you—I aim to give the people something to believe in with those damn stone objects. And with Dedrick with the inkwell, Hamelin with the oar, Samuel with the chime, and Tory with the loom stone, and me with the coin—” He grinned. “I will.”

My gaze jerked to his face. “All of you will be competing?”

“Of course. We’ll be the champions of our hamlets.” The king raised his brows. “Now, will you come with me willingly, or will I have to call Hamelin to—”

I struggled to my feet. Snatched my veil, my crown, from his hand and put them on.

Benji stepped back, mouth open.

“I want to hear more about the tournament.”

He was looking at me like he had earlier, like he didn’t understand my aim—like it was me trying to put a shroud over his eyes—but his hunger for compliance outbid his hesitation. Benji reached into his doublet pocket and withdrew the Artful Brigand’s coin. “Best if we don’t elaborate on your wound or the stone in your body,” he said. “While we’re at it, let’s not mention the tor or the spring water or, well, any of it. We don’t want people thinking there’s an easy way back from death. It might… you know. Lessen your impact.”

Life after death was a cruel fate—I wouldn’t wish it on anyone. But it was like breathing in smoke, agreeing with Benji. My entire body rejected it.

I managed a curt nod.

“Lovely.” Benji reached out, took my elbow.

The coin flew.

A terrible rush caught me in the stomach, and the king and I catapulted through the Artful Brigand’s chamber, then its door. He caught the coin in the dark corridor beyond, then tossed it again, this time downward, and we fell through the floors of Castle Luricht like I’d once fallen through dreams.

When Benji caught the coin for the last time, it was upon a flight of stairs. A landing, fixed before a tall mahogany door I recognized—the same place I’d been dressed for the wedding, where the painting Der ewige Mond resided.

A guard stood before the door. When my feet slammed onto woolen carpet, pain shot through my stomach. I bent over, barked out a nauseous cough.

And was sick on the landing.

“Oh.” Benji chuckled. “I should have seen that coming. Guard—fetch the Diviner a cup of ox-eye.” He tendered me an imploring glance. “Please don’t throw it at me this time.”

The guard, who was gaping down at my vomit and barely seemed to see me at all, left in a hurry. Benji offered no handkerchief for the bile on my chin. The king merely took a flask from his belt, swallowed what smelled like wine, then, with the affect of a naughty child, put his ear to the mahogany door.

Voices sounded in the room beyond. “An odd pairing, if you ask me,” someone said. “He, the grandson of a heretic, who incurred five bad portents in his Divination, suddenly earns favor from both the abbess and the last Diviner? Magical stone objects and a marriage contract?”

A man cleared his throat. Hamelin. “That’s not the issue at hand, Regius. We’re discussing the tournament.”

“Or if there should be one at all,” Regius bit back. “Now that she’s mortally wounded.”

“We don’t know that. There’s been no confirmation.”

“I was planning on hosting the joust. Though in a way, I already have.” There was a high, tea-kettle laugh. “She was struck with a lance, after all, was she not?”

“It was a spear, idiot,” said a woman—Tory.

Benji reached down for the latch. “Now’s a good time.”

He opened the door, revealing five figures around a table. Hamelin, Tory, Dedrick, Samuel—surrounding their stone objects—and Regius Ormsby, whose mouth had not yet caught up to his gaze. He was smiling, but his eyes were wide in unmitigated surprise.

Benji held out his hands in greeting. “Thank you for waiting, my friends. Shall we discuss the tournament?”

No matter his crown or his coin, he was young among them. An adolescent, yearning to overcome those who childminded him. But then I stepped into the room, and when I stood behind him, Benedict Castor was more than a boy. I felt it in the air—the prominence I granted him. He squared his shoulders, his chest wider as he watched his knights study me.

Hamelin and Dedrick made no attempt to hide that they were searching for my injury, their gazes predatory as they scanned my body. Tory and Samuel were less easy to read, equally gripped by the sight of me, but unwilling to look for longer than a few seconds.

Regius was still arrested by surprise. “Forgive me, Diviner. I understood you’d been horribly incapacitated.”

“In the joust, yes, I heard.” It pained me, but I stood straighter. “Do I look incapacitated to you?”

He blanched.

But then a jolt of agony cut into my abdomen and I faltered. Benji moved faster than I thought him capable to pull out a chair. He guided me into it. A moment later the guard was back, dropping a cup in front of me. I drained it in one bitter swallow, waiting for the ox-eye to dull the pain.

The king addressed the table once more.

“Now that we are all here, and you see with your own eyes that the Diviner is unharmed, I must impress upon you the importance of this tournament, and what I will require from each of you and your families in the hamlets.”

Benji spoke and barely seemed to draw breath, running his fingers over his coin, looking past everyone at the table as if he were peering into his own promising future. Accommodations were named—feasts and fetes would be held, purple banners flown. A three-copper fee would be imposed upon all attendees, and ten gold coins for anyone who deigned to participate. Tournament winners would be given heralding sashes and named champions and granted an audience with me that they might peer into my eyes: a Divination. After, they would be afforded the opportunity to follow from hamlet to hamlet as an honorary guest of the knighthood. Five tourney events, five extravagant ceremonies in the king’s honor; it seemed Benji was meticulously rewriting the discomfiture he’d endured the last time he’d visited the hamlets.

It was going to cost a great deal of money.

Benji was nodding to himself and swaying, moved by the sounds of his own designs. “Firstly, of course, I will send your stone objects ahead of us, placing them in the firm hands of your noble families. Tokens of my good faith and an assurance that all is well with the Diviner.”

Hamelin made a noise of complaint, but the king levied a hand. “You will see. Let the objects remain out of sight for a time, then bring them out to full effect in the arena. Their scarcity shall make them more sacred, their distance shall keep them divine, for only the privileged can access them by attending my tournament, thusly making the master of the object the most potent of rulers, and the tournament itself the most prosperous of markets.”

My stomach twisted. It was exactly what his grandfather had written in his notebook about the abuses of Aisling Cathedral.

“You will harness your objects, win your events, become my champions,” Benji told his knights. “Faith, inspired in the arena. All the proceeds will return to your families, all the coin they spent in my honor handed back to them with interest and thanks, but first”—the king’s blue eyes darted across the table—“they will get on their knees as you did when I gave you those objects, and swear unmitigated fealty to me.”

The room went silent.

“Come now.” Benji peered around the table. “Did I not pay a great sum just a few weeks ago for your mother’s death ceremony after she was killed by a birke, Samuel? Did I not gift your mother that castle in the Peaks and all the gold therein, Hamelin? How are all those newly acquired books in your uncle’s library?” he asked Dedrick. “Is your mother enjoying her new stores of gold, Tory?”

And there it was. Every Omen we’d encountered we’d stripped of power—and power was not simply magical stone objects. Power, especially to a man of Coulson Faire, began and ended with coin. It was a knightly vow to reject pecuniary reward. But every rule had its exceptions; the knights looked down at the stone objects they’d been gifted. One by one, they nodded.

Benji pressed the Artful Brigand’s coin to his chest like it was his own beating heart. “Good.” He turned to Regius. “We will continue with plans for the joust. Dedrick?”

The knight ran his fingers over the Harried Scribe’s inkwell. “The melee for the Seacht.”

“Very good. Hamelin?”

“What else?” Hamelin flashed a grin. “Feats of strength for the Fervent Peaks.”

“We of the Chiming Wood shall host the hunt,” said Samuel.

Benji raised his brows at Tory. “And for the finale in the Cliffs of Bellidine?”

The lines in Tory’s face tightened. “My mother will not like a show of violence in her hamlet.”

“Your mother’s wants are superfluous.” Benji flopped his wrist at her. “She shall host the duel. The tournament will commence, you and your stone objects will win, and your families will bow prostrate to me and the Diviner in front of the hamlets. Now, the first event will begin as planned, on the third…”

I didn’t hear the rest.

The room was wobbling, remnants of ox-eye burning my tongue. When I shut my eyes, colors danced behind my eyelids. Gray. Violet. An incomparable shade of blue. I was looking up at the night sky again. At a full, pale moon.

But then shadows came—five of them, all blocking out the moon. First a merchant with gold rings on his fingers and a stone coin in his hand. Next was a scribe in a gray robe with no hair upon his head. He bore a stone inkwell full of black ink. The next was a tall man in leathers—an oarsman with a stone oar, followed by a forester with an axe on her belt and long black hair. She bore a stone chime.

Finally, a woman in a dyed woolen knit stepped forward. Around her neck was a piece of twine, and attached to it—a loom stone. She joined the others, and they spread around my body like the five points of a star, peering down at me through pale limestone eyes.

The Omens.

They were covered in blood.

All five lowered themselves to their hands and knees, put their mouths to my body, and sank their teeth into my flesh.

A voice tore from my throat. “This,” it said, I said, “is Traum’s oldest tale. Folk of the hamlets gathered around my body, held together not by craftmanship, but by hunger for power. How grotesque history is, always repeating itself, the past itself a terrible portent.”

And then I was back, staring down at the dregs of ox-eye in my cup. Around me, mouths had fallen agape, eyes had widened, and cheeks had gone pale. For a moment I couldn’t tell if I was seeing the Omens or the knights who sat with me at the table.

Regius Ormsby was the first to speak. He kept his hands knotted, but his ringing bracelets gave him away—he was trembling. “A Divination, Your Majesty?”

No. Yes. I didn’t know.

Ox-eye. That vile draft. It addled my thoughts the way dreaming in Aisling’s spring once did. It was either ripping away my sanity—

Or something, someone, was speaking to me through it. Wittingly toying with my mind the way the abbess once had, building upon the story that I’d lost everything to dismantle. Whoever it was, I’d root them out as I’d rooted out the Omens.

And if the king wanted a tournament? A second chance to impress his power upon the hamlets? To inspire faith with his stone objects in the arena? Let him have his spectacle and trade influence and affluence with knights like the abbess had once traded the blood of Diviners with the Omens—I’d get my second chance, too.

I looked out on the table and saw it—a way to end the story. Power couldn’t go anywhere if it shattered. I’d done it to the Omens, the cathedral, and I’d do it now to Aisling’s final vestiges; all five stone objects, destroyed. It didn’t matter if the king touted their sacrality with scarcity and sent them away into the hamlets—they’d be in the hands of his precious knights during the tournament.

So into the tournament I would go, and face my adversaries one by one. Coin, inkwell, oar, chime, loom stone—

I blinked. No, not five. What had Hamelin said the night before the wedding?

The only way to reach the Omens now is to look into your stone eyes.

Benji had said the night Aisling fell that he’d make a god of me, but I was no god. I, reduced once more to a number, was but the king’s sixth magical object. Coin, inkwell, oar, chime, loom stone—and me.

I’d rid him of all of them.

Then, when Benji was bereft, I’d finish what I’d twice failed at: I’d kill the king of Traum and let the Stonewater Kingdom know what I knew—there was nothing to believe in. Not coin or inkwell, oar or chime, not loom stone, not knights or nobles, not Benedict Castor the Third—and not me.

Let it finally end.

The others at the table were still watching me. “A terrible thing,” I told them slowly, “the loss of Aisling Cathedral.”

They waited in the stillness of my pause, startled, as if accustomed to hearing a Diviner speak only after the grotesque sounds of her drowning had faded. “I would prove to the Stonewater Kingdom that though the cathedral lies in ruins, I, the last Diviner, still stand.”

The king folded his arms over his chest, suspicion thinning his voice. “And how do you wish to demonstrate that, Six?”

“With armor and chainmail and a hammer.” I stood from my chair, shaking and slick with sweat, peering down my nose at everyone seated. When my gaze reached Benji, apprehension flashed across his face. “Faith, after all,” I told him, “requires a display.”

Ox-eye festered on my tongue. I slicked my teeth with it and smiled, one by one, at the knights and their stone objects. “I’ll be joining each of you in the tournament.”







CHAPTER SEVEN

ONCE A THIEF
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Six weeks later

I stepped from the strange tunnel of greenery into an open field. There, hundreds of brightly dyed tents stood in lines like beams of light reaching from the sun. Thousands of folk moved about, trading wares in their stalls, and not even the thin slit in my visor could diminish their vibrancy, the buzz of shouts, the sharp ting of coin, the thrum of instruments abounding. In the distance, a castle waving purple banners was cloistered by a moat, and in front of it, in the heart of all those tents, its bright, central sun—

An arena.

Maude moved to the side of the bustling road, waiting for me as I took it all in. “Well, boys,” she said, her voice muffled beneath her helmet. “We’re almost there.”

A loud hmpf sounded behind me. I pressed my lips together and kept my gaze forward. It was better, not looking at the gargoyle. Every time I did I laughed, something I quickly learned he did not appreciate.

“At least the arduous journey has ended and I can take my feet out of these vile torture devices.” The gargoyle sighed wistfully. “Oh, to feel the grass on my bare toes once more.” He bent, fumbling at his feet. “I will take them off.”

“Ah, ah. Keep those on.” Maude wagged a finger at him. “It’s like I said—no one in Traum is made of stone. They can’t see your body yet. Not any part of it. Those cost me an arm and a leg and ten years off my life getting them onto your wiggling toes. Don’t take them off.”

He was quiet a beat too long. I peered over my shoulder.

The gargoyle, like all of us, was hidden by his attire. But while Maude wore armor, and I leathers and a helmet, it had taken Victor less than a second to size up the gargoyle and name him unfit for even a breastplate. The gargoyle had begun to cry, and Maude and I had shouted at Victor, but the blacksmith had merely smoked his pipe and said, “Those cracks in his body can’t bear the weight.”

The gargoyle had stopped crying after that, but his head had hung low. He’d looked down at himself, limestone dust floating around him in a cloud, and said, in a very little voice, “Just as well. It has already grown difficult to lift my left arm.”

Maude had hugged him fiercely. Two days later, we were in the Cliffs of Bellidine, and she was paying a weaver an ungodly sum of money to make the gargoyle any kind of frock he wanted.

The damn thing was pink.

Dyed by thrift flowers, with billowing sleeves, his robes fell to his ankles. But it was his headdress—a two-corned hennin with a pink wimple—that really got him excited. Then Maude paid another weaver for a hefty strip of gossamer, had it dyed pink as well, and the gargoyle wore it as a veil beneath his wimple, obscuring his face entirely.

“You look like the abbess,” Maude said when he studied himself over a stream. “If she’d have worn a whit of color.”

The gargoyle leaned close to the water and whispered conspiratorially to his reflection. “I’m prettier than that bitch ever was.”

After that, he wore his clothes day and night, never minding if they got muddy or frayed for rubbing against the jagged pieces of his broken wing. He loved every bit of them—save the wool slippers Maude had commissioned for his feet. Those, he hated unreservedly.

I was still wheezing from looking at him. He pouted but left the slippers on, and we moved with the crowd like fish in a stream into the bustling mercantile organism of Coulson Faire. “You may give them to me later, when I am not so busy,” he told Maude with an air of generosity. “The arm and leg and years off your life that I am owed.”

Into the tents we went, following the crowd down a grassy walkway lined with purple banners. A minstrel sat in a purple stall, strumming his lute and singing, actors in bold colors and costumes dancing around him. The minstrel sang of the evil of sprites; how they were hungry, thoughtless creatures who had destroyed the cathedral. How clean the kingdom might be without them.

“A colorful dream, the bright land of Traum, where the wind on the moors hums a tune. Where the holloways lead you awry and along, and the gowans are always in bloom. The knights are all noble, and the ladies so fair, and the merchants all set in their trade. The ware are all sold, copper, silver, or gold—and the Brigand, through coin, lends us aid.”

He strummed his instrument with fervor. “But wherever you ramble, from woodland to sea, pray find the young king on your way. I lent him my lance, and he lent me his faith, and to his queen, the Diviner, did I pray.”

“Obscene,” said the gargoyle. “Never trust anything written in rhyme.”

Castle guards bearing spears and helmets and chainmail waved us onward, calling to the crowd. “Participants of the joust, take your horse and your ten gold coins to the registrar on the west side of the arena! Everyone else—get your asses into the stands!”

When we reached the registrar, a large stall that housed a merchant, three castle guards, and a knight in full armor, the line stretched almost fifty yards. We joined, and I planted my feet, eyes straining behind my visor as I searched the sea of faces, looking, looking…

Maude cleared her throat. “Did you hear me?”

No. “Yes.”

Her sigh echoed in her helmet. “Remember: Choose a guard out of sight. Once you’ve changed, meet me on the other side of this tent. Anyone stops you, don’t give them your name.” She nodded at the arena. “We’ll go in there together. Bartholomew and I will head to the lists, and you’ll make your way up to wherever the king is and look for my signal.”

My stomach turned. “And if I can’t get close to the king?” I blamed the helmet for how thin my voice sounded. “If the loom stone isn’t there? If I can’t reach it?”

“It will be, and you will, too. It’s like I said. You’re good at getting things.”

“And Sybil?”

“The less she knows up front, the more convincing the ruse will be.” Maude tapped my chest assuredly. “We’ll approach her when it’s safe. First let’s get that memory of yours back.”

The line ahead moved swiftly. The gargoyle elbowed Maude. “Put my name down to compete, will you? I’ve always wanted to win something.”

“What—no.” Maude shoved us both out of the line. “Go.”

I took the gargoyle’s hand, and the two of us hurried through the field, between stalls, rushing past canvas, coins clinking around us, purple banners—gods, so many purple banners—snapping in the wind.

“What exactly does she mean when she says I’m good at getting things?” I asked.

“You’re light in the toe,” the gargoyle answered. “A picket pocket.”

“So I’m a thief.” My heart beat in my throat. “I suppose it doesn’t matter to her that I have no memory of being one?”

The gargoyle shrugged. “The body remembers what the mind forgets.”

We kept going. When we breached the last row of tents, grass turned to cobblestone. I followed it through a maze of brightly painted houses until it, too, gave way, this time to the steady oak planks of Castle Luricht’s drawbridge. My gaze swung in as many directions as I could aim it. We were meant to be looking for a castle guard. One roughly my build—tall, slender at the waist, broad in the shoulder. Maude had said there would be some on duty in Castle Luricht, away from the crowd. And I was looking for a guard.

But I was also just… looking. Wondering if I would know her face if I saw it.

The gargoyle waved at the castle walls. “There is some very interesting ivy here. No guards, though.”

We moved over the drawbridge and through the bailey. Whoever was meant to watch the door had abandoned their posts, so into the castle we went.

My neck strained as I looked up the throat of the grand stairwell. “The size of this place.” I had no idea where to go. And still I moved forward, ignoring the corridors I might lose myself in, opting for the stairs.

“I told you: The body remembers.” The gargoyle began to hum. “Our feet always take us where we need to go.”

Not likely. I was a newborn creature in the Stonewater Kingdom. My feet, like all of me, were entirely unsteady. I kept going, up one flight then another, eyes peeled for a guard, for anyone—

“Someone there?”

I froze halfway up a flight of stairs. From my vantage, I could glimpse the top of a looming door that waited at the platform above. I reached for the gargoyle’s arm to still him, but it was too late. He was already trudging up the stairs.

“Who goes there?” the voice called again.

“’Tis I!” the gargoyle answered.

I made it to the top of the stairs just in time to see a guard, his chainmail rattling, levy his spear at the gargoyle. “This room is closed.”

The gargoyle kept coming, still humming to himself, arms out like he was going in for an embrace, then knocked the guard so hard on the head the poor sod’s helmet dented.

“Well done.” I stood over the unconscious man and shrugged. “I don’t mind being rendered useless.”

“As you’ve proven many a time.” The gargoyle smacked his hands together, dusting them of violence. “Shall we avail ourselves of his wares?”

I kicked open the door the guard had been posted at and dragged him after me. Leathers and helmet, I already had. What I needed was his spear and his gaudy purple sash—I worked up a sweat getting them off him and onto myself.

I didn’t think about what the gargoyle was doing until he’d stopped humming.

He was standing along the wall of the room, staring up at a large painting of an uncanny ox, its body pierced by weapons, chunks of bloody stone falling from its chest. Its eyes were wide, pale—small orbs of limestone, just like the gargoyle’s. Like mine.

“It’s a dream,” the gargoyle whispered. “I feel as if I know it, and yet I cannot place it…”

He blinked. Turned to me. “The purple sash should be worn on the left arm.”

We quit the room, but the gargoyle turned back. He took a ratty old leather notebook off the table under the painting, giggling to himself. “Always a thief, once a thief.” He tucked the notebook into the neck of his robes, took my hand, and together we fled the castle.

Maude was waiting behind the registrar stall, back straight, voice choked. “Anyone see you?”

I saluted her with the spear. “Just the bloke we took these off.”

She nodded absently and was silent.

The gargoyle put his hand on her arm. “Something the matter, Bartholomew?”

Maude’s armor rattled. She drew in a long breath. “The loom stone isn’t here.”

I choked on air. “What?”

“The men behind the registrar were talking. One was telling the others about his convoy into the Fervent Peaks to deliver the magical stone oar to Avice Fischer. A knight had done the same in the Seacht, delivering the inkwell to a prominent noble, and another had delivered the chime to the Wood. An enticement to get folk excited for the tournament. The objects are going to be used in the events.”

“Which means the stone loom has been sent away to the Bellidine of Cliffs,” the gargoyle murmured.

My heart plummeted into my boots. I looked down at my spear, my sash. “This is for nothing. We came all the way to Coulson Faire for nothing.”

Maude looked up. “Don’t get despairing on me. There are things to do yet.” She looked up at the arena. “I’ve a joust to win. Coin to take off the king’s hands. After, we’ll go to the Cliffs of Bellidine. Find that loom stone. Get your memory back.”

“You really think you can win? Some of these blokes look thick in the arm. Familiar with a lance. You’ll be competing against other knights?”

Maude beat me to the point. “Ones who haven’t had broken bones in the last two months, either.”

“For pity’s sake, Bartholomew.” The gargoyle waved a finger in my face. “Have a little faith.”

There was a surge of noise—a large party on its way to the arena. I had to shout over the noise. “Forgive me my pessimism,” I snapped. “I’ve yet to see a single bloody sign that we might actually succeed against—”

I stopped midsentence. Noise swelled in my ears, Coulson Faire melding into a low buzz that echoed discordantly against the sound of my pulse. A woman was walking by, following the large party, most of whom were knights. She was tall, wide in the shoulders, wearing a gold crown, a gossamer veil, and a long white robe with sleeves that hid her hands. When sunlight danced over the top of her head, I glimpsed silver-blond hair through the gossamer. It shone like nothing I’d ever seen, save the moon in the night sky.

She must have felt me watching because she looked over her shoulder, her veiled gaze crashing against my helmet like a weapon thrown. And I didn’t know anything, only that I’d been full of fear and doubt since waking in the Stonewater Kingdom.

But there was no fear in me now, and even less doubt. I knew exactly who she was.

“Bartholomew,” the gargoyle whispered.

Maude’s voice was choked. “There she is.”

My lips, my tongue, were already familiar with the shape of her name. “Sybil.”







CHAPTER EIGHT

LET THE TOURNAMENT BEGIN
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I turned down a parallel row of tents, Maude hissing after me.

Sybil moved more slowly than the other knights, her gait stiff, and the party soon outdistanced her, but one knight remained. She had a round face, small lips, and dark beady eyes. Weasel Face, I named her. They spoke in low voices. I crept between tents to hear.

“Would you like me to help you get there faster?” Weasel Face asked Sybil.

Sybil’s answer came slowly, her voice half-rough, half-melodic, its sound lighting sparks in my body. “The others are already celebrating in the arena, and you’re stuck being my bodyguard.” She scoffed. “Must be difficult, drawing the short straw.”

“There was no short straw, Diviner,” Weasel Face said. “I volunteered.”

Sybil’s laugh was cold. “Out of the goodness of your heart and not at all because of that stone around your neck, I’m sure.”

Weasel Face kept her gaze forward. “If the king did not think you needed help moving about the castle, he would not have permitted me to keep it.”

Sybil ran her fingertips over the canvas of a nearby stall and kept walking. “I’m fine.”

Two seconds later, Maude and the gargoyle caught up with me, plastering themselves against my back and whispering in my ear.

“Pith, Rory, we need to get into the arena.”

“Damn these slippers.” The gargoyle was trying to balance on his toes. “I want to see Bartholomew!” When I put a finger up, silencing them both, unable to rip my gaze away from Sybil, he gave my arm a pinch. “You think she’s pretty,” he said, matter-of-fact. “So pretty you don’t even know how to tell her.”

My breath quickened as I watched Sybil move through the crowd. I couldn’t see her face behind that veil, and yet I was overcome. What an unholy place my mind was—I couldn’t escape from thinking how perfect she might look if she plunged her hand into my chest, removed my heart, and gnawed its toughened tissue between her teeth until her clothes were stained red. “She’s… so…”

The gargoyle consoled me with a pat on the back. “You’ll get there someday.”

On the walkway, folk were gazing at Sybil, eyes wide, jaws slackened by awe. She ignored them, her conversation with Weasel Face ongoing. “You put my things in the room at the back of the stables, yes?”

“Yes,” Weasel Face replied. “Though you’ll find no need for the hammer. Not for the joust.” She paused. “Forgive me, Diviner. I was under the impression that you did not know how to ride.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“If you aim to knock Benedict from his saddle, you will not succeed. He’s been training these last several weeks. You have been inactive in that room atop the castle.” Weasel Face’s dark eyes lowered to Sybil’s body. “You should not fight in the tourney, Diviner.”

Maude and I shared a glance.

“Swords and armor,” Sybil said flatly, “are nothing to stone.”

“And yet even stone falters,” Weasel Face bit back, imploring. “You know it as well as the rest of us do—the cathedral fell. It will join Der ewige Mond in the annals of time as another looming creature whose power, whose lore, was made all the more fantastic for being conquered.” Her voice tightened. Again, she said, “You should not fight. It would not be worthy of you to be conquered in something as senseless as a tournament.”

The conversation shattered with a crash. Maude jumped, and so did Sybil and Weasel Face. I put a steadying hand out for the gargoyle—

And found he wasn’t there.

“Shit.”

Maude’s head whipped right, then left. “Where’d he go?”

Shouts echoed ahead. When I peeked out from behind the tent, two figures appeared in the grassy walkway—a merchant, hands waving wildly, and a stout figure in pink robes. “Thief!” the merchant cried. “He’s stolen my wares!”

The gargoyle, who’d stolen a vase full of flowers, zigzagged through tents, throwing marigolds as he went. Meanwhile, the merchant, who was still shouting, spotted Sybil and her escort. “Well?” he shouted. “Aren’t you going to defend my honor? My stall has been assailed!”

Weasel Face rolled her eyes. “I’ll be right back, Diviner.” She reached for something tangled in her coif.

That’s when I saw it. A small stone with a hole in its center, hung on a silver chain around Weasel Face’s neck.

Maude and I leaned forward, watching as Weasel Face put her finger through the stone, smooth side down. A moment later she vanished, then reappeared thirty paces in the distance, darting between tents.

“Aisling’s motherfucking waters.” Maude was holding in a laugh. She patted my back. “That’s it, my boy. The loom stone—and your mark. Wait for her to come back. I’ll get Bartholomew.”

“What about Sybil?”

“Not yet.”

Maude left me hiding behind the stall. Paces ahead, Sybil remained on the walkway, rolling her shoulders, then her neck, popping the joints. When the wind pushed against her, her robes pressed over her body as if sculpted there. I wanted to twist the fabric in my fist. Touch the thing that was touching her.

The merchant clearly felt the same. He eyed Sybil sheepishly, then grew bolder, approaching with his hands behind his back. “I went to Aisling Cathedral every year,” he told her. “I never had enough coin for a Divination, but I prayed, Diviner. To the Artful Brigand. For fine portents and finer profits.” His voice hitched. “I wept to hear that the cathedral had fallen.”

Sybil spared him a glance, then moved down the walkway.

“Pray,” the merchant said, catching up, “could you tell me if the Artful Brigand favors me still? I’ve fallen on hard times and need…” He blinked, and the next moment he was on his knees in front of her. “Please, Diviner.” He wrapped his arms around Sybil’s abdomen, squeezing her stomach. “I need something to believe in.”

She gasped. A visceral sound of pain.

My body was already in motion. Next I knew, my fingers were locked in a fist around the merchant’s collar. I yanked him back so hard and so fast he didn’t even see me until I was standing over him. “Get back to your stall,” I told him, vitriol searing the inside of my helmet. “Now.”

Peeling himself off the grass, tripping and running, he did.

Sybil’s arms pressed protectively over her stomach. I thought she might say something—pith, say anything—but all she did was stick up her nose, skirt around me, and make her way toward the arena.

Pulse in my ears, I stepped into her path.

She tried a second time to go around me. One step and I was blocking her way.

Hot air shot from her nose. “Move.”

“Are you all right?”

“Excuse me?”

“He grabbed you. It seemed to hurt.”

I couldn’t tell where she was looking through that veil, but I was certain she was combing the slit of my visor, and certain twice over that she did not recognize me. She looked, but did not seem to see, stepping around me a third time without so much as a bid-you-well and hurrying down the walkway. I searched for Weasel Face and her loom stone—for Maude and the gargoyle—adrift with limited instructions and no bloody memory.

But then my body remembered, and my feet took me where I needed to go. Unreservedly, as if born to do so, I followed Sybil Delling into the arena.
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Like an arrow shot, Sybil’s path was straight. Paying guards and knights and their nervous horses no heed, and me even less, she marched through the wide corridor on the bottom level of the arena, pushing through doors into emptied stables so newly constructed I could smell the freshly milled oak, the hay on the ground still young and dry.

I thought she might be after a horse, and indeed she found what she was looking for in a stall, but it wasn’t a horse.

It was a suit of armor, set upon the hay. Chainmail. Under armor.

Sybil leaned over, examining it all with a kind of dedication I envied—I wanted her to look at me that way. “A fine suit,” I blurted, pitching my voice lower than usual. “No helmet, though.”

She didn’t answer. She was looking at the under armor, a padded shirt and pants. Atop of them, nestled in the fabric like an iron babe, was a hammer.

Sybil lifted the tool and weighed it in her palm. I could tell right away that she was displeased. Breath hissed out her nose. She discarded the hammer with a flick of her wrist, dropping it into the hay, then snatched up the pants.

I waited like an idiot, watching her.

Robes hiking up to reveal bare feet and ankles and the impressive curve of calf muscles, Sybil slipped one leg into the pants, then the other. Something in the back of my skull told me there were rules about watching a woman dress. What did propriety demand if that woman had already fucked you, I wondered. What did it demand if she didn’t know it was you, and you, to your eternal dismay, had no memory of said fucking?

“If you’re going to stand there panting like a lecher,” Sybil said, making me jump, “be of some use, guard. Fetch me a lance.” She made a hot sound of annoyance. “A horse, too.”

And I might have. Except she’d begun to undo her white silken robe, abandoning it for the padded shirt. When the robe fell, revealing the thin straps of a chemise, pale skin and bare shoulders and a muscled back—a feast for my eyes—not even the arena falling in around us could have moved me from that spot.

Sybil perked her ear. When she did not hear me hopping to fulfill her demands, she turned, putting a fever in my cheeks. Her chemise was thin. Even in the dim light of the stables I had no trouble making out the shape of her. Sternum, breasts, abdomen. But then my gaze snagged low on her stomach. There, the white of her chemise was marred, a pinkish-orange stain upon the fabric. Not blood, but the ghost of it.

I remembered her hands pressing protectively over her stomach when the merchant had grabbed her. The visceral sound of pain when she’d cried out.

Something vile twisted in my gut. “You never answered my question. Are you hurt?”

“What entitles you to a response?” Her veil rippled as she looked me up and down. “Or you do require recompense for meager services rendered, saving me from that poor merchant?” She sneered, then held out her empty palms. “The only god of men may be coin, but I’ve none to give.”

The words ricocheted in my helmet. “If I was going to ask for a token, it would hardly be silver or gold.”

“What, then? A Divination?”

I gave half a shrug. “A kiss would do fine.”

Her cool edifice was implacable. She stayed still a long while, watching me. “An unscrupulous thing for a guard to say to a queen.”

“No one ever accused me of being clever.”

“What’s your name, knave?”

“What’s yours?”

The muscles in her hands tightened. Not so implacable, then. I’d surprised her, though I didn’t know how, and for a moment neither of us did anything but look at the other’s mask, I at her veil, she at my helmet, and breathe.

Weasel Face appeared out of nothingness, a scowl etched onto her brow and a jousting lance swung over her shoulder.

Sybil’s gaze broke from my face.

“Pith, Coulson Faire is going to the dogs,” Weasel Face said. “The thief was a deranged vagabond. He dropped what he’d stolen, sneezed in my face, and scuttled away. Bloody waste of time.”

Above us, a thumping began, shaking the ceiling and stirring the hay. Applause sounded like rolling thunder.

The joust was beginning.

“We’re running late, Diviner.” Weasel Face peered at Sybil’s armor, still lying in the hay. “It would go faster if you’d take a squire.”

“I don’t want a new one.” Sybil reached for the lance, took it in her right hand.

And flinched.

Her fingers went white over on the grip at the base. It was not that she could not lift the thing—her arm made short work of that. No, it was something else. The pink stain on the fabric of her chemise had turned red.

She was bleeding.

My voice scraped out of me. “What the fuck is that?”

Sybil didn’t answer, her entire focus spent on holding the lance. For every second that she did, her skin paled and the lines of her body stiffened.

Weasel Face shoved past me and pushed the lance down. “That wound should have healed better than that by now, Diviner. If you cannot hold a lance without bleeding, there is no chance you could wield one while riding a horse.”

The realization that she was ill-equipped to compete unfurled over Sybil’s features. Her head fell and her throat began to hitch, like she was holding back tears. Whatever her intention, competing in the tournament had clearly been an iron encasement around her. Without it, despair pressed over shoulders so fervently she stooped.

It stole my breath and scorched my cheeks with shame. I’d been feeling blindly in my chest for the teeth marks she’d left in my heart—I hadn’t considered how fractured hers might be.

Pith, I needed that loom stone. I took a wild step toward Weasel Face, but she was already moving. She retrieved the padded shirt meant to be Sybil’s under armor, took a knife from her belt, and cut a long strip of linen from its hem. “Here,” she said, handing it out to Sybil. “You can still watch the joust from the king’s box.”

“That I might be as the cathedral and Der ewige Mond—useful to my conquerors?” Seething, Sybil threw the lance down so hatefully it cracked, then ripped the linen from Weasel Face’s hand. When she lifted her chemise, putting it between her teeth and tying the makeshift bandage around her abdomen, I finally saw it.

A stab wound, sitting beneath Sybil’s navel. The skin around it was raised, shiny and angry. Cauterized, I thought, except the wound hadn’t closed. It was weeping blood, white fragments speckled within the red. For a moment I didn’t know what I was looking at, only that my fists were clenched and my mouth hot with malice. Then I understood.

Stone.

There were tiny specks of limestone in her blood.

Sybil fastened the linen, hiding the wound away. “The melee is next.” I could not prove it, but I could swear she was staring at the loom stone around Weasel Face’s neck. “I’ll be needing a stonemason’s or blacksmith’s hammer. The one you brought is for carpentry—the balance is all wrong.” She picked up her silken robe, balling its cuff and the number VI in her fist, then shoved it back on, her wound hidden; she was a woman in white once more.

Above us, the noise in the arena grew louder.

“Guard.” Weasel Face pointed an armored finger in my face. “Help me get her into the stands. Don’t let anyone touch her.”

We moved in a line out of the stables, Weasel Face, then Sybil, then me. The wide corridor was nearly empty now; all the horses and riders and squires bearing weapons had moved into the lists. Only a few remained, tucked up behind a row of horses, peeking out as I stumbled past. A knight in dark armor—and a stout figure in pink robes.

Maude and the gargoyle peered at me, nodding at Weasel Face ahead, as if to say, Here we go.

My stomach churned; I was so nervous I considered puking. I faced Sybil’s back instead, blurting, “Another time, then, for that kiss.”

She said nothing. Then, just as we began to climb the arena stairs—“Fuck off, knave.”
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The noise, I was prepared for. Hundreds of souls packed into the stands, with horses in the lists—it was bound to put a buzz in my ears. What I hadn’t expected was for all that clamor to go immediately silent the moment Sybil entered the arena.

We’d arrived through a narrow archway separate from the main entrance and were immediately confronted by stairs, then a walkway, then more stairs. Thousands of eyes watched us, whispers clinging like spiderwebs as we climbed.

“White, like limestone. They say when you look into them, the Omens might show you your future.”

“Yes, the other Diviners were all crushed by the rubble, apparently. Tragic.”

“I swear it! My cousin is a servant in the castle. He said the spear hit her right in the stomach. It took an entire day to clean the floor of blood.”

“It’s the wretched sprites’ fault, attacking the wedding like that. I say the pests should be shot down on sight, no matter where they linger.”

“I thought she’d be competing in the joust.”

“I thought she’d be prettier,” barked another. “Less bodied, more delicate—”

I cracked the man so hard over the mouth he fell out of his seat.

Sybil turned, a furrow drawing between her eyes as she glanced down at me. Then Weasel Face took her by the arm, slipped a finger into the loom stone, vanished, then reappeared several yards away, sparing Sybil the steps to climb.

The crowd gasped in awe.

I followed, huffing in my helmet, and we reached a wooden box that sat about eight feet above the arena. It was walled off and lidded with a roof, protected by a banister and more damn purple flags. There were guards there. Knights. Men and women in bright silks with jewels on their wrists and necks and ears—some even in their teeth.

In the heart of it, seated in a cushioned chair, was a young man, drinking wine from a goblet. He had golden hair and armor to match, an easy smile and stark blue eyes. When he saw Sybil, his chest swelled. He eyed her in a way that made my blood boil—like she was a wounded animal. “Not competing after all, then?” He peered at her silk robe. “At least they got the stain out.”

I knew who he was. King Benedict Castor the Third. My friend.

My killer.

“What are you standing there for?” A knight with large white teeth barked in my face. “Go be with the others. Near Dedrick.”

As if I knew who the hell that was.

I squeezed next to a line of castle guards instead, five feet behind Weasel Face and the loom stone around her neck. Meanwhile Sybil had taken her seat next to the king. A cup of something foul smelling passed under my nose, handed from guard to guard until it reached Large Teeth, who gave it to Sybil. “Heard you’re in pain,” he said, far too close to her ear.

Sybil snatched the cup and drained it without even looking at him.

The king rose to his feet, then waved to the crowd. A great swell of noise echoed, and a slender man with thin, oily hair came to stand before him. “An enormous success, sire.” He had silver teeth and carried a giant bowl filled with coins. Hung over his arm like an eel was a gold silken sash. “A record number of merchants in the field, and as you see—a full arena. Quite the boon for the hamlet. I’ve commissioned a heralding sash for today’s champion, just as you requested.”

“Should I save time and put it on now?” The king lifted the bowl of gold from his hands and took a coin off the top. “It’s brilliant, Ormsby. Truly. This purse will be yours when I win.” He tossed the coin at the man with all the grace of a butcher flinging a piece of animal fat to the floor.

It was going to be a pleasure killing this asshole.

The man—Ormsby—bent to pick up the coin. When he did, the king put a hand on his shoulder, forcing him to his knees. “But never forget, it is not you who brings greatness to the hamlets, but me, my Diviner, and my stone objects.”

The king released him. Benedict placed the bowl of gold on his cushioned chair, then reached for a pouch on his belt and withdrew a different coin, limestone and oblong. He lifted it, winked at his fellow knights, tossed the coin—vanished.

A moment later he reappeared in the heart of the arena to rapturous applause. The king raised both hands in beckoning. “What joy is mine to compete in my home hamlet, the best hamlet, Coulson Faire.”

The clamor was deafening.

On the floor of the arena, grass had been unrooted and two jousting lanes drawn, separated by a long wooden banister. The participants waited in the lists with their horses. Some were knights, others civilians in armor or leathers. One was a boy who wore no armor or mail or leather, just a flaxen shirt and loose trousers.

I looked for Maude. Took a creeping step toward Weasel Face’s back.

King Benedict Castor was brought a helmet and a horse, and he mounted with ease. When a knight handed him his lance, the king held it with a kind of assurance that only comes with competence; the boy knew what he was doing, which pissed me off. Drums beat, applause echoed. Another jouster took the lane opposite the king, and a purple flag waved. The jousters raced toward each other, the knell of pounding hooves joining the drums. Lances were raised, and—crash!

The king struck his opponent on the shoulder. The man jerked back in his saddle and tumbled off his horse. When the king withdrew his helmet and accepted his raucous applause, his smile glistened in the light.

Meanwhile, I was inching my way closer and closer to Weasel Face, her neck and the loom stone upon it barely an arm’s length away.

Benji won another round. Then another—I’d bet good money his opponents weren’t bloody trying. His fourth opponent was the boy in the flaxen shirt I’d seen earlier, who looked no older than the king himself. He had no gold or silver in his teeth but gaps where several had fallen out.

“All the money in the world for a chance to have a Divination!” he called, waving at Sybil in the king’s box.

The king flicked his wrist, and the boy mounted his horse. Benji wore full armor, and so did his warhorse. He hefted his lance with ease, gripped it firmly, levied it like a threat. But his opponent was thin. He’d been forged by breads and coarse grains, not the red meat the nobility consumed; the lance likely outweighed him. Still, his fervor was enough that he made it onto his horse and managed to lift his lance.

The drum beat, and the purple flag waved. The king burst forth at a canter, and the boy’s horse managed an unsteady trot. Jostling in his saddle, the boy’s smile faded. He fought to keep his balance. When he looked up and saw his opponent hurtling toward him, the boy’s eyes widened. He cried out. Dropped his lance.

When the king reached him, it was not the crash of wood upon armor, but the crack of bone, shattering. The whoosh of air, fleeing lungs.

The thud of a body, hitting the ground.

The crowd rose from their seats and cheered. Everyone watched the king ride his horse in a victory lap around the arena. But my gaze was upon the boy.

He’d been knocked from his horse and was now on the ground, crumpled and struggling to breathe. His eyes were wide and unblinking, reflecting gray skies and nothing else. I knew, even from a distance, that he’d been mortally wounded.

It hurt to swallow.

“Like a little sprite in the glen,” Sybil murmured to no one.

“Anyone might compete in the tournament,” said Large Teeth. “But it’s not for everyone, is it? Knights are better trained, better fed, better educated. Common nobodies could never win these events, but it gives them hope, dreaming that they might.”

Sybil’s voice was a lifeless rasp. “And so even hope becomes an illusion in the Stonewater Kingdom.”

Whether by skill or design, the king never lost a match. For every round of applause or crash of a lance upon armor, I crept closer to the loom stone. By now I could see the individual rings of the silver chain that held it around Weasel Face’s neck. Fingers shaking, I reached out—

She leaned forward, forcing me to lock my fingers in a fist and shove them back against my side. “Who’s that?” she asked the other knights.

“No idea,” said Large Teeth.

Another jouster entered the arena, leading a pale horse. Not one of the knights—they all wore purple sashes over their breastplate. This one wore dark, russeted armor and bore no weapon or sheath on her belt, just an empty loop along her right hip where an axe might sit. When she mounted her horse, turning the animal up and down her lane, she made no acknowledgment of the clamoring crowd or the knights in the lists. Her gaze was lifted upward, steadfast and unflagging, upon the king’s box.

There was no life I could wake to where Maude Bauer wouldn’t be the most formidable creature in it.

The king rode to the opposite lane, then lifted his lance to salute Maude. She gave no return salute—she merely leaned down, muttered something to her horse, tucked her lance, and took her place.

I sucked in a breath.

The purple flag waved.

The horses rushed, the riders leaning forward, and crash—both lances shattered. The crowd roared. Maude had kept her seat, and so had the king, though there was a considerable dent in his right rerebrace.

Maude returned to her starting line and took up a fresh lance, still and stoic upon her horse. Slowly, as if stretching, she lifted her left arm. Brought it to her helmet. Tapped three times.

The signal. Do you have it?

I braced myself against the wall, lifted my own hand, and tapped my helmet once. No.

“Hamelin, Samuel.” Another knight was running up the arena stairs into the king’s box. Weasel Face turned to face him, slipping once more away from my grasp. “There’s been a disturbance. Apparently—”

“Shut up, Dedrick!” Large Teeth put up his hand. “The king is about to win the joust.”

When the purple flag waved once more, Maude spurred her horse, lance steady as the animal rushed forward. The drum of hoofbeats pounded in my chest. I was like everyone else—held captive by the arena.

Boom!

Maude’s lance caught the king along his shoulder, its tip breaking against his pauldron. The king flew back, his own lance lifting like a tower, then falling with him. The uproar was catastrophic—but then Maude’s horse jerked. She cantered past the end of lane, her lance still lifted. There was no opponent before her now save the arena’s wooden stands.

And the king’s box therein.

Maude’s lance shattered along the banister, the collision rattling wood and armor, sending half the stands off their feet. I fell to my hands and knees, and Sybil toppled from her seat. The king’s chair upended, his bowl of gold spilling, coins raining into the stands, folk of Coulson Faire jumping and diving to catch a handful.

The knights shouted. “Get the king!”

The audience screamed. “Get the coin!”

Ankles and elbows tangled; a dozen guards had fallen in the same corner of the king’s box. A knee caught my temple, knocking me senseless. Weasel Face had fallen like the rest of us and was a kicking horse, throwing her weight around, trying to get to her feet. And my body knew without being told that there was no better moment. I reached out with unearthly speed. Clutched the silver chain around her neck with both hands. Yanked so hard it split my skin.

The chain shattered. Down went the loom stone, clattering onto the floor near my knees.

Weasel Face must had known the weight of it—must have felt the imbalance—because the moment it fell her mouth was open, her beady eyes going wide. She put a hand to her neck, then turned, searching the ground frantically. “You!” she barked, turning to me. “That loom stone at your knee—give it here!”

Thief that I was, I reached beneath my left leg. Clutched the loom stone. Held it out to her. She snatched it from my hand.

But not before I’d managed to slip it, rough side down, onto my bare finger.

I could see Sybil in my periphery, her silver hair a beacon. But then a bright white light bloomed behind my eyes, eclipsing the arena and everyone in it. The floor dropped from beneath me and I fell, tumbling down into the void of my mind. Flailing, falling—

Into memory.







CHAPTER NINE

I THINK I’LL CALL YOU RORY
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I was a boy. A little boy, with dirt under my fingernails, a moth-eaten cloak on my back, and no shoes.

The memory was blurry. I must have been very young, and yet I was alone. There was no hearth, no home, no mother or father to walk with me through the cold city streets. The only true thing that stood out in the memory was discomfort. It came from my stomach and radiated outward: a twisting, knotting pain.

Hunger.

I shoved my fingers in my pockets, fidgeting for lost crumbs. Then, in the market square, where the crowd was thickest, I dropped those fingers into a man’s coat, felt the familiar touch of coin, and grinned.

A minute later, I slapped two coppers on a stall counter I was barely tall enough to peer over. “A meat pie,” I said.

The baker leered down at me. His nose was red and mottled, and there was flour on his cheek. He looked at me like everyone else did. Like I was nothing. “Where’d you get that money, boy?”

My stomach squelched. “You a baker or a tax collector?”

“The cheek.” He slipped the coppers off his counter, looked up—whistled. “Guards! Thief.”

Two city guards pushed through the crowd, but I was gone by the time they reached the baker’s stall.

The memories came quickly—some blurred, others clear—and almost all the same. I was cold, I was hungry, and I was alone. Even Pupil House II, where I’d occasionally stop when it snowed in the Seacht, was not a reprieve. The rooms were full of foundlings like me, and the mattresses had fleas, and there was no hoarding food, because the rats would see away with it. A girl died of a cough, her skin wet and pale, and when she passed her final breath I felt an ugly shame to be glad; I might manage a full night’s sleep without her hacking.

My milk teeth fell out, and new ones came in, and I grew taller and wore out all my clothes. When I asked the house mother for more, another wrinkle joined the thousands upon her face. “Haven’t got any.”

I called her a liar. Told her I’d seen a gargoyle from that faraway cathedral come and give her twenty gold pieces not two days ago. That earned me a slap on the cheek and a kick to the ass—I was on the other side of a slammed door in a minute flat. “You got two thieving hands,” she said through the wood. “Use ’em.”

And I did.

I stole a blanket off a clothesline and slept in the stables. Then I stole a belt and wore that around the blanket until I found a cloak outside a tavern. When I stole my first pair of socks—then boots—I nearly gave them all back. After so long being barefoot, my feet didn’t take to being confined. Still. Blisters were better than frostbite. The boots wore me until I wore them, and I thought, That’s what life is. It wears you down until you get used to the discomfort. Even so, I walked through the alleys of the Seacht jaw out, fists clenched, ready to give a little pain back for all the world had dumped on me.

The first time I was caught stealing food, the guard slapped me. The second time earned me a clubbing over the back. The third time, it wasn’t a Seacht guard who caught me, but one of King Castor’s knights. I was stripped, flogged, and thrown into a cell at the back of the barracks, where I passed two days without food or water. “Want to behave like a grubbing thief?” the knight said on the third day as I hobbled back into daylight. “Best try your hand in Coulson Faire.”

And so to Coulson Faire I went.

I went in spring, and the holloway road was in bloom. It felt like a sign, a divine—What did those superstitious nobs call it? A portent. I had nothing to my name, and my name meant nothing besides; Rodrick Myndacious was no one. But the bloom of the gowan flowers that followed me along the road was like a promise, and for the first time in my life, I bloomed too, a strange kind of hope unfurling in my chest. Things would be different in Coulson Faire. I wouldn’t steal, wouldn’t starve. I would simply… live.

And for three whole days, I did. A merchant’s cart broke a wheel, and I helped him push it all the way to that brilliant field full of brightly bannered tents, and he gave me a full meal for it. Even patted my back when I choked for eating too quickly. Then he tossed a silver coin at me and told me, “By gods, find a bathhouse, you smell like the undercarriage of a mule.”

I took myself to the finest inn at the Faire, where the innkeeper immediately denied me entrance. Then I went to the second-best inn—got turned out there as well—but eventually the third inn, with peeling paint upon its squeaky door, let me in, and I took the first hot bath of my life, washing away a lifetime of coldness and grime. Then I took a pair of shears and cut all my hair off. When I looked in the mirror, I hardly recognized the boy I saw. He was just as thin, just as ugly, but there was a brightness to his eyes that hadn’t been there before.

I spent the rest of that silver coin on a tunic and new socks, on a loaf of bread and a wedge of cheese, and sat the day through by a fountain in a square near Castle Luricht. I watched carriages go by—watched knights in shining armor and women in colorful dresses take the drawbridge into the castle—and for the first time in my life I felt a new kind of hunger. Like I wanted to make something of myself; like I finally had the energy to dream now that my basic needs had been met.

And then I saw him.

It was just before nightfall, and he was wearing a long velvet cloak, the exact purple hue as the king’s banners. Someone important. And damn me, I couldn’t help myself. Instinct is an incurable habit, and by then it was instinct for me to note who in a crowd had deep pockets.

I stalked him through the square. Waited for him to step into an alley between buildings. Stuck my hand in his pocket.

And felt a coin.

A single coin, large and strange and oblong—rough on one side, smooth on the other.

The man whirled. When he caught my wrist, I noted how pale his skin was. How gnarled his knuckles. “What,” he asked, in a voice that put shivers down my back, “do you think you’re doing?”

I flashed him a smile. “Begging your pardon, sir. Lost my footing.”

“And caught yourself in the depths of my pocket, did you?” His grip on my wrist tightened. “Who are you?”

“Nobody, sir.”

That seemed to please him.

I couldn’t see his face. His hood was too low, the light in the alley too dim. I tried to take a step back. He didn’t let me go. “You have a wandering look about you,” he rasped. “Aimless and wanting. Diviners have that look, sometimes. You’re a foundling?”

I told him I was. And he seemed to like that, too, because he let go of my wrist. “Take a look,” he said, nodding at my hand in his pocket.

Hairs jumped along the base of my skull. I lifted my hand from his pocket and brought out the strange coin I’d felt there. It wasn’t like any coin I’d ever seen. I hadn’t expected it to be made of limestone.

“You want it?” the man asked, leaning closer. His voice was different now. Coaxing and low. “It’s one of a kind. Special. It’ll make you special, too.”

I turned the coin over in my palm, asking with a childlike wonderment I’d grow to resent, “You’d give it to me?”

A low, rumbling laugh slipped from beneath his hood, then he drew it back.

I held in a scream.

His face was like a skull—hollow in the cheeks and eye sockets, sharp at the jaw and brow bones. His skin was gray—or perhaps thin—I couldn’t tell if I was looking at his skin or through it to the bones beneath. When he smiled, his teeth were long and narrow and cracked.

And his eyes. No pupil, no iris—pale as the limestone coin in my hand.

“Yes,” he said, like he’d come to a decision in that horrifying skull of his. “I’ll give it to you from time to time. After all, if she can pluck foundlings from the streets and train them to fill her coffers, why not I?”

He snatched the coin from my hand. Grasped my wrist once more. Threw that coin like one throws a skipping stone over water—

And the two of us vanished.

After that, my memories became bleary, like I’d lived through my youth with something over my eyes. And the things I did recall—

Well. I wish I didn’t.

He, whose name I would not learn for a time yet, was a cruel master. His mistreatment began quickly, when he used this coin—a magic coin, that could transport its user through walls at whim—and brought us into the dark iron vault at the bottom of the castle. There, surrounded by cold, hard mountains of gold, he would leave me. Sometimes for days. No matter how I shouted, no one came, the iron walls of my dungeon taking the blows of my screams without incurring a single dent. It was cold, and the coins sucked all the heat out of my thin body, and my heart beat too fast too often, endeavoring to keep me alive despite fear and malnourishment.

Then he’d pull me out—that wretch. He’d use his coin, and we’d fly up staircases and through walls until we reached his chamber at the top of the castle. There, he’d have all manner of things waiting for me. Braised meats, buttered and spiced breads, flagons of cherry wine. I’d gorge myself like a pig and he’d watch, his gray tongue darting over his lips in terrible ecstasy.

He’d laugh as I’d throw it all up.

“You eat too fast,” he’d chuckle. “What a human thing to want something so badly you let it hurt you.”

“Fuck you,” I told him, but it had no effect. I was his toy; his source of sick rapture. I only prayed it would stay like this. That his abuse would remain as it was, fixed upon my hunger.

It didn’t.

Months later, after all my attempts to run away had failed—after I’d been thrown out of the castle by guards only to be brought back inside by my captor—I caught sight of my reflection. My skin was gray, my cheeks hollow, my lips chapped. My dark hair had grown back brittle, and my fingernails were wrinkled and cracking. Gone was the boy who’d come to Coulson Faire on that blooming spring day, and gone was his belief in portents. This boy—the one who looked back at me now—was a ghost.

“I’ve got a job for you,” my captor told me one day. “It’ll earn you a good meal.”

He held out his coin. “Aisling Cathedral,” he murmured, the same ecstasy on his face as when he watched me eat. “There is a spring there, blooming from the heart of the chancel. The water…” He handed me a gold flagon. “Take my coin. Go to the cathedral. Come back with the water.”

I reached for the coin, but his gnarled hand closed around my throat. “If you run, I will hunt you. Cut out your heart. Eat it. Then I’ll rip a new foundling off the street to replace you.” He threw me down onto the floor and tossed his coin—with far more delicacy—down beside me. “Watch out for the gargoyles.”

And so I made my first journey to the tor.

It was night, the moon a mere sliver. The road steepened, and my underfed muscles ached, and then I was there. Standing before a towering stone cathedral.

I wrapped my fingers against the closed iron gates and looked into the courtyard at the five hooded statues that waited there. I knew who they were supposed to be. Gods. Omens. Masters of the future, of fate—of portents and promises.

But all I saw was stone.

I tossed the coin, smooth side up, like I’d seen my master do hundreds of times. The first toss got me into the courtyard. The second, into the cathedral.

I landed in the aisle, and my mouth fell open. How tall the sanctuary walls reached. How brilliant the stained-glass windows shone in the moonlight. Small and tired and hungry as I was, I had the sudden clarity that this was why people believed in gods. They felt small against beautiful greatness; a tiny speck in a much larger design.

This is what power is, I decided then and there. To incite wonderment—and fear.

I tiptoed past pews and down the nave, but no matter how tender my feet, Aisling’s wide, cavernous mouth spat my echo back at me.

There, where I knew it would be upon the chancel, a limestone rock rested. From it, a spring leached. The water was dark, like swirling black paint. When I dipped the flagon into it, some splashed upon my bare hand. It smelled of rotten flowers. Viscous, like oil. Like blood.

I left the cathedral emboldened. Delirious from hunger and lack of sleep, I imagined returning to my master’s room and spilling the spring water upon the floor, then turning his coin over—rough side up—and tossing it straight at him.

But when I got back to the Artful Brigand’s room, I did not use his stone coin to kill him. I just handed him the spring water he asked for, returned his stone coin.

And ate.

Every time after that, it was the same. He’d tell me, “If you run, I will hunt you. Cut out your heart. Eat it.” He’d always laugh at that part. Every time, I’d take the coin, walk by moonlight to the tor. Sneak into the cathedral, steal water, and bring it back to Castle Luricht. And every time, I was sure this would be the time that I killed him. That I’d turn his own coin against him and obliterate the motherfucker.

But I didn’t. I was always too hungry for the meal he had waiting for me.

I was his puppet for years. Stole spring water, starved and gorged myself and was sick over and over. I did as he told me. I would have died, doing exactly as I was told—

If I hadn’t met the king.

It was one of those rare days my master gave me free rein of the castle grounds. I didn’t have the coin, just empty hands, when a man stepped into my path. I didn’t know he was the king. I’d stopped looking at faces a while ago. Admittedly, the crown and the purple sash should have given him away, but he was lurking in an alley and scribbling madly in a notebook, and that is not a very kingly thing to do.

“Lost, scribe?” I sneered, hitting his shoulder with mine.

The man looked at me with piercing blue eyes over the lip of his notebook, cleared his throat, and said, “As a matter of fact, I am. Not locationally, understand.” He tapped his graphite stylus over the page. “Philosophically. Conscientiously.”

Drunk, I decided. “And you’re looking for answers here? In Piss Alley?”

“Is that what you call it? Piss Alley?” He eyed the stone walls. “I’ll have the official map labeled accordingly.”

I took him in. Especially that gaudy gold crown. “Who are you?”

“King Benedict Castor.” He grinned, like he’d delivered the punchline to a joke with perfect timing.

I felt what little blood I had left in my cheeks drain into my too-small boots.

The king merely smiled. “Ease up, my boy. Everyone deserves two chances in this life: the first to err, the second to rectify. Tell me, what’s your name?”

“I’m nobody,” I said without thinking.

“Everybody is somebody.” He wrinkled his brow and scrutinized me. “Haven’t I seen you scurrying about the castle?”

“I work for the cook,” I lied.

“A skinny boy like you? I don’t think so.”

“I… I do odd jobs.”

He nodded, his gaze returning to his notebook. “For the man in the upmost room?”

I froze. But the king remained idle, turning the pages of his notebook unhurriedly. “I’ve suspected someone was living up there for some time, and that he had help getting whatever little thing he needed. But whenever I unlocked the door to the chamber, the room was empty. There have been rumors since before I was born, mind, that the castle is haunted.” He looked up at me again. “But I rarely believe in things I can’t see with my own eyes. What do you do for him—this figure?”

My throat closed.

“Oh, don’t be frightened.” The king spoke to me with the chipper softness I’d heard grooms use to coax their horses. “You’re not in any trouble. I make it a habit to ask questions. It’s folk of the field or kitchen or beggars on the street who know how to read the signs of life—not those heavy-pocketed nobs who go to Aisling for a Divination.”

“Says the king with pockets full of gold.”

That made him laugh. “How right you are.” He reached into the pocket of his wool cloak and extracted three gold rings. “I just picked these up from a merchant I’m fond of. I was going to give them to my grandson, but Maude tells me little boys prefer things like wooden swords over trinkets.” He held out his hand. “So now, they’re for you.”

I stared stupidly at his open palm. Said, sharp as a knife, “What do you expect me to give you in return?”

“Your name will do.”

I looked up at him, then. Really looked at him. He was aged. Someone’s grandfather. And yet there was a brightness in his eyes that might have belonged to a boy. A youthful shimmer of curiosity, of wonderment. And while he stood opposite me, tall and stoic in his armor, looking so much like a conqueror and I like the conquered, I did not feel an ounce of fear in his presence. Maybe, I thought, just maybe, there is power in kindness, too.

“My name…” What a shithead. There were tears in my eyes. “My name is Rodrick Myndacious.”

“That’s a fine name,” the king said. “You’ll grow into it nicely.” He took my hand. Dropped the three rings into my palm. “But for now, I think I’ll call you Rory.”

I told the king right there in Piss Alley what I knew about my master. About his stone eyes, his strange, magical stone—about his desire for Aisling’s spring water, and how I’d stolen it for him. The king listened. Summoned a carriage five minutes later.

And took me away.

That was how I came to know the truth about the Omens, and the name of the man—the Artful Brigand—whom I’d served. It was also how I came to the Chiming Wood. Where, at Petula Hall, I met the knight Maude Bauer and the king’s grandson, Benedict Castor the Third, who had the same blue eyes as his grandfather. Maude was over ten years my senior, and Benji nearly ten my junior, but we fit together in the crooked sort of way groups of three often do. With them, I ate without gorging myself. Slept in a bed of my own. Muscle grew over bones, and the sallowness in my face disappeared. When I peered into a looking glass, the helpless, hungry boy was gone. There wasn’t hope in his eyes—not yet. But it would come.

I had to believe it would come.

And just as it was about to, just when my savior King Benedict Castor had collected enough proof of the Omens and their stone objects—of the conspiracy of Aisling Cathedral—just when he had taken up the mantle, the word heretic echoed through the knighthood.

I was sixteen the day the knights brought the king to the tor at the edge of their swords. Gargoyles surrounded him, and the abbess, all in white, forced him to endure a Divination. A Diviner was brought forth—a girl in a gossamer shroud, and she lay down and drowned in the water I’d once stolen for the Artful Brigand.

Five ill portents were named. When the gargoyles dragged the king to the courtyard, tossing him into the shadows of the five statues that lingered there, I ran to him. Put my arms, no longer thin for starvation, around his shoulders. “Fight,” I told him, knowing I was telling him to fight against the world. “Don’t be such a fucking martyr—fight back.”

“My death is not my surrender.” He looked up at me with those clear blue eyes. Reached into his cloak. “It’s all here, my boy.” He handed me his beaten leather notebook. “Everything I know.” He looked back at the dark mouth of the cathedral. “It begins and ends with that stone and the water that springs from it—I know it does. Look back,” he said, sharp and quick. “Past Diviners, past Omens. Look all the way back, and maybe you can do what I couldn’t: change the future.”

The knights closed in around him. Maude took my collar. “Go.” She knew, just as I did, what came next. “Be with Benji.”

I found him nearby, sitting among gowan flowers, crying. “Don’t look, Benji,” I said when they began to throw the stones. I took him in my arms—that blue-eyed boy—and fled the tor. He’s wrong, I thought. There’s nothing worth looking back on. There’s nothing behind us, or in front of us, but pain. “Don’t look back.”

A new king was chosen by the nobility. King Augur, and he was as dull as wood, but he garnered five good portents from his Divination at Aisling Cathedral—played his part well during his ceremonies in all five hamlets—touted the divinity of Omens. Maude put me in armor, and I recited the names of the protective pieces for weeks to keep myself from feeling like a pretender when I wore them. “Pauldron, rerebrace, vambrace, gauntlet, greave…”

Then I painted charcoal around my eyes like they did in the Chiming Wood and pierced the three gold bands King Castor had gifted me into my right ear. I became a knight of Traum. Years later, though he never did know how to hold his drink whenever someone mentioned his grandfather, Benji did, too.

That time was as blurry to me as chapters of my childhood. But my armor kept me grounded—I was determined, same as Maude, to keep up Benedict Castor’s work and oust the Omens from Traum. But the day-to-day muck made little impact. I was not well liked among my fellow knights—I had no influence, no wealth, but I inspired fear, and there is power in that. I trained. Traveled to all five hamlets. Patrolled for sprites without killing one—I was an asshole, not a butcher. I existed, but I hardly lived.

But I had Maude, and Benji, and both of their names meant something in Traum when mine didn’t. And it was their names that, when King Augur died of dullness—he fell off his horse and never got back up—solidified Benji as candidate for the next king. The very thing we’d hoped to do since his grandfather’s death. A new king, the same cause: to take up the mantle. And suddenly, there was something to look forward to. Something, besides my own festering derision, to keep me going. I was the king’s sword, and Maude lent him the indisputable might of the Bauer name, and together we’d travel through the hamlets and rid Traum of its false gods.

But first, we needed spring water.

Hundreds of times I’d gone back to the Artful Brigand’s chamber to kill him. Hundreds of times, he eluded me. I needed something to draw him out. What was it the bastard had said? What a human thing to want something so badly you let it hurt you. For him, I knew, it was spring water.

And so to Aisling Cathedral we went to get it.

When I rode with the rest of the knights up the tor, I was thinking on death. On killing the Artful Brigand—would I do it quickly or slowly?—when my gluttonous horse decided to plant her feet on the side of the road. I felt the looming presence of the cathedral bear down on me and didn’t meet its gaze. I refused to once more be awestruck by that great, hallowed place.

But then the bells began to chime, noble and haunting in their ring. I looked up.

And saw a woman.

She stood on the wall, several feet above the road, looking down at me. The setting sun caught in her silver-blond hair, and the wind pushed it from her brow, pushing my derision along with it. I was, for a moment, undone. Struck by wonderment, by admiration, by fear.

Then I remembered myself. Pith, I remembered why I was there. I took off my helmet. Glared at her.

“Knight,” she called. “You lot make quite the spectacle. Is the king so fretful that he requires the company of his entire knighthood for a Divination?”

My face went hot. “Between our two lots, mine is hardly the spectacle.”

And even as she chastised me, and even as I rode away, I wore that moment like an overfastened belt. I couldn’t breathe correctly having looked upon her.

The next night, I slipped into Castle Luricht with a flask of spring water, Maude and a slightly drunk Benji at my side. I took the right passages, stayed out of sight, muscle memory taking over. When I reached the trapdoor and climbed to the door at the top of the castle, I opened the flask. Poured a fifth of it onto the wood floor. When the Artful Brigand appeared through the wall, he didn’t even look at me. He simply fell to his knees and licked the spring water where it puddled near my feet.

I had a speech prepared about how he did not break me—how I’d become a knight—how a nobody could defeat a god. But all I did was step from shadow and put a blade to his neck.

He looked up. Laughed. “Is that you, boy? Not so skinny now—”

I slit his throat and took his stone coin, its weight perfect in my hand. “We should go,” I said to Benji and Maude. “I have to get back to the cathedral for my Divination.”

It went too fast after that. I don’t know the exact moment I stopped existing and started living or when I began to have faith in the world and the people in it. Killing Omens hadn’t opened my eyes to the goodness of the Stonewater Kingdom.

But she did. That woman on the wall who traveled with us—who put her hammer and chisel into Omens as surely as she did into my pride and disdain and godlessness.

Sybil Delling.

Yes, time went too fast. I no longer carried myself like I was the king’s sword—whoever I was, whatever I was capable of, was shifting, metamorphosis striking me like a rushing, torrid fever. Every time I’d look at Sybil, a torturous ecstasy, like seeing a table full of food after weeks of hunger, would find me. Still, it took me longer than it should have to touch that ecstasy. By then I knew better than to gorge myself, even on things I was desperate for.

But I couldn’t help it. I wanted her so badly I’d let her hurt me. I’d let her do anything to me.

But then, a blighting pain. I was on the tor, and the Omens were dead. Aisling Cathedral had fallen, and Sybil was with me—everything was as it should be, save the sword Benji had slid into my body.

My last memory of Sybil was blurry. She was so close I could almost reach her, and yet she was as the moon, the distance between us impassable. I knew I would not survive the wound I’d been dealt.

Maude carried me away and laid me down on grass. I’d never seen her weep before, but she was weeping now, long, anguished wails, and so was Bartholomew. In those moments before my death, I thought of my old mentor. How Benedict Castor the First had died here, and the grass I lay in now was the same stretch of the tor I’d carried Benji through, shielding him against the pain of the world.

My last moments were covered in blood, my vision slowly waning. “Bring me back.” I was crying out to Maude, clawing at the flask of spring water on her belt. “Please. Bring me back. He needs to know. She needs to know.”

My final words were a portent, a promise. “Death is not my surrender.”

[image: ]
My vision snapped into focus, chaos erupting around me. I was still on my hands and knees on the floor of the king’s box, panting in the confines of my helmet, tangled with other guards. It was too much, all that memory at once, rage and wonder and that sick hunger that couldn’t be anything other than love… I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t speak.

Sybil. Sybil. Sybil.

I put a hand to my chest. Weasel Face—no, Tory Bassett—was still in front of me, the loom stone resting in her hand. She was peering down at it, relief easing the lines between her brows—

Silk brushed against the side of my face, and then Tory was falling—someone had knocked into her shoulder and sent her tumbling onto her back. The loom stone fell once more, clattering onto the floor of the king’s box and landing beneath my bent head.

A bare heel slammed down, rattling my teeth.

When I looked up, Sybil Delling stood above me, her foot planted over the loom stone. Her crown caught the light and her veil rippled with the effort of her breathing. When she lifted her heel, pieces of bloody limestone were embedded in the skin of the foot, the Heartsore Weaver’s magical object reduced to a dozen jagged pieces.

When they came, my breaths were ragged in the iron cage of my helmet.

Sybil turned. I couldn’t see her eyes, but I knew them, knew her. My chest tightened and my mouth went dry. I understood full well the seismic shift my body underwent when Sybil Delling’s gaze took hold of mine.

But she did not know me.

Sybil’s gaze turned. Before I could catch my breath, she was pushing away, moving through the crowd, trailing pieces of bloody stone behind her.

Benji flickered out of nothingness, appearing in the heart of the bedlam. When he saw Tory, fumbling to get to her feet, then the broken loom stone in front of her, his mouth fell open.

“I don’t know what happened, sire.” Tory’s cheeks were wan. “I—It fell and—”

Samuel Eichel pushed guards aside that he might wring his hands in full view of the king. “A terrible portent, sire,” he said, nodding at the pieces of the loom stone. “A terrible portent indeed.”

Dedrick Lange stepped in. “There’s been a disturbance, Benedict. You and the Diviner should come at once.”

Benji went a brilliant shade of red. “I’d bloody say there’s been a disturbance! What foul, ignoble cur knocks their own king off a horse? And you. Fucking gods, Tory.” He was screaming now. “The loom stone—”

“It’s not the joust or the loom stone, King Castor.” Dedrick’s voice boomed over the din. “I’ve just heard the reports. Aisling Cathedral’s ruins have been desecrated.” He whistled loudly. “Knights—guards. Collect your weapons and retrieve your horses. We ride for the tor.”

Benji froze. “Desecrated? How?”

“It’s the sprites, sire. Those wretched vermin. They’re digging among the ruins.” His voice lowered. “They’re trying to get to the spring.”







The Melee


A heretic can defend faith.








CHAPTER TEN

WHERE THE WIND WHISPERS A MINOR TUNE

[image: ]
The holloway road took us into its mouth, and the grass grew thicker, and we rode beneath the shade of reaching trees. Benji was on horseback, a horde of knights and castle guards riding in his wake. I was with Tory in a dark carriage with gilt hinges.

Night fell, and it began to rain.

Wind slapped against the walls of the carriage. We jostled, and I winced.

“You need more sedative.” Tory’s words sputtered in my ears. “Is the pain truly bad?”

I could still taste ox-eye on the back of my tongue. Eyelids heavy, breathing out of my mouth like a panting dog, I chuckled. “No.”

There had been days in the last month when I’d curled in a heap on the floor of the Artful Brigand’s room, sweating and shaking and unable to speak, the agony radiating from my abdomen enormous. Still. No matter how much ox-eye I consumed, the rasping voice—the visions of the Omens and Aisling Cathedral—hadn’t returned.

When the pain was loudest, I wondered if I’d made it up.

“The king must be very disappointed,” I said. “His precious loom stone, destroyed in the tumult.”

Tory’s mouth thinned. Benji had screamed at her all the way from the king’s box until the moment the carriage door had slammed shut. But if Tory suspected me of knocking her asunder and grinding the loom stone beneath my heel, she said nothing of it. Her stoicism was so enviable I’d begun to hate her for it.

We rode on in silence.

The carriage jolted and groaned. Left then right we turned, faster, faster, then the path sloped, shooting upward like a lure dragged back by its reel.

I felt it, like a weight dropping though my body, the moment we arrived.

The carriage stopped. Crows cawed and horses whickered, both calls lost on a gale of wind. Tory opened the door and handed me out.

I expected to step into darkness, cast into obscurity by the ever-present shadow of Aisling Cathedral. But when my feet hit gravel, there was no shadow, just the night sky, a damaged iron gate, and a graveyard of broken stone beyond.

The king and his collection of knights and Castle Luricht guards dismounted; Benedict Castor was looking at Aisling’s gates like they were the postern to the afterlife and he ill prepared to cross their threshold and be judged. But then he glanced at me and drew his sword, remembering himself. He had overcome me, the cathedral’s conqueror—what was left to fear? When he slipped from his horse, Benji’s back was straight.

Tory put a finger to her lips, then pointed it upward. I raised my gaze to the sky.

There were creatures above us, high in the clouds. Winged and dark, some large, some small—scaled or feathered or naught but flesh and bone. Their cries echoed, making the wind sound more wailful than usual.

Sprites.

One waited at the tor’s gate. At first glance, it looked like a hill, its enormous back covered in bromegrass and gray-brown rocks. But curling granite tusks protruded from its boar-like snout, dark, coarse fur growing upon its face. Were it to open its eyes, I knew what I’d see. Brilliant, terrifying orange irises.

A mountain sprite.

It lay across, as if guarding, the path into Aisling Cathedral’s courtyard, its chest rising and falling, a low growl seeping from its closed lips as it slept.

“Vermin.” Samuel Eichel held out his sword. “Shall we dispatch them, sire?”

Benji’s gaze was still aimed at the ruins. “Not yet.”

Tory’s voice was in my ear. “We go quietly.”

Knights and guards moved around the mountain sprite, Hamelin in the lead, Benji behind him, the rest of us following. Silence was impossible, armor rattling, rain pinging against iron, rubble stirring beneath our feet; there was no hiding our trespass upon the tor. I felt as I had as a girl—as I had in the hamlets. An intruder in a great, holy place.

Still, we managed to get around the mountain sprite without waking it, moving in a crooked line into Aisling’s courtyard. Or what was left of it.

The five statues that had once been hooded figures were in pieces, blending with the gravel beneath our feet, crunching under boots. There was glass as well. Remnants of the cathedral’s stained-glass windows.

We moved onto the vast broken corpse of Aisling Cathedral.

Then Hamelin fell out of step, returning to the slumbering mountain sprite. His grip on his sword tightened.

“Not very noble,” I said, cold to my bones, “killing him while he sleeps.”

“I’m killing it while it sleeps.” Hamelin raised his weapon.

“You think a pinprick from your blade will do him in?” said a voice muffled behind a helmet. “He’ll call out. Wake the others. Mountain sprites travel in packs. Stab him and a dozen more will sprout up.”

My gaze jerked down the line.

I hardly saw faces anymore. Never bothered to differentiate between knights or guards beyond the obvious markers—armor, weapons. There was nothing left to look for in a crowd anymore, and my perspective had narrowed for it. It took me a moment to recognize him.

He’d intervened when the merchant got too close. The boorish lout who’d followed me into the arena and asked for recompense.

The knave who’d wanted a kiss.

Hamelin turned, his weapon swinging from the mountain sprite to the guard. “You an expert in sprites?”

The guard slouched forward. Shrugged.

“Then shut your damn mouth.”

“I said not yet, Hamelin,” Benji snapped, wincing against the rain.

“This is where the door was,” Tory murmured, nodding at the rubble ahead. “And the narthex.” Her brow twisted. “The sprites have rearranged the wreckage.”

So they had.

The last time I’d seen the cathedral, its stone edifice had crumbled into an unceremonious heap, like a decaying gourd fallen in on itself. A heap of stone, centered over the magical spring. Now, the stones had been split into piles, the rubble thinnest in the heart of the tor.

I could see it plainly in my mind. We were standing in what had once been the north aisle. Ahead, where the rubble had been moved, was the chancel, and the great limestone upon it.

“What would sprites want with the piles of broken stone?” Benji hissed, and the wind stole it away, transmuting it into a minor note. “Spread out,” he called.

The line broke. Forward I stepped, bracketed by knights and guards. Rain pelted against my veil, but then—a scent on the wind. My nostrils flared, saliva building at the back of my tongue. The air was sickly sweet, like rotting flowers, like life and death—like a dream.

How long had it been since I’d tasted Aisling’s spring? How long since I’d sucked and supped from it until I’d drowned? The water had always made me sick, but I didn’t feel sick now. The agony beneath my wound had dulled to an ache. I felt, for the first time in weeks…

Hungry.

The hem of my Divining robe caught on a jagged piece of wood. I yanked, and it tore, a thin piece of silk ripped away, taking the VI on my sleeve with it. A pale light flashed behind my eyes, the rain melding into a gray blur, the tor and everyone on it disappearing in a pale haze. My head was pounding, my breath shaking, my eyesight stretching and shrinking. Shadows darted in my periphery.

The world slipped, the night sky disappearing. I was no longer peering out at the tor, but up at a stone ceiling. Aisling Cathedral stood erect once more—I lay on my back on the chancel, looking up at its arches.

This time, there was no rasping voice. No vision of the abbess, the Omens.

I saw Diviners instead.

Six girls in white gossamer looked down at me. Beautiful they were. So young, so full of promise, whispering and giggling behind their hands. How small they seemed in the great belly of that cathedral: six pale moths in a yawning darkness. One had wild black curls, another waves of red. Some had short hair, others long, and all wore shrouds over their eyes.

They were cooing at themselves, wiggling their eyebrows at me and playing with their hair, as if peering into a looking glass.

One sat perched farther away than the others. Her silver-blond hair was poorly cropped. It didn’t matter that I could not see her eyes through her shroud; it was written all over her face—the fear, the wonderment she felt when she looked at me.

In her little hands, held tightly, were a hammer and chisel.

I knew no matter how loudly I cried that the little Diviner would not hear me. No one who looked upon me saw me, and if no one hears you, sees you, you begin to wonder if you even exist. But that little girl—she existed. What terrible woe; I knew, just like the others who’d borne that hammer and chisel before her, that the girl would one day turn into a gargoyle. To stone. I whispered to her in a voice that went nowhere, low and rasping and tired, and said, “Soon you will not have to drown.”

The Diviners vanished, and so did the cathedral.

I was standing with the king’s men among ruins once more, sprites circling above. For a terrible moment, I did not know who I was—creature or woman or nothing at all. But then I felt my body, the rain on my skin and the wind in my hair, and remembered. I was Sybil, Six, and there was not a single part of me that was not in pain.

“Diviner.”

I turned. A man was there. A smudge in the darkness.

The guard. The knave. In his hand was the tattered scrap that had torn off my Divining robe, the VI clear even in the dark.

Above, a winged sprite the size of an eagle let out a menacing shriek and dove, talons out.

The knave didn’t raise his spear. He merely cupped his palms and slammed them together in several booming claps that echoed like thunder. The sprite veered, its confidence broken, its talons never finding a mark. The knave clapped thrice more, and the creature retreated into the sky.

I watched it fly away. “I see they haven’t trained you in barbarism yet. Then again, you are only a guard.”

“Steady with the compliments.” Rain pinged over his helmet. He pointed at the hem of my Diviner robe. “You do realize you’re bleeding, don’t you?”

I looked down. The hem of my robe was dark with blood. When I lifted it, a shard of stained glass, so sharp I hadn’t felt it slide into flesh, was lodged in the bare arch of my foot. “Oh.”

“May I?”

I waved him away. “I’m fine.”

He exhaled, steam shooting from his helmet. One step and he was directly in front of me, leaning forward and whispering in a rough voice. “Please. Permit me.”

I went rigid. Nodded.

He dropped his spear. Went down on his knees. Lifted the muddy hem of my dress. The wet leather of his gloves grazed the back of my calf, and when he drew closer, his breath swept up my leg, putting pinpricks over my skin.

He cuffed my ankle. Urged it off the ground. I heard a low hiss—hot and sharp—as he took the bloody shard of glass between his fingers, retracting it from my foot with slow, gentle precision.

Still pitched low, distorted in his helmet, his voice carried none of the coyness I’d heard in Coulson Faire. How it sounded now… I didn’t know what to call it, only that every word he spoke seemed to cost him something great. “The queen wears a gold crown, a gossamer veil, a silk robe—and still they don’t give her anything for her feet.”

They had. But to bend and tie the laces of boots or slippers had hurt too keenly, and I’d be damned before I asked anyone in Castle Luricht for help. “I prefer it this way.”

“Do you.”

When the glass slid from my foot, a noise of relief escaped the line of my lips. The knave looked up, holding me in the dark slit of his visor as he flung the glass away into stones, then lowered my foot back onto the ground. Slowly, he rose, standing before me, blotting out the sky and its cold, heavy rain.

He held the scrap of silk from my robe out, the VI shaking in the wind. “This is yours.”

“Keep it,” I told him. “For meager services rendered.”

“If I was going to ask for a token, it would hardly be silk.”

This again. “I already told you. I’ve nothing left to give. If it’s a kiss you’re after”—my mouth thinned behind my veil—“you’ll die waiting.”

A low laugh echoed in his helmet. “You think I wouldn’t?”

Benji began calling out in fervid whispers. “Keep a knight stationed here at all times,” he told Samuel. “The castle guards will remain. The ruins must be left as they are—don’t let anyone or anything near that fucking spring. The rest of you”—he churned his hand, beckoning—“we ride south.”

“You heard him.” Hamelin aimed his sword toward the horses on the far end of the tor. “Quickly.”

The knave took a step back from me. “It’s been a pleasure, Diviner. And to think”—he was breathing hard, his voice like gravel in his helmet—“it might have all been avoided had you been wearing shoes.”

I froze.

Then Tory was behind me, grasping my elbow and pulling me with her, the knights fleeing the tor just as quickly as they’d ventured upon it.

“What of the sprites, sire?” one of the guards asked, gazing upward.

“As you see,” the knave deadpanned behind me, “they are easily frightened away.”

“Perhaps it would be more prudent,” said Dedrick Lange, “to simply let them dig up the spring that the Diviner might dream in it again.”

My back went rigid, and so did the king’s. Benji reached into his pocket. Withdrew the Artful Brigand’s coin and tossed it, rough side up, directly at the mountain sprite.

There was a horrible squelching sound. Wet and loud. The mountain sprite shrieked, its body fracturing into a thousand pieces, blood spraying across loose stone, watering the tor like the rain. The poor creature opened his orange eyes only a second, its final cry a terrible sound of anguish that caught the wind and rode it, echoing near and far and burrowing in the walls of my mind.

The sprite shut his eyes. Went still.

“The spring will not be defiled by vermin.” The king waded through blood, found the Artful Brigand’s coin in the broken body of the mountain sprite, and wiped it clean on grass. He didn’t look at the carnage he’d exacted. He just got on his horse. “Destroy any creature who deigns to move a stone upon the tor,” he told the castle guards, pointing to the sprites circling above. Then he signaled the knights, spurred his horse, and rode away.

My hands were shaking when I entered my carriage. Tory slammed the door behind me and took the box seat. When the wheels began to roll, I looked back. The castle guards had dispersed, all of them taking up weapons, some throwing spears, some shooting arrows, at the sprites in the air. All—

But one.

The knave stood away from the others, silhouetted by storm clouds, an inky blot in the darkness, menacing and corporeal among all the ghosts I’d left in the ruins. There was no seeing his eyes. No way for him to glimpse mine. Still, I felt his gaze as he watched my carriage ride from the tor.

Even when the road dipped and ruins fell from sight I stared back, pulse pounding, an invisible hand pressing over my chest. You’re a fool, I told myself. Pain has made a dreamer of you again.

It had. Because, rain in my hair, the smell of spring water in my nose, the knave, tall and broad in the shoulder and hidden beneath his helmet… he’d almost been familiar. Voice full of gravel, I’d have sworn he’d sounded, if only for a moment—

Exactly like Rory.







CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN HERESY AND INGENUITY
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I was still looking out the carriage window when a coin flew through the door. Benji appeared, smelling of wine.

“First that bitch ruins my joust and takes my winnings; now this,” he said, catching the coin and slamming into the velvet cushion bench across from me. “Oh, don’t bother hiding that face, Six. I’m sure it made your cold heart leap to see me fall from a horse. I just… can’t understand it.” He chewed his bottom lip. “What would sprites want with the spring?”

My head was buzzing, my pulse unsteady, the pain in my stomach searing. The farther we rode from the tor, the worse it got. “I don’t know.”

He took a flask from his belt and drank. “Gods, I hate the tor. Every time I go there I’m reminded of that first time.”

“When you came and ruined my life?”

“When my grandfather was stoned to death.”

I looked out the window.

“Of course, it’s rather in my favor that everyone should think that the creatures who destroyed the cathedral should treat its ruins like carrion. Endlessly stupid, sprites. Still.” Benji scrubbed his hand over his face. “I should have brought my grandfather’s notebook. He kept a careful study of those beasts.”

“For which you thank him by slaughtering them.”

He’d toughened his skin on my quips. I could barely reach him now. “Did the abbess ever tell you why sprites might want spring water?”

How dark the world looked out my window. “She never told me anything that was not, in some part, a lie.”

The king drank deeply from the flask. “What if someone should try to chop off a piece of that limestone and fashion another magical object? What if they drank the water or, gods forbid, brought someone back to life?” He shivered. “No. It must remain buried. My grandfather never got his second chance, and neither should that fucking spring.”

I kept my gaze on the window. Abruptly, the carriage quivered, then shook, a rolling rumble throwing Benji and me out of our seats. Outside, I could hear horses whickering.

As suddenly as it began, the rumblings stopped.

Benji’s crown was crooked. “What the hell was that?”

“Don’t know, sire,” came Tory’s muffled voice from outside. “A nearby landslide, perhaps.”

“Felt like a bloody earthquake.”

Tory issued no reply, and soon we were rolling south again down the holloway road. Benji peered over my shoulder at the landscape. “Must have been difficult.” His tone was slower. Solemn. “You, too, have specters among those ruins.”

More than he realized.

Rain pelted the roof. I could feel the king’s eyes on my shoulders and the hairs along the back of my neck. “I know what you’re thinking, Six,” he said. “Why you want to fight in the tournament.”

I said nothing.

“To you, I have become the abbess. You cannot forgive me for hurting your friends and entrapping you, and so you’d defeat my knights like you once defeated the Omens. The tournament is your mantle, and you take it up with vengeance. The same story, told again.”

He sighed. “But it will be for naught. The tournament is not a holy, righteous endeavor. It’s but a game of appearances; a display. And you…” Those blue eyes measured me. “Maude and Rory may have dressed you up in armor—you may have a fondness for a hammer and chisel—but no one looks at a Diviner and sees a knight heralding a noble cause. All they see, all they ever saw, is a girl who drowns.”

My gaze snapped up, cheeks scorched by fury.

Benji drained his flask, threw it onto the carriage floor, and leaned back, satisfied. “Though I must say, your rumored attendance in the joust brought in an astronomical amount of money to Coulson Faire. I have full confidence it will do the same in the Seacht. Funny, isn’t it?”

He levied the Artful Brigand’s coin, a grin toying at the corners of his lips. “The only thing folk are more keen to pay for than a Divination is the opportunity to hit you across the face in the arena.”

I turned on him, but he’d already anticipated me, tossed the coin, and disappeared from the carriage.

An hour later, the holloway road opened, and we reached the Tenor River, that body of water that split Traum. Reaching across it was a bridge, and beyond—

The city-heart of the Stonewater Kingdom. Its buildings were tall, its roofs and turrets distinct against the night sky. Smoke rose from chimneys, the hamlet’s scribes likely hard at work despite the hour, writing and binding books, forging instruments of knowledge and innovation and war. Not so long ago this had been the Harried Scribe’s haunt. Here, it was ink and knowledge, not coin, that guided men.

Here would be the second event—the melee.

We’d reached the Seacht.
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Wheels groaning as they rolled from mud to hardened stones, we crossed the bridge. Dawn was a hint of gray in the sky when I was afforded a proper glance at the Tenor River. How it rushed, louder than I remembered, dawn’s early light painting it gray.

Creatures sat in the water, bobbing in the current. They had bluish bodies and milky eyes, slit nostrils, long snouts. When they peeled back their purple lips, bleating as we passed, their teeth were blunted.

Water sprites.

The knights saw them, too. Weapons were drawn—shortbows fitted with arrows. Dedrick Lange rode his horse to the edge of bridge. He lifted his bow, aimed it at the water. Then, loathing coloring his dull, middling face, he shot.

The arrow hit the Tenor River, piercing a sprite’s shoulder. The creature bleated, crying out in pain. More arrows flew, hitting more sprites in the shoulders, the necks. I began to scream. “Stop.” I banged on the walls of the carriage, the pain in my abdomen white-hot. “Stop.”

No one heard me, and the arrows did not stop flying until nothing moved in the Tenor River save the water itself.

The bridge ended, and city streets began. We snaked our way through the Seacht—past buildings of brick and mortar and over cobbled lanes that grew more and more narrow. There were gray banners depicting the inkwell, but also the king’s purple sashes. It was early yet for folk to be about, and yet men and women and children with drawn faces and dirty clothes lingered along the edges of streets. When our caravan rolled past, they came with open, begging hands.

The knights pushed them away. Those who did not move fast enough were struck with the broad side of a sword. They cried out, scattering as fearfully and desperately as the water sprites had.

Ten minutes later, we’d reached a familiar wooden gate—the same place Bartholomew and I had wandered from and come back to the last time we’d trespassed upon the Seacht. The place Benji had told me the truth of the Omens. Where he’d convinced me, in a way only a boy with a chip on each shoulder could, to help him take up the mantle and kill the Omens. Where Rory had measured me for armor.

The king’s barracks.

The carriage lock clicked and the door wrenched open. When Tory handed me out, shortbow slung on her back, all the arrows in her quiver had been spent.

I slammed my shoulder against hers, knocking her out of my way.

A scribe stood in front of the open gate, a dozen guards of the Seacht at his back. His brows were low and his gray robes long. In his hands, cupped with delicate care, was the Harried Scribe’s inkwell. “Majesties,” he called. “You’re here sooner than we expected.”

Dedrick dismounted. Came forward and embraced the scribe, then took the inkwell from his hands. “Thank you for keeping it safe, Uncle.”

“Not for nothing. Folk are delirious to get a view of it in the arena.”

Benji dismounted and looked up at the barrack walls. “This is where you expect to host the tourney? It’s supposed to be a melee, Lange. Not a training session.”

The scribe rolled his eyes so vigorously they disappeared beneath the hairy shelf of his eyebrows. When he recovered, he turned to me. “I’m Otto Lange, Diviner. Dedrick’s uncle. Our family has called the Seacht home for many generations. It’s an honor to have you with us. If you will follow me inside—” He waved a hand, and two guards of the Seacht swung open the gate. “You will see that, despite limited time and a great number of tasks”—he eyed Benji—“considerable funds were spent; the training yard has been effectively transformed into an arena, with sizeable stands for viewing.”

“You’ll get your gold back, Lange,” Benji said, winking at Dedrick. “Now—let’s take a look at this arena.”

The space hardly resembled itself. Wooden stands, raised by finely designed scaffolds, stood in a circle around the yard. “We’re currently fitting the king’s box,” Otto said. “Considering this is to be a melee, I assumed His Majesty and the queen would like to be kept safely out of range of the bedlam.” He nodded at me. “A Diviner of Aisling is no doubt used to being elevated above her subjects.”

“Just so.” My mouth felt incapable of even the thinnest smile. “But I’ll be fighting in the melee.”

“Really?” Otto Lange eyed his nephew. “How interesting.”

Benji, still surveying the scaffolding—the raised, elaborate seats—drew his sword. Pointed it to the west side of the stands. “There. Not a speck of spilled blood should go unnoticed from that vantage. Put the king’s box there.”

I moved with several knights onto the dirt floor that had once been the yard. It was larger now. A vast space to pass. For every step I took, the wound in my abdomen throbbed. I was sweating, laboring.

Ahead, mocking me with his vibrance, Benji skipped into the arena and twirled his sword. “What do you think, Dedrick?” he called. “Care to practice your victory bow?”

Hamelin drew his own sword and flashed his perfect smile at the king. “How about we test out the arena instead?”

Benji answered his grin. “Why not?”

All five of them sparred, Dedrick with a mace, Tory with a spear, Samuel and Hamelin and Benji with swords. It was immediately clear this was a common affair for the quintet—they moved with precision, quick with their weapons, quicker with their feet, ever wary of the others in the arena. And Benji—

He had been training. His hits were exact, his footfalls sure, the ring of steel a knell announcing his improvement. He even managed to knock Samuel off his feet, surprising him with an elbow, then a shove, and he turned with verve through the yard.

“Save your strength for the qualifications tomorrow, Dedrick,” Otto Lange called.

“As if he’ll need to.” Hamelin patted Dedrick’s back, and the knight pulled away from their session, kicking up dirt with his heavy steps. The others continued to spar, Hamelin and Tory taking on Samuel and Benji.

Dedrick Lange came and stood beside me, close enough that I could feel the chill radiating off his rerebrace. He set his mace on the ground and reached into a small leather pouch on his belt and retrieved the Harried Scribe’s inkwell.

“These stone objects of his are quite the marvel,” he said. “Limestone, I think. The kind Aisling Cathedral was built on—what the gargoyles are made of, what the spring leaches from. Not so different from your eyes, is it, Diviner?”

I peered over my shoulder and found him watching me. “Why is that?” he asked. “What is it about the limestone on the tor that gives it magic while the rest of Traum has none? What makes that spring and all the girls who drown in it so special?”

I told him what the Harried Scribe had once told me and tried not to stare at the inkwell. “Knowledge is mine to bear and yours to beg.” I wondered how it would break. Would it surrender beneath my heel like the loom stone had, or would I need that hammer I’d asked Tory for?

“I’d be careful if I were you, knight,” I said to Dedrick. “The king does not like probing questions about the spring. Not so long ago, questions like that were taken as heresy.”

“The only difference between heresy and ingenuity is timing. Benedict has chosen his well. This tournament, giving folk their spectacle while quietly raising his banner above the flags of Omens, is not something his grandfather could have dreamed of achieving. There is no danger in questioning the cathedral’s practices now that its warden and her guard-dog gargoyles aren’t there to throw stones.”

His tone was conversational. His gaze was not. “All that is true, and yet you are right. The king does not like questions about the spring. Why is that?”

In the yard, Benji had faltered, his rapid steps churning dirt, his blade ringing as he blocked Hamelin’s downward cut.

Dedrick kept his gaze on me. “What exactly is it about the spring water that turns your eyes to stone? Does it alter you in other ways? Are you stronger for it? More fortified? Is that what you wish to prove in the arena?” He sucked his teeth. “You certainly seem to feel pain like the rest of us. And I know you bleed.”

I said nothing, watching the inkwell as he looked me up and down, his gaze lingering over my abdomen. “It’s a game of strategy, the melee. War tactics in the arena. Far beyond your scope, I’m afraid. Or did you and your fellow Diviners practice tactical stratagems against the gargoyles up there on the tor?”

His bluntness was a slap to the cheek. “No,” I replied. “I simply hit my hammer upon granite, over and over again. I imagine a human head is far softer a target. Even one as swollen as yours.”

“Whatever it was the spring water did to you, I will know it. We of the Seacht like our knowledge on the page, and our chess pieces on the board—or back in the box where they belong.” Dedrick smiled for the first time. His teeth were long. A little gray. “Stay out of the melee, Diviner.” He turned, following his uncle and several scribes out of the arena. “For your own good.”
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I had three days until the melee, and not one of them would be spent on qualifications. There were more important things to do—a city full of books to take advantage of that I might learn something about ox-eye. Tory was my shadow, the two of us wandering cobblestone streets with the rest of the folk who’d come to watch the melee. Chimneys bloomed with smoke, blacksmith forges roaring. Scribes sold and bound books, their windows and factory doors flung wide for visitors. Children ran through the streets, playing with toy weapons, stopping like everyone else to stare at me as I passed. The city was full of verve and excitement.

I couldn’t stomach it.

I didn’t wear my veil. No one had tied the damn thing around my head with an irrefutable knot—why keep it there? But the longer I trod the streets of the Seacht, gazing up at its impressive buildings and water wheels and mechanisms of innovation, the more folk gathered around me, emboldened in a way my shroud or veil had not previously allowed. Now, they came upon me quickly. Searched my eyes.

“What does the Harried Scribe say?” asked a woman wearing thick spectacles.

“I cannot see,” others complained, pushing one another to get to me. “Please, Diviner, hold still—I’d like a glimpse—”

Tory was not a harsh bodyguard, but she was firm. She did not let anyone touch me, but she didn’t stop them from crowding, either.

I managed twenty minutes without them before I returned to the barracks for my veil and crown, slamming both over my head. “You see it, don’t you?” I said to Tory. “They look at me like I’m not a person.”

That seemed to surprise her. “But you aren’t. You’re a Diviner.”

My eyes weren’t the only things of interest in the city. Talk of the melee abounded, and folk had lined up outside the king’s barracks, hoping to catch an early glimpse of the arena. Tory and I pushed through them. An hour later, in the south part of the city, I found a scribe selling pamphlets. “Where might I find something on ox-eye?” I asked him.

“Ox-eye?”

“It’s a sedative. It’s given me the strangest dreams. I’d like to know more.”

“Sounds like a question for a physician,” he answered.

I found a physician on the first floor of a large brick house. “What’s its proper name?” she asked, riffling through her books.

“Is ox-eye not a proper name?”

She peered over her spectacles. “We deal in exact terms here, Diviner, not hokum.”

By now Tory had grown accustomed to handing me ox-eye for pain and carried it in a flask on her belt. I snatched it and held it out to the surgeon. “This is it.”

The woman wrinkled her nose, unstopped the flask, took a whiff, and coughed. “Smells rotten.”

“All I know is that it’s called ox-eye. The king’s surgeon administered it frequently.”

“Then you should’ve asked him what it was.” She snapped another book shut. “Try Josephine. She’s off the square.”

“Wonderful. Where’s that?”

Josephine, to my surprise, I already knew. She was the house mother of Pupil House II—a shelter for foundlings. I’d met her the last time I’d come to the Seacht. Back when I still thought I might find my Diviners.

“Aisling’s water,” she said, hand on her chest, when she saw me at her threshold. “You gave me a fright, Diviner.” She blinked up at my face. “Didn’t you come here the other day asking me something? You and that mean-looking dog?”

My throat clogged. “He was a gargoyle, and that was over a month ago.” I could hear the giggle of children in the house behind her. “Tell me, what do you know about ox-eye?”

“Who’s that?”

“No—it’s a sedative. It reduces pain and brings on visions and terrible dreams.” I held out the flask.

“Not heard of anything like that.” Josephine sniffed the flask and made a gagging sound. “Nasty stuff.” A loud bang echoed through the house. Josephine pinched her nose. “’Course, nasty tonics and bad dreams sound a right picnic compared to what I’ve got here—”

A low rumbling took hold of the Seacht, street signs swaying, windows rattling. Josephine braced the trembling doorframe and I gripped the door.

A moment later it stopped.

“What in Aisling’s waters?” Josephine’s mouth hung open. “Felt like an earthquake.”

“Not the first of late,” Tory murmured, scanning the city.

“You all right, love?” The house mother was watching me. “Got your moon’s blood?”

I hadn’t realized I’d been cradling my abdomen. “I’m fine.”

“Listen, I’ve got things for pain. Idleweed, if that’s your pleasure.”

I was already walking away.

There were books. Hundreds, maybe thousands. I didn’t know where to look for a draft whose name no one recognized. And even if I did manage to find information on ox-eye, I was growing more and more skeptical scribes of the Seacht would have condescended to chronicle its odd aftereffects—its visions and other such hokum. I found nothing.

“Keep back,” called the guards of the Seacht. “It’s the last round of qualifications. No one in or out.”

We’d returned to the barracks. Tory began to push, forcing her way through the crowd to the gates. I followed, broken pieces of conversations buzzing around me like wasps. “Never takes off his helmet and knocked down three men in as many minutes!”

“I wonder how the Diviner will fare against such ruthless—”

“Twenty coppers on the black team—Oi, what’s his name?”

“Goes by knave, I think.”

My gaze jerked back. A second later three children pushed by, the tallest elbowing me directly in my wound.

Tory found me gasping and wheezing and yanked me through the crowd. “Move,” she said, shoving her way through the masses and into the narrow opening the guards had propped for us.

Men and women, knights and common folk, flung instruments in the arena. I barely saw them. I was staggering, desperate to shut myself away. “Bring me that hammer,” I shouted back at Tory.

I fell onto the bed in my room. When I woke, a day and a half had passed. It was the night before the melee. I had not trained, not touched a hammer or put on my armor, and I was no closer to learning about ox-eye, its visions, or who spoke to me through them.

And the pain in my abdomen was getting worse.

I sat up shakily. My crown and veil were askew, and my shift was no longer white but a rust brown, stained along the middle where my wound had wept through its wrappings in my sleep. Someone had come and left water, bread, fresh bandages. I knocked over the food and water, hauled up my shift, and replaced the bandage, hissing as the old one peeled away.

Knock. Knock.

Someone was at my door. I swore. Hunched over. Stumbled to the threshold and yanked it open.

Hamelin stood in the hallway. In his hands were a tray and a large silver goblet, brimming with ox-eye. “Your spirits, milady.”

I yanked it free. “Where’s Tory? She was supposed to bring me weapons and armor.”

“Melee is tomorrow, not this bloody minute.” His gaze dropped to my stained shift. “You’re, um, you’re bleeding.”

I pinched my nose. Put the goblet to my lips and downed its vile contents. “Ugck.” A moment later, the pain in my abdomen went from a booming shout to an ordinary yell. “What’s in it?” I managed. “Ox-eye, I mean?”

“Do I look like an apothecary?”

He looked like a man asking to be rid of a few teeth.

“Sorry.” Hamelin put his hands up in a mock surrender. “All I know is that it’s an old recipe. It’s got herbs, spirits—absolutely nothing worth throwing a fit over.”

“Unhelpful as always.” I slammed the goblet down so hard that the tray, and Hamelin, wobbled. “Tell Tory I’m waiting for her.”

I went to shut the door, but Hamelin’s hand was there, blocking it. “You look pale. Trouble sleeping alone?”

I said nothing. “I can’t help but notice that you and Benedict haven’t spent the night together.” The timbre of his voice was sweeter than usual—bait at the end of a hook. “Strange behavior for a king and his bride, don’t you think?”

I glared at his hand, blocking the door.

“I think about that time at the end of summer,” he murmured. “When the knighthood escorted the Diviners to Coulson Faire. I know you remember. You and I—”

“Go away, Hamelin.”

He grinned. “There I go again, opening my dumb mouth.” He took his hand off the door. “If you find yourself feeling lonely, Diviner, I’m just three rooms down. We can go for another evening stroll. Maybe even finish what we started in the glen by Coulson Faire. Benedict need not know.”

I slammed the door. Locked it. Collapsed on my cot, pain and nausea and revulsion curdling in my stomach. Slowly, the ox-eye did its work, the discomfort in my abdomen dulling, a leaden kind of heaviness weighing upon my consciousness.

Blood pumped in my ears, behind my eyes, my senses thrown asunder. White light flickered and flashed. Above me, rippling as it always did in the visions, was Aisling Cathedral’s ceiling.

Neither the abbess nor the Diviners nor the Omens were there.

But then—oh gods—the world began to shake. A catastrophic rumbling began above my head, a crawling fissure cutting into the cathedral ceiling. Ten more joined, stone breaking open and raining down upon me. The entire cathedral ceiling was breaking apart.

I cried out. When the stones fell upon me there was a rushing sound, like water splashing. Everything went black. I was alone, suppressed by the weight of the fallen-in cathedral, lost and utterly hopeless in the dark.

I gasped, and I was Sybil once more, back in my chamber in the Seacht, wondering what I’d seen and what it meant, my heart galloping and my senses righting.

The latch of my door turned.

Dedrick Lange stepped into my chamber wearing full armor.

I forced myself to my feet. “What are you—”

He caught my shoulders. Shoved me onto the floor. Kicked me once, twice, thrice, the iron sabbatons over his boot colliding with the wound in my abdomen. “Forgive me, Diviner,” he said. “But strategy is only effective when chess pieces move as they’re supposed to. I can’t risk you dying in the melee—and I can’t risk you winning it, either. That gold belongs to my uncle.” He smiled, showing me those gray teeth. “Enjoy the view from the king’s box.”

And then he was gone, locking the door behind him.

I curled into a ball, sweating and shaking. My body railed against the pain and I was sick on the floor. There was blood in my spit, bile, with dozens upon dozens of tiny white flecks of limestone within.







CHAPTER TWELVE

THE FINEST KNAVE IN ALL OF TRAUM
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When my chamber door opened I was lying precisely where I’d been when it closed. “Pith, Diviner.” Chainmail spilled onto the floor and armor dropped. “What’s wrong with you?”

Tory caught my arm. It was a labor, getting me to my feet. She called for Samuel.

“Help…” I said to them, my voice like paper tearing. “With my armor.”

Samuel was blinking down at the bloody spit on the floor. “A terrible portent. You can’t compete like this, Diviner. You don’t have the strength.”

I put a hand on his shoulder and shoved him to his knees that he might feel just how much strength I had yet. “Yes, I can.”

Slowly, Tory retrieved the chainmail. She lifted the hauberk and I lifted my arms, the mail shirt slipping over my shift. I gasped. Then Tory fastened the coif. Next was the breastplate, which Samuel fastened. When his hands fell away and I felt the full weight of the cuirass, I hunched over, hissing between my teeth, eyes screwed shut.

Tory shook her head. “Samuel’s right. You’re not strong enough to wear it.”

My voice ripped out of me. “If I can bear everything else, I—can—bear—this—”

But I couldn’t. The armor and chainmail pressed against my abdomen, and it hurt so completely that I lost my footing. I fell to my knees. Slapped the floor and screamed.

“You’ll only injure yourself further if you compete,” Samuel said.

I stayed on my knees, unmoving but for the hot, loathsome tears that fell from my cheeks.

Samuel took the breastplate off, and Tory removed the hauberk. When she reached for the coif around my neck, I let out an ugly noise of reproach, staring at my boneless armor on the floor. Rory had measured me for it. Maude had commissioned it. Bartholomew had put it on my back. It had been made for my body and would not exist had they three not looked upon me and known me.

When Tory reached for my coif, I tangled my fingers in the chains and held it against my throat. “Leave it.” Leave me one thing that I might remember, once, I did something in the Stonewater Kingdom besides drown.

Samuel turned his back, and Tory helped me into new clothes. A long white dress and my Divining robe, then the coif above it. Next came my veil, and last my crown. Then Samuel took my left arm, and Tory my right, and we left the chamber.

It was only when we were on the stairs on our way to the arena that I realized they hadn’t bothered to bring me a hammer.

We were joined by ten guards of the Seacht. I heard the arena before I saw it. Felt, in my body, the energy, rising. The roaring sound of applause.

The drums began to beat.

Benji waited in the king’s box, feet propped on the wooden banister, chest out. Hamelin and Otto Lange were there as well, along with a handful of other noble scribes. Behind them, as always, were a dozen knights, hands on their swords.

Just like in Coulson Faire, the king held a giant bowl with hundreds, maybe thousands, of gold coins.

The stands were a storm. There were hundreds of scribes, all of them in their gray robes. Then, like flashes of lightning, the gray was punctuated by colors, spectators from Coulson Faire and other hamlets crowding in, every seat filled. Two dozen Seacht guards waited in the lists—

And then, there were the participants. At least forty of them—men and women at arms, gathered in the arena. Just like at the joust, some wore full suits of armor while others had but leathers on. They were sorted into two teams and painted as such—a streak of blue paint over the chests of one half, a black streak painted on the other.

Hands on my abdomen, brow slick with sweat, I couldn’t climb the stairs without Samuel’s or Tory’s stanchioning hands. “Oh dear,” Benji said when they handed me into the chair next to him. I could smell the wine on his breath. “Seems you won’t be taking up the mantle today, Six.”

The drums grew louder, the buzz of the crowd like a swarm of locusts. The blue team moved to the west side of the arena, then the black to the east. Helmets were donned—weapons grasped.

“As you know, sire,” Otto Lange said, leaning forward in his seat to address Benji, “even common folk were allowed to join, so long as they had ten gold coins.” He nodded at the two teams—blue and black. “Happily I was able to weed out the truly ignoble with certain qualifications.”

“And all of them moot with your nephew guaranteed to win and return your investment, plus a great deal of interest.” Benji patted the bowl of coins. “But please, regale me with your standards, Lange.”

“They had to provide their own weapon. Maces, flails, clubs, or any stave variation will do.”

“Hammers,” I murmured, my gaze blurry. “Some have hammers.”

“Three hand-to-hand rounds were conducted. Participants unable to follow instructions or those who didn’t know tip from hilt were immediately disqualified.” Otto stuck up his chin. “Nothing less than proficiency.”

Hamelin nodded down at the lists. “There are a few favorites. Dedrick, obviously, for the blue team.”

Benji nodded to himself and belched. “And for the black?”

The drums beat harder, thump, thump—then went startlingly quiet. A hush fell over the crowd, and the king stood from his chair. “It’s time, Lange.” He turned to Otto. Waited as, slowly, the scribe got to his knees. “Thank you for your continued loyalty. Your guiding hand over the Seacht. But never forget, it is not you who brings greatness to the hamlets, but me, my Diviner, and my stone objects.”

Then Benji reached into his pocket and drew the Artful Brigand’s coin. Just like he had at Coulson Faire, Benji threw the coin, vanished, then reappeared in the arena, opening his arms to thunderous applause. “Noble families,” he called. “Knights. Folk of the Seacht—welcome to the melee.”

Otto struggled to get off his knees, stumbling and wincing. In the arena, Benji was still speaking to the crowd. “It heartens me,” he called, “that so many of you should come today in support of me and my Diviner after the tragedy of Aisling Cathedral’s destruction. Indeed, the Harried Scribe himself would be gladdened to see you here today. And speaking of that beloved Omen—”

On cue, Dedrick Lange appeared on a tide of ink, flying from the lists into the heart of the arena. The blue team rallied around him, patting his armor and fawning over his inkwell. In the stands, scribes rose to their feet, gasps and cheers and echoes of wonderment abounding.

Dedrick turned in a full circle, presenting his inkwell like it was the key to the kingdom, then tucking it back into its pouch on his belt. He withdrew his mace and nodded at the blue team, who cheered him anew, like it was some magnanimous deed that he should be using such a mortal weapon in lieu of the magical one on his belt.

Behind me, Otto Lange and his fellow scribes tutted contentedly.

Benji’s hair gleamed in the sunlight. “The rules of the melee are simple,” he called to both teams. “Blue team against black. Should your weapon be knocked from your hand, you are to leave the arena. The last team standing wins. Let the melee b—”

A commotion began in the stands. A word said over and over. I couldn’t it make out, only the gusto by which it grew. There was a stirring in the lists. The crowd parted, a single combatant entering the arena, wearing russeted armor so dark no one had bothered to paint it black.

In his hand was a stonemason’s hammer.

I heard it then. The word buzzing through the arena.

Knave.

“There he is,” Tory said. “Their favorite.”

“Late,” Samuel muttered. “A terrible portent.”

“Stuff it.” Hamelin leaned over the railing of the king’s box, squinting.

Benji, who seemed caught between intrigue and affront, nodded at Dedrick, who nodded back. The light flickered, and the king disappeared and reappeared again, catching the Artful Brigand’s coin right in front of me, then settling into his seat.

Hands on my stomach, I leaned forward, watching the man, the knave, settle among the black team, who swelled around him, smiling and thumping his armor. Finally, he turned, facing the king’s box with the rest of his combatants. He tilted his head upward and kept his visor low.

Slowly, he reached to his gorget. Pulled out a piece of fabric. Dragged it over the place on his helmet where his mouth ought to be, then held it up like a token. It caught the light and fluttered, as small and delicate as a pallid white moth.

The hem of my Divining robe, the number VI embroidered in the silk.

All eyes in the king’s box turned to me. “You know him?” Benji asked.

I was barely breathing. The invisible hand that had pressed against my chest on the tor was now hitting me, stirring something deep within. It wasn’t hope—I’d lost that weeks ago. But it felt a lot like it. “No.” My hands knotted. “He was a guard at Castle Luricht. I called him a knave.”

Hamelin’s lips thinned. “Clearly it stuck.”

“An interesting portent,” Samuel added.

“Knave.” Benji reached for his wine. “I like that. A villain for Dedrick to put down.” He waved at the men down in the lists, purple flags waving all around him. “Let the melee begin!”

The banner between the blue and black teams lifted, the two parts of the yard becoming one. There was a brief pause, the drums beginning again, softer, then louder, bang, bang, bang—

And all hell broke loose.

The teams collided and I lost sight of the knave, the arena now a mottled bruise of black and blue. Armor banged, shouts echoed, and the drums went on.

“A melee is a game of might, but also of cunning,” Benji said in my ear. “If one team is to prevail over the other, they must execute discernment. It’s an art, really; stratagem at the end of a mace—”

A member of the black team swung his flail, its iron ball crashing into his opponent’s head, blood and brain matter exploding onto the arena floor.

“You were saying?” I muttered.

On my other side, Hamelin and Tory and Samuel were clapping. Drinking. The arena was vibrating with tumult, with excitement. It reminded me of the last time I’d been here, when I’d watched the king’s men spar in the dirt, unbridled. Then, I’d been transfixed. How rousing it had been to see a knight, the spotless symbol of virtue, marred by the filth of ruthlessness.

Now, I sat unmoving, untouched by it all.

We watched as the number of the combatants dwindled. More and more fighters dropped their weapons, the yard becoming less crowded until only six, then four, then two combatants remained. Dedrick on the blue team—

And the man in black armor. The knave.

Dedrick faced his opponent, striking his own armor, shouting a war cry—a threat—beneath his helmet. He was the wider of the two, and bore the crueler weapon. When Dedrick swung his mace through the air, blood sprayed from its iron spikes, landing in spatters along the dirt and across his opponent’s breastplate. The dirt went red.

The knave’s breastplate remained an impenetrable black.

“A mace against a hammer.” Benji sucked his teeth and grinned. “Quite the spectacle.”

The two began to circle each other, and the drums grew louder. The knave was the taller of the two—but he didn’t wield his height. He bent at the knees, moving his hammer from hand to hand, like he was too lazy to bear it—or to stand to full height.

The invisible hand pressed harder over my chest.

Dedrick struck out first, swinging his mace with such terrifying force I could hear its whoosh over the drums. The knave dodged, light on his feet. He was fast. Very fast.

Benji’s grin faded. “This knave,” he said to me, pressing his fingers together in a steeple. “What does he look like?”

“Don’t know.” My chin jerked with every movement in the arena. “He never took his helmet off.”

“Come on, Dedrick,” Hamelin shouted, his armor clinking as he leaned over the banister, hungry as the rest of the crowd for violence. “End him!”

The knave dodged another strike. Took a step back. Gave the king’s box a fleeting wisp of his attention—

And swung.

The sound of the hammer, cracking against armor, was a monstrous knell. Dedrick stumbled back, a massive dent in his right pauldron, stifling his mobility, his proficiency with his mace in his dominant hand all but diminished. He held it limp, like a deadened limb, then sprang forward, trying to catch the knave with the wide swing of his left arm, but he wasn’t fast enough. The knave was already skirting away, his steps leaving dust, like ghosts, in his wake.

A scribe climbed the arena stairs and entered the king’s box. “Forgive the interruption, sire.” He held out a sheet of paper. “I’m told you wanted this straightaway.” He lowered his voice. “Regius Ormsby has sent the registrar from Coulson Faire.”

Benji ripped the paper from the scribe. “That jouster never came forward to claim her win. As far as I’m concerned, the gold is mine.”

In the arena, Dedrick was still swinging—another wild attack. This time, the knave answered, closing the distance between them, hitting Dedrick’s wrist so hard I heard the snap of bone from the king’s box.

He dropped his mace. Reached to his belt and drew forth the Harried Scribe’s inkwell, stirring recklessly. When he flung the ink, it caught the knave along the legs, sizzling over his greaves. Dedrick tried again, stumbling backward, trying to put enough distance between himself and his opponent to leverage a proper dousing of ink—but the knave was too fast. He sprinted forward. Caught Dedrick at the waist.

Threw him, full force, onto the ground.

The crowd erupted. “Knave! Knave! Knave!”

Benji and I leaned forward in our chairs.

Dedrick tried to get up. The knave was already on top of him, trapping him. He struck Dedrick once more with his hammer, this time over the breastplate, then the wrist as he tried to knock the inkwell from his combatant’s hand.

The crowd was voracious. They rose from their seats, clapping and shouting. Dedrick, like a tortoise fallen on its back, struggled to right himself, to block the knave’s blows—to hold on to the inkwell. The knave held him down, leaned forward, and pinned Dedrick’s wrist to the ground.

Then he lay his other arm, like an iron bar, across Dedrick’s throat.

Dedrick kicked. Thrashed. But he was choking, held down with unrelenting force. I heard Benji’s breath go out of him, like it was his neck being pressed. The inkwell fell into the dirt, and Dedrick tapped the arena dirt three times.

Applause roared, the drum banged, and the lists emptied, every member of the black team still able to walk rushing the arena. They pulled the knave off Dedrick, lifting him and laughing with him, victory and the tail end of bloodlust heavy in the air.

Everyone was on their feet. Even Hamelin and Tory and Samuel, even Otto. Everyone—

Save the king.

Benedict Castor sat crumpled in his chair, his wine a puddle on the floor. His eyes were wide and glassy, his cheeks a sickly gray. He stared into the arena, mouth agape, like he’d seen a ghost.

In his hands was the registrar from Coulson Faire, and on it dozens of names—but only one was underlined.

M. Bauer Bartholomew

When the drums stopped, Benji did not stand.

I did.

A hush fell over the arena. A thousand eyes reached for me, but my gaze was fixed. “Knave.” My voice fissured like stone beneath a chisel. “Step forward.”

Just like when he’d arrived in the arena, the crowd parted for him. The knave stepped forward until he was directly under me, looking up through the dark slit in his visor.

“You’ve won the melee. Won a Divination, the title of champion, and an honorary place among us as we travel from hamlet to hamlet.” My pulse was in my ears. “Take off your helmet, that we might know you better.”

He said nothing, answering with a stillness so complete I wondered if he’d heard me. Then, slowly, he reached for his helmet. Removed it.

Black hair caught the light, and so did the three gold bands pierced into his right ear. His skin was olive but not warm. He had a prominent nose and dark brows and wore charcoal over his eyes, smudged from browbone to cheekbone. He kept his head low, his chest rising, then falling in one, two, three breaths.

Then he looked up.

The entire Seacht gasped.

His eyes were pallid, white; the color of limestone, bereft of iris or pupil, hewn entirely of stone. Just like an Omen’s.

Just like mine.

There was blood on his bottom lip. His cheek. When the knave’s stone eyes moved from me to the king, his mouth turned in a distinct, familiar sneer.

I’d know that face anywhere. In wakefulness or in dreams, in daylight or moonlight—in life or death—I’d know it.

Rory.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE MIND FORGETS
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It happened quickly.

I was staring down at Rory from the king’s box, and he up at me—

And then Benji shouted, “Take him!”

Hamelin and Tory and Samuel drew their swords, and so did the rest of the knights in the lists. The crowd began to holler. I was shoved back, caught by guards—dragged, kicking and screaming, out of the stands and back into the barracks, Rory disappearing from view on a tide of armor.

They put me in the first room they could find with a lock—a privy. I threw myself at the door, imagining I was the Artful Brigand’s coin, powerful enough to shatter any surface I encountered. But then the pain in my abdomen seized, and I had to lie on the floor to keep from being sick.

Outside, I heard the rumblings of footfalls; the arena was being cleared. They’d have taken Rory somewhere private by now. That truth alone got me back onto shaky feet. I had to get out. Had to get to Rory before Benji killed him again. Had to—

I went still. Again.

His eyes. No longer so brown they seemed black, but pale. Lifeless as a statue’s. The truth was plain enough, its signature strange, special, new.

Rodrick Myndacious was dead.

Which meant he, the best knight I’d known—the knave—would not recall a single thing. He wouldn’t remember his life, his loves or revulsions. He wouldn’t remember his own name, and he wouldn’t remember me, unless he’d gotten his hands on the loom stone.

The loom stone I’d slammed my foot upon and destroyed.

There was no holding the sickness back. I coughed bile onto the floor.

But then—that name. Scribbled upon the king’s registrar. One name that made me think, for the barest moment, maybe. Maybe Rory had found the loom stone. He’d been a guard at Coulson Faire. I hadn’t known it then—I’d given up on looking for the people I’d lost—but I knew it now. There’d been a disturbance in the king’s box during the joust. Rory could have slipped the loom stone over his finger. Remembered all the wonderful, horrible things that made up a life.

With just one name upon paper, the faintest light of hope had flickered within me.

Bartholomew.

I slapped the privy door. “Let me out, you fucking rats. Let me—”

A key clicked into place. When the door opened, I rushed forward, knocking over one, two knights, but not the third. Hamelin caught my arm.

“Get her wrists,” he said to Tory, who bound my hands with silk. “Sorry, Diviner,” she murmured. “King’s orders.”

Together they took my jaw. Forced ox-eye, burning, down my throat.

We exited the barracks into an alley. Armor rustled, and boots clomped over cobblestones. The street sloped downward. The city was alive—music, voices, and the opening and closing of doors a lively pulse. Not so far away, I could hear the rush of water—the longing call of the Tenor River as it moved rapidly through the Seacht’s many canals.

Over a bridge, down an alley. We slithered this way and that until we reached a square building four floors high with smokestacks on its roof. A factory, closed for the evening.

Tory shoved its doors open, leading us to an unlit stairwell, then down we went. I heard the slosh of water—smelled the dank scents of decaying wood and crumbling mortar.

At the bottom of the stairs, a wide chamber opened into a canal. The room was dim, lit by open torches along the wall. There were crates. Boats, tied to wooden docks. This was how the factory likely transported their wares through the city. Wares not mean to be seen, given the location of the room.

The wares weren’t the only thing meant to be kept out of sight.

They stood in crooked lines through the chamber. Benji. Samuel. Dedrick, sporting bruises on his face and bandages on his wrists. A dozen other knights were there as well, along with Otto Lange, hood up, face drawn. In front of them all, clad in armor but for his helmet, leaned up against a wooden worktable like it was too much effort to stand straight—

Rory.

He’d been given a wide berth. His skin was damp with sweat. The cut Benji had dealt his face the night Aisling fell was gone. The only marks Rory wore now were a split in his bottom lip and the shadow of hair along his jaw, giving him a roguish mien in a room full of clean-shaven knights. Black hair spilled over the bridge of his nose, and the charcoal around his eyes fell in long streaks to his chin, giving him the grotesque appearance of a man who’d wept ink.

Floorboards creaked beneath my feet and Rory’s gaze snapped up. His dark eyes had never been easy to read, and now that they were stone—I could hardly tell where he was looking, but I knew it when his gaze crashed into me. It was like falling, my body so weightless I might spit out my heart.

He was life and death. The before, and the now, disgraced and degraded by combat. Strange and eerie with those pale, indiscernible eyes. He was exquisite.

I couldn’t look away.

Rory’s chin lowered. And I knew what he saw. My wrists, bound. And when my hands dropped protectively over my searing, aching abdomen—

He saw that, too.

Benji stood opposite him, pale, his voice unsupported, his grip on the hilt of his sword white-knuckled. His shoulders eased when he saw me, a whit of rigidity finding his spine. He was always braver with me at his back. “Look at her, knave,” he said to Rory. “Do you know her?”

Rory’s gaze washed over me. Just like he’d been in the arena, he took his time answering the command, silence his only remaining weapon.

Then he spoke. And it was weapon enough—the wicked edge of a blade. “We met in Coulson Faire before the joust.”

“Bullshit,” Hamelin spat. He turned to the others. “He met her upon the tor when we came at the end of summer for the king’s Divination, and he’s been licking and barking after her ever since. Pathetic.” He waved a hand at Rory. “This knave is a man we all know: Rodrick Myndacious. He did not wake under the stones of Aisling Cathedral with no memory as he claims—he’s a foundling who entered the knighthood on the cuffs of prominent families. A nobody, save a thief, a shit knight, a misbeliever—and clearly a practiced liar.”

Rory watched him through those pale, eerie eyes. “Don’t forget the king’s champion: winner of the melee.”

Dedrick Lange’s bruised face flushed. “Where’d you get the armor? The hammer? The coin to enter the melee?”

“Probably stole them,” Hamelin muttered.

“How can you fight if you’ve got no memory?” Tory snapped.

Rory shrugged. “My body remembers.”

It took Benji a moment to steady his voice. “Maude Bauer’s name was writ upon the joust registrar. She…” He swallowed. “Where is she? Where is the gargoyle?”

“Don’t know anyone by the name Bauer,” Rory answered. “Any gargoyle, either.”

“Forgive me, sire,” Otto Lange said. “But we seem to be neglecting the most important question. What of his eyes? Stone, aren’t they? Is the knave touched by gods like your coin or inkwell—like the Diviner?”

Benji bristled. It was plain as the freckles on his face that he had no wish to discuss Rory’s stone eyes or Aisling’s spring, and he certainly didn’t want to encourage knights and nobles to find commonality between a Diviner and the knave. Nothing stains the mythical more acutely than humanity.

But then, with arduous slowness, Rory stopped leaning on the workman’s table and got to his knees. When he did, a familiar scent drifted from him, strange and pungent, sweet and fetid, like rotten flowers. The unmistakable scent of spring water. Only now, the smell did not make me sick.

It made my blood race. Put saliva on my tongue.

Rory looked up at the king, his voice flat, as if pressed down by molten iron. “When I woke, the world was a strange, perilous place. I stumbled from hamlet to hamlet, lost, aimless. Folk spoke of portents, of gods called Omens, but no portent or god gave me shelter when I had nothing. But then I heard of the king’s tournament. I made my way to Coulson Faire. A guard was careless, so I took his spear and sash and went to the arena, where valiant knights and a brave young king offered games and wealth—”

He hauled in a breath. “I saw a woman in white, whom everyone looked upon with reverence and wonder, and I thought, maybe there are things besides portents and gods worth putting my faith in. I followed you to the Seacht, King Castor, that I might be of use to you, and saw my chance. I entered the melee. And now that I’ve won—”

What happened next, even in a land as pious as Traum, was beyond belief. Rodrick Myndacious shut his eyes, sucked air into his lungs, lowered his head.

And bowed to his killer. “It’s an honor to be your champion, sire. However best I can serve you, I will.”

The room went still save for Otto Lange, whose hands twisted in his robes, his brows falling low as he scowled. He turned to Benji, no doubt waiting for the king to refuse the offer and repay him the gold he was due, but Benji said nothing. He was staring at Rory with a bald fixation, as if the knave was another magical stone object and had the power to transport or destroy him.

“He’s lying,” Dedrick said in the king’s ear. “Ask him again about Bauer. I’d bet my left arm she’s the one who got him that armor.”

Benji’s stillness broke. “I’ve a better way to tell if he’s lying.”

He stepped to me and brought his face close. I reared back, but the ox-eye made me sway. The king caught my cheek, and Tory grasped my arm. Pain in my abdomen spiked—I was the insect, caught in the spider’s web.

Benji’s voice was strained. “Kiss me or I’ll have Hamelin cut his head from his shoulders.” His hand slid from my cheek to my jaw, cupped it, shut his eyes tightly.

And pressed his lips over mine.

The king’s mouth was hot, but the inner lining of his lips were cold—tasting of old wine. Revulsion washed over me, his kiss as sickening as the blood I’d swallowed from his hand when we’d first met at Aisling for a Divination.

I shoved him back. Benji’s crown went crooked, his blue eyes low and apologetic before whirling accusatorily upon the knave.

Rory was as he’d been before: on his knees, utterly still. Only now he seemed etched that way.

“Well?” asked Otto Lange, unimpressed. “Are you affected by the king’s display, kissing his own wife?”

There. Right there. At the word wife. The barest jump in Rory’s throat. It was gone in a flash, no one the wiser.

But my heart was pounding.

Rory’s gaze found my face. His voice was like gravel scraping beneath the heel of a boot. “To remember nothing is still to know how and when to kiss a woman.”

A deafening silence answered, then—noise. More music. The call of the Tenor, the clamor of voices, beyond.

“The fete begins soon,” Otto Lange said. “Half the Seacht will be there, King Castor. Awaiting you, your Diviner.” He glowered at Rory. “And the winner of the melee. Especially one with such an interesting gaze.”

The king hesitated. Not so long ago, he’d promised Rory that if he ever showed his face again, he’d be executed. But Benedict Castor had built a trap for himself on the very pedestal he’d erected for me when he deemed stone eyes holy. Now, he was looking between Rory and me, then casting his gaze out onto the others, measuring their reactions to this spectacle—the knave, and the Diviner.

“Nothing can be done yet,” I said slowly. “Not until he’s claimed his prize.”

Benji went rigid. “The winnings will be gifted during the fete.”

“I’m not talking about gold.” I took a step forward. Tory’s arm slipped away, and then there was nothing but half a room and silk tethers holding me back. I drew closer to the knave, the smell of spring water stronger with every step I took.

Rory stayed on his knees, lowering his head in another bow. Even when my shadow fell over him, he kept it down, denying me his gaze.

“Look at me, knave.”

His chest heaved once, twice. When Rory’s eyes finally rose and his gaze collided with mine, the impact was indeed that of a magical stone object: transportive and destructive. I was whole, and I was in pieces.

Let him remember. There was no one left to pray to. But he’d known me. In gossamer, in armor, in nothing at all, he’d known me. He knew me now—he had to.

“Congratulations,” I murmured. “You’ve won yourself a Divination.”







CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE BODY REMEMBERS
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Flaw that it was, that little prick was highly practiced in the art of performing. Benji was the picture of magnanimity when his gaze turned from Sybil to me. “A Divination… by all means, my queen. Give the knave his due.”

Even the sound of his voice put an inferno in my chest.

But then Sybil kept looking at me like no one else existed, and Benedict Castor the Third was eclipsed. I hadn’t looked at her too closely yet—hadn’t wanted to risk anyone seeing my upheaval: I remembered everything, and it was essential to Maude’s plan that neither Benji nor his men should know it.

But it was essential to me that Sybil did.

She stood before me, her hair beneath her veil like moonlight and she the moon, eternal and ethereal and arresting in a vast darkness. “Forgive me.” I wasn’t playing at piety anymore. Not with her looking down at me like that. “But what is a Diviner, anyway?”

“A girl kept safe from the world, made mythical and strange, then commodified for it,” she murmured. “Once, I lived in a cathedral. Drowned in a magical spring. I was a harbinger. Holy chattel. Being a queen is not so different.”

Tory, good ole Weasel Face, cleared her throat. “Would you like the use of your hands for the Divination?”

Sybil’s hand dropped in front of my face and I saw what I’d noted earlier. Wrists, bound by silk. “He can untie them.”

It’s not a good thief who lets his hands tremble, and my gauntlets were shaking with bruising force. There was no untying anything.

I reached down. Yanked loose the straps around my right arm, then wrenched off my gauntlet and dropped it with a clang upon the floor. Next came my glove; I bit it by the finger and stripped it off. Then I did that to the other gauntlet, the other glove. When I touched Sybil’s wrist, my hands still trembled, but they were bare.

For the first time in weeks, I felt her skin against mine.

Sybil exhaled, breath stirring her veil. My fingers worked the knots of the tether. It came undone, slithering off her wrists like a serpent. “Stand,” she told me.

I could feel the others watching, their gazes sharp as wire.

I rose to my feet. Stood at full height. “Now the veil,” Sybil told me.

So vividly came the memory of the first time I’d seen her eyes—when she’d come to my room at Petula Hall and I’d taken off her armor and kissed her and unraveled her—that I found myself just the same: anxious and rearing to obliterate any remaining barrier between us.

Cheeks burning, my fingers dropped to the bottom of her shroud, the gossamer snagging against my calloused fingertips. Tightness found my chest, and when I lifted the veil and looked into her face, neither of us was breathing.

But then I saw Sybil’s beautiful stone eyes, and it was not like it had been in Petula Hall—there was still something in the way. A new, cloudy strangeness in her gaze, a wall I wasn’t breaching.

Doubt. It sat like a second veil over her, giving her the mollified effect of someone sleepwalking—of looking but not seeing.

“Tell me, knave.” Her voice was so quiet the others behind her leaned in. “Do you have faith in portents?”

The pretense’s yoke cut into my skin. I know you, Sybil Delling, hammered my voice against the inside of my skull. I remember every second. I was still holding the veil, the storm of my pulse roaring. I tucked it back over her head. “Do you?”

“I don’t have faith in anything anymore.” Sybil shifted her weight, the chainmail of her coif singing an eerie tune. “You should know, to receive a Divination, you must acquiesce pieces of yourself.”

“Take anything you want.”

And I knew, because I’d studied them closer than sky or land, book or body, that Sybil’s stone eyes had fallen to my mouth. “Your blood,” she murmured. “Just a little will do.”

I lifted my thumb to my mouth and dragged it over the cut in my bottom lip. Blood, warm and viscous, coated my fingertip, and when I held it out like an offering, Sybil’s nostrils flared. She grasped my wrist. “What name, with blood, would you give me?”

“Rodrick, knave, nobody. Whichever you please.”

Sybil looked at the blood on my thumb like her own fate pooled within it. “Rory,” she whispered. “Once, I called you Rory.” She opened her mouth. Shut her eyes.

And pressed the bloody swirls of my thumbprint over her tongue.

A low sound reverberated in her throat. Sybil’s brow furled, and when she dragged my thumb over the surface of her tongue, I felt it in all the places her tongue had been before. My exhale came out hot and hurried, and Sybil opened her eyes. She ran her tongue over my finger once more, holding my gaze as she wiped me clean.

I watched her throat work as she swallowed. And there must have been a fissure within me, an irreparable strangeness or depravity, because all I wanted to do was to press my thumb over her lips again and wipe my blood all over her mouth. I understood, better than most, what it was like to be hungry, and I knew as assuredly as I felt the flying beat of my heart that Sybil Delling was hungry. She needed spring water, however it came, even in the copper thickness of blood. It was hurting her, not having it.

“Does it repulse you?” I managed. “The taste?”

“Not yours.” Sybil withdrew my hand from her mouth. Her cheeks were pinker, her voice steadier. “You taste of the tor. Of the spring.”

“What does that mean?” Dedrick Lange asked behind my back. “What has the spring to do with it, Diviner?”

“What of portents?” Samuel demanded. “What do you see in her eyes, knave?”

My past. My future. For the first time since I’d opened my mouth, I did not lie to the king or his knights. “There’s light, like the moon. Unwavering. A kind of strangeness that lends an even stranger faith that”—I swallowed—“that things can be better than they’ve been.”

Sybil frowned, the sheen of doubt still masking her eyes.

Come on, Sybil. I’m right here.

Samuel Eichel was nodding, and a few others as well. Benji said nothing. He was standing so still I wondered if he was breathing, his gaze scrupulous. The little shit had always been meticulous with his allies, a bloodhound for power and those who amassed it—he was looking at me the way he’d often looked at Maude and almost always looked at Sybil.

Like he was missing something vital and he needed me to fill the void.

But then, he had his own doubt, too. Was I Rory, or was I the knave? His enemy, or his champion?

Ping, ping.

I looked down. Blood was falling, hot and slow, from my bottom lip down my chin, where it jumped—plunking onto my armor.

Sybil drew in a breath. “You’re still bleeding.”

“There’s a cloth in my gorget.”

Like five whispering ghosts, Sybil’s fingers traveled up my breastplate to my mail cuff. When she reached into the neck of my armor, something wet and frail came loose, and she pulled forth the piece of silk with VI embroidered upon it. “Hold still.”

She took my cheek in one hand and drew the strip of silk over my lip with the other, wiping the blood away. “There. You look the role of champion better now.”

She placed the silk back in my hand. “The signs are plain,” she said to the others, her voice hardening like it had during a Divination. “Your king is correct.”

Benji blinked. He’d been staring at me, unmoored to be called to attention. “Correct?”

“You once told me everyone deserves two chances in this life. The first to err, the second to rectify. This is Rodrick Myndacious’s second chance to be the man you always wanted him to be. Faithful, loyal, useful.” She looked at me like she once did, like I was so far below her—like she did not, could not, care for me. When she took a step back, my heart wrenched. “A witness, pupil, visitor to the Stonewater Kingdom, devoid of memory but full of promise, your champion will certainly inspire faith in the arena. Just as you wished.”

I didn’t know what was true. If Benji believed Sybil, if Sybil believed me. We were three liars; unbelievers, performing faith. Still. The king suffered himself to smile. “How right you are, Six.” He turned, whispering to Hamelin and Tory, then Samuel and Dedrick. I heard the words fucking unsightly, then his attention returned to me. “Attend the fete, knave. Swear fealty to me and collect your winnings. If all goes well, I will consider allowing you to remain.”

“Of course.” I kept my eyes on Sybil. Said, my voice full of gravel, the same thing I’d told her in life and would again in death. “I’ll do anything you ask of me.”

She froze.

Blinked.

Slowly, then all at once, the clouds of doubt fled her eyes, the barest hint of a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth.

I exhaled shakily. That’s it, sweetheart.

The king flicked his wrists and the knights surrounded Sybil. Her veil fell back over her face, and they led her and Otto Lange from the room, Benji following swiftly behind.

Hamelin, Dedrick, Tory, and Samuel remained, fingers hovering over the hilts of their swords.

“That coin you won in the melee was promised to my uncle.” I don’t think Dedrick Lange had ever wasted a moment’s attention on me. Now, he was hardly blinking, as if the wider he made his stupid gray eyes, the more he’d know about me. “You’ve no right to touch it.”

“I’m decently sure I could drop one gold piece at a time into the Tenor and it would be within my right.” I itched the corner of my mouth with my middle finger. “It’s natural to have regrets. You’re thinking, ‘If I hadn’t blown my stamina strutting around with that inkwell before the match, I might have been able to put this prick in his place.’ Hard losses being easy lessons and all that.” I sucked my teeth. “The gold is mine to do with as I please.”

The bruises I’d dealt Dedrick’s face darkened. He looked like an overripe plum.

“And the Diviner.” This time, it was Hamelin, lips held in an ugly grimace over his horse teeth. “You’ve no right to touch her. Never have, never will.”

I dragged my tongue along the inside of my cheek and held his gaze until he dropped it.

The others exchanged glances. Samuel leaned down. Picked my gauntlets and gloves off the floor and threw them at me. “Put these back on. There’s a fete in your honor. You’ve got to look presentable.”

Then all four closed in around me.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE MANY NAMES OF A COMMON FLOWER
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I’ll do anything you ask of me.

Rodrick Myndacious.

The knave. The foulest knight in all of Traum.

Rory. My Rory. Back from the dead.

And if he was here, and he remembered, Bartholomew and Maude couldn’t be far.

Fingers locked in my coif, it took effort not to smile as I moved with the king and his knights down the winding streets of the Seacht, the burden of loneliness and despair lightening—I practically floated as we made our way through the city.

I’d barely been able to hold myself up this morning, the pain in my abdomen insurmountable. Now, it had dulled to an ache. I could stand, walk—maybe even run—without buckling.

The spring water in Rory’s blood. It had tasted smoother, sweeter, more satiating, than anything I’d ever put on my tongue.

Next to me, the king was heavy in his walk, taking comfort in the flask on his belt and arguing with himself. “Maude,” he muttered. “This is her doing, and good ole Rory is a much finer actor than I ever credited him to be.” He grimaced. “Or he’s not acting at all.”

He eyed me over his shoulder. “Which was worse? My kiss, or the fact that he did not care about it?”

He’d dug his own grave hiding my face behind a veil—I gave him nothing. “Go to hell, Benji.”

“The latter, then.” He looked like an anxious dog when he smiled like that, teeth on display. “For better or worse, the loom stone is gone. If he has truly lost his memories, there will be no remembering for him.”

I said nothing.

The knights led us past roaring canals and over bridges, following the sounds of music, of laughter and jovial voices, our footsteps against cobblestones a counter beat against the clamor.

“Where is it?” I asked. “This fete?”

Benji rolled his shoulders. “You’ll know it when you see—”

The street began to shake, rumbling so violently I felt it in my teeth. I caught my hand on a brick wall, and the knights steadied their king, armor rattling.

The rumbling stopped.

“Another earthquake.” The king looked up, as if the answer was writ upon the twilight sky. “I don’t like it, Six.”

“Perhaps it’s a portent that your tournament is doomed.”

He shot me a narrow look. “Don’t be funny. It doesn’t suit.”

The streets grew more and more narrow until finally we entered an alley laden with ivy. I looked around. Laughed. “You’re kidding. Here?”

There was a guard in the alley. When he noted Benji—and me at his side—he pulled back a sheet of ivy, revealing a small wooden door in the reaching alley wall. He swung it open, a long, dark corridor waiting, music and voices echoing beyond. The knights led us down the corridor, their boots, and my bare feet, making no sound against dark woolen carpet.

There were paintings on the walls. Portraits of pale bodies, twisting. The ghost of Aisling Cathedral was upon me—the animal urge to run. Yes, I knew this place. I’d been here before.

In my dreams.

I was back in the Harried Scribe’s lair.

Light slipped beneath a door. Benji shoved it open, and I was assaulted by the glow of torches, the sharp knell of fiddles—the raucous sound of hundreds of folk gathered in celebration.

They stood in the heart of a circular room, the space as vast as the melee arena. Soaring, book-laden shelves reached upward to the room’s only window—a glass dome, where glimpses of the twilight sky peeked. When the audience began to applaud at the sight of the king, the sound echoed against the dome, and Benji brightened.

A quartet played their instruments. Dancers moved in measured steps, and a pair of actors, one wearing black, the other blue, feigned combat with paper weapons.

A minstrel sang. “A colorful dream, the bright land of Traum, where the wind on the moors hums a tune. Where the holloways lead you awry and along, and the gowans are always in bloom. The knights are all noble, and the ladies so fair, and the scribes all set in their trade. The books are all read, and the folk are all fed—and the gods, through dreams, lend us aid.

“But wherever you ramble, from woodland to sea, pray find the young king on your way. I lent him my hammer, and he lent me his faith, and to his queen, the Diviner, did I pray.”

An ancient scribe came up to the king and me. “Over seven hundred gold coins won in the melee, sire. The funds are in the city vault—your champion is a lucky man.”

Others came up to us. They peered at my veil, searching, and Benji was offered congratulations on the melee. But for every compliment folk of the Seacht paid their king, so too did they tender a question: Who is he? Where does he come from? Do his eyes tell the future as the Diviner’s do?

Dedrick Lange and his inkwell had meant to inspire faith in the arena. But all anyone was talking about was the knave.

Benji’s response was but a strained smile. “Time for a dance, I think,” he told me.

The king grasped my hands. Others joined the dance, swaying with the same sort of weightlessness I felt every time I thought of Rory. Merchants, folk of the Seacht—even scribes—all tugged like puppets across the vast room.

But then—a great noise. Another booming round of applause filled the room. Benji and I both turned, the king straining and I barely breathing.

The knave had arrived.

He came behind the king’s favorites, Dedrick and Hamelin and Samuel and Tory pushed aside so that folk might get to Rory, his teammates from the melee, scribes, even nobles waiting to speak to him. Red in the cheeks, smiles on display, women gathered, too, their handkerchiefs at the ready. I couldn’t hear what they were asking him—couldn’t hear Rory’s responses through his helmet. He took their wine, retrieved their fallen handkerchiefs—he’d have been the picture of magnanimity were it not for that daunting black armor.

“Do you remember what you told me the last time we danced?” Benji was staring at Rory, barely touching me as we swayed through the room. “‘You should be more concerned with the five bad portents you garnered than winning my esteem, King Castor.’ So frightening. So unwavering in your conviction.” His blue eyes shone. “You were full of power, of promise. I thought I’d do anything to make you my friend.”

“And we know how well you treat your friends, Benji.”

He pondered that. Slowly, he said, “Everyone deserves a second chance.”

The king let go of me, arms open and welcoming as he moved through the crowd toward the knave. “There’s my champion,” he called, drawing the attention of the fawners. When Benji stood beside Rory, the crowd’s adoration spread to him, and the king smiled, the last rays of daylight falling from the dome ceiling and catching along his crown.

Otto Lange was there as well, a deal less jovial. He carried a long gray sash with an inkwell embroidered into its fabric. Benji took it. Held it out to Rory. “Your champion’s sash.” From his belt, he withdrew a single gold coin. “And a token of your winnings—the first of seven hundred. You’re a wealthy man, knave.”

The audience cheered.

“Tell us.” Benji held the coin out to Rory. “What do you aim to do with your winnings?”

Rory took the sash. Slipped it over his cuirass. “What anyone does with gold, King Castor.” He withdrew the coin from the king’s hand and closed it in his fist. “I aim to change things.”

Benji’s smile faltered.

The crowd swelled, scribes and nobles alike moved close. “My queen,” they called. Some drunk, some reverent, some curious. “My Diviner.”

Faces and bodies blurred around me until they looked like the paintings in the Harried Scribe’s corridor: strange, twisted figures. Men in gray robes, women in fine dresses—all of them eager to look at me.

“I came to Aisling a hundred times, but the abbess never accepted my fee.” A woman reached up. Tried to move my veil aside and look me in the eye. “What a blessed honor, what a fine sign, to meet you.”

“Diviner.” A scribe upended his inkwell on the floor, black ink sopping into floorboards, staining the hem of my dress. “Tell me, what do you see? What does the Harried Scribe say? What does my future entail?”

A man with a cut across his chin and a black streak of paint over his jerkin called me a beautiful mystic and asked me to dance. I refused, and he slipped away.

“Whore,” another called me, a scribe wearing a hood and pointing at me with an accusatory finger. “What business have the Omens in the affairs of men? Aisling is fallen—your gods have no power here.”

I shoved him. He stumbled back, knocking into more scribes. The crowd pulsed, holding me too tightly in its engorged stomach. The instruments were too loud, the air too close—

The crowd parted, a scar carved down its middle. The room went quiet but for a perforating buzz, the sound of hundreds of conversations going quiet. When I looked up, the knave was cutting through the room and didn’t stop until he was standing right in front of me, the layers between us, his visor, my veil—his iron, my gossamer—as restrictive as cuffs.

His voice low. Warm. “Diviner.”

“Knave.” I searched for his eyes. Needed to see them. “Take off your helmet.”

His gauntlets scraped together, his fingers trilling in a strange rhythm at his side. He reached up. Hooked his thumb beneath the rim of his helmet—

Then drew it right back out.

I raised my brows. “You’d tease me?”

“The king’s lackeys called me a lost cause and told me to keep it on.” A note of humor flickered through his voice. “Threatened me with another beating.”

“Another?”

Rory shrugged. “They tried their best. Then again—” He reached up. Withdrew his helmet and dropped it upon the floor, never taking his pale gaze from mine. “Fuck their rules.”

The buzz in the air quickened, gasps resounding against shelves and walls and glass. Everyone turned to look at Rory’s stone eyes.

But I was looking at his ear.

The gold bands were missing, the skin red and swollen. Rory had shaved, his hair wet, the charcoal around his eyes washed away. Someone had taken pains to make him appear less like himself and more like whatever a champion was meant to be.

Over his shoulder, Hamelin and Tory and Dedrick and Samuel, lingering at the edge of the dancers, watching us. Hamelin raised his hand, waving at me. On his middle finger were the three gold bands Rory wore in his ear.

My molars slammed together.

“It doesn’t matter. I have no memory of them, besides. No sentimental attachment.”

But you do. My eyes prickled with furious tears. “I do.”

The corner of Rory’s mouth twitched. His eyes returned to my face—he had no trouble finding my eyes beneath my veil—and for a time that passed too long and too short, we stood unmoving, the air taut. Breastplate rising and falling, Rory’s breaths rushed and his throat hitched. His lips moved without sound. Sybil.

I’d have gone to him. Buried myself against his chest.

But I was the queen of Traum. A Diviner who moved through the hamlets, stoic and unknowable, that she might get her hands on the stone objects. And he, this subterfuge of the knave… he was fighting for his life to pretend he did not know me in all the ways only he had.

We stood inches apart. But the spectacle was a wall between us.

So was every person in the vast room who’d slowed their dancing to get a look at us. Fingers fidgeting at his sides, Rory cleared his throat. “Your turn,” he managed. “Take off your veil.”

I reached up. Felt thousands of eyes, pressing upon me. Let my hand fall.

Rory frowned.

“Wouldn’t want to give the impression of familiarity,” I said. “To the knave, I’m but a holy stranger in white. Still.” I leaned close. Watched as crimson spread over his cheeks. “Strangers still dance, don’t they?”

“Yes,” he said, a little breathless. “Strangers dance.”

A song began, slower than the others. Rory yanked loose the straps of his armor just like he had during the Divination, dropping his gauntlets, then his gloves, onto the floor atop his helmet. When he held out his hand to me, it was bare. “So dance with me, Diviner.”

The kingdom watched as I slid my hand into his. Our calluses dragged together, the pressure gentle but insistent. I let out a breath, and Rory did too, tucking his thumb over the back of my knuckles. I put my other hand on his shoulder, and Rory placed his into the curve between my ribs and hips.

We began to move.

“Stone eyes, then.” My voice hummed against his armor. “If only you were pretty enough to be a Diviner.”

Rory spun me, then pulled me back against his chest. “You’re pretty enough for the both of us.”

Warmth flickered through my stomach. “What of Bartholomew?” I whispered. “He’s all right? Maude?”

He nodded.

“I’ll see them soon?”

Another nod. Rory held tight to my hand and soft to my waist, and together we danced over the same marble floors where we’d once killed an Omen. “Those people out there,” he said, “knights and nobles—Pith, will you let me lead?”

I was trying to correct his path through the crowd. So far, he’d stepped on three feet and elbowed at least two scribes in the face. “You’re not very good at dancing.”

“Bad,” he rasped against the shell of my ear, “is the point.”

I glanced up at him and found him smiling. “They see what I am,” he said as we turned. “A knave who might have once been a bad knight but was always a nobody. And yet I beat their favorite in the melee. I have the same holy markings as you. Perhaps this tournament will prove even a nobody might yet be somebody in the Stonewater Kingdom. Contradictions are destabilizing things.” His voice turned wicked. “So is coin.”

I turned. Benji was still standing near the door, surrounded by scribes. Only now he was not touched by light or grinning and accepting praise—he was in an all-out shouting match with Otto Lange.

“How long do you imagine the noble families of Traum will suffer a king who handed them wealth—only to lose it in his self-aggrandizing tournament?” The muscles in Rory’s jaw strained. “The boy’s time is nigh. Kings come and go.”

How right he was. “I’m going to kill him,” I whispered against his shoulder.

Rory looked down.

“I never intended to win,” I said, the truth spilling out of me. “There is no winning anymore—not for me. It’s the stone objects.” My throat worked. “If Aisling’s final vestiges are gone… and Benji with them, perhaps Traum might finally change for the better. All I need is a hammer.”

I hadn’t realized our fingers had laced together. Rory’s hand was hot, the air in his voice thin. “It will change,” he said. I could hear his heart drumming in his armor. “Things can be better than they’ve been. If it’s a hammer you want…”

He brought our entwined hands to his belt. Pulled free the blacksmith’s hammer he’d used in the melee and clasped my hand around it. “Have mine.”

I clutched the handle like it was a rope thrown down to me. A new tune began, the sound of the revelry continuing on and echoing into the cavernous room and ricocheting off the glass above. We moved through the crowd, I with practiced smoothness, Rory like he was trying to crack the stones beneath our feet.

Dedrick, Hamelin, Samuel, and Tory never stopped watching us.

“Tell me,” I said, low enough only Rory could hear. “What do you know about ox-eye?”

“It’s a draft. A sedative, I think. Saw plenty of it back when I lived at Castle Luricht. Why?”

I leaned in close and told him about the visions I’d had. Of the Omens, the abbess, the Diviners—the tor. How there was a rasping voice, and that voice spoke through me, telling me the past was a portent, showing me Aisling’s crumbling ceiling, then darkness.

“It’s like a dream. A white light. Shadows, moving in and out. But in dreams, I fell through the hamlets, and in these visions I cannot move at all. I’m stuck on my back, forced to see whatever happens above me, and my thoughts… I don’t know. It’s like someone else is seeing. Feeling. Remembering.”

Rory listened without interrupting, his hand tightening over mine. Neither of us was trying to lead now. We were like water, swaying in perfect rhythm, two bodies familiarized with each other in motion.

“Whatever happens,” I said, “in this tournament or after, if I cannot find out who or what is causing these visions, keep searching.” I took a shallow breath. “Do what you once promised. Take care of Bartholomew.”

Rory’s brow furled, his voice dangerously soft. “You say it as if you will not be there to do it yourself.”

The song ended. Two seconds later, the king’s knights were upon us. “What remarkable partners you make,” Samuel said.

“Agreed.” Dedrick was holding Rory’s helmet. He slammed it against Rory’s chest. “One would think you danced before.”

Hamelin’s teeth were bared. “I told you not to touch her.”

Rory slouched forward, positively bored. “The queen bade me to dance. I’m a good little soldier—I do as I’m told.” His fingers trailed over my long silk sleeves, shifting the fabric until it fell over my hand, hiding my fist—and the hammer within—from view.

He let go of my hand. Tendered a final glance. “Diviner.”

Then he slipped away into the crowd.

“Prick.” Hamelin watched him go. “Might have the king and everyone else fooled—but not me.”

Tory reached for my arm. “Come, Diviner. The king would like you to—”

She began to tremble. So did Hamelin and Dedrick. So did I, the scribes, the candle flames. Books danced on their shelves, and the ground shook.

Shouts sounded. “Earthquake!”

The Harried Scribe’s lair shook so violently it upended, books raining down upon the king’s guests, clunking them on their heads and shoulders and knocking them off their feet. Bows scraped over fiddle strings, the instrumentalists stopping mid-note. The shaking grew until it rattled my teeth, the horrible sound of wood splintering echoing in the room. High above, the glass dome shattered, raining thousands of shards down upon us.

I don’t know who ran first. But there was a sudden, screaming rush for the door. A tide of bodies.

“Get outside,” Dedrick shouted. “Before we’re crushed.”

More knights joined us as we pushed out of the door into the dark corridor, Benji among them. I lost sight of Rory, the crowd dense as it fled the Harried Scribe’s dwelling, the room emptying out like blood from a split artery.

Dedrick caught me by one arm, Benji by the other. “Come, Your Majesties.”

He ripped us away from the crowd. Down alleys, left then right, we turned, disappearing like ink into the dark well of the Seacht, tripping over ourselves as the earth continued to shake.

A minute later, the world was still again. Only the rushing sound of the Tenor River and the echoes of distant screams remained. When I looked back, a great cloud of dust was rising, a gap sitting among the buildings like a mouth newly shy of its front tooth.

The Harried Scribe’s lair had fallen in on itself.

“All those books.” Benji was spitting. Slurring. “Pith! When is that damn quaking going to stop?”

“It has stopped, you bungling drunkard,” I hissed.

Dedrick brought us over a narrow bridge, and I heard a noise. A low hum. Not the rush of the Tenor or the call of water sprites. This was a soft, eerie song, slightly out of tune. I looked behind me.

There was nothing there.

“Gods, what a disaster. And I know what Samuel will say.” Benji pinched his nose and spoke in a stuffy voice. “‘Another terrible portent, sire!’ Shut up, you old windbag.” He turned, remembering me. “You don’t happen to have any of that flower on you, do you, Six? I could use a little sedation right about now.”

We stepped onto another bridge. “It’s ox-eye,” I said. “Not a flower.”

“Pious and well-informed never made good bedfellows, my naive friend. Ox-eye is a flower,” Benji garbled, waving his hand at me. “There are iterations, depending on which hamlet you’re standing in, because apparently no one agrees on anything in this kingdom. Some folk call it moon daisy. Ox-eye is a crude appellation. But if you’re going for the traditional name, gowan will do.”

My ears perked. “The flower that grows on the tor?”

“It’s a boring flower. Terribly common. But in extravagant doses—well. You’re familiar with what it does. My grandfather’s recipe, you know. He was such a learned man. A bit of a”—he belched—“a bit of an alchemist. Indeed, ox-eye came from his own attempts to replicate the very spring water you dreamed in. Though I hardly imagine he ever considered his concoctions would be used to placate vengeful Diviners such as yourself.” He sighed, wistful. “Sadly, just like his kingship, my grandfather’s designs failed. He did not slip into unconsciousness and dream of portents or gods like he intended. Ox-eye is nothing like the spring water; it won’t give folk stone eyes, and it sure as hell can’t bring them back from the dead.”

Dedrick stopped in the middle of the bridge. “Bring folk back from the dead?” It was horrible, seeing him like that. Gray eyes wide, gray teeth on display. “Is that what happens when one drinks the water on the tor?”

I turned to Benji. Gave him a murderous look.

“You—” In three steps Dedrick was right in front of me, my back against the bridge’s wooden rail. “You’ve consumed that water. Drowned in it over and over.” He was staring at my veil. “Aisling’s fucking waters, you’re dead?”

He barked out a laugh. “It’s nothing to do with the Omens at all, is it? It’s that spring.” He reached for his belt. Withdrew the inkwell. “You can’t tell the future any better than this thing, can you? And Myndacious…”

Realization washed over his face. “He’s dead, too, isn’t he? Stronger for it. The fucking cheat.” Dedrick caught my arm. “You’re going to tell the noble scribes exactly what that spring water does and get my uncle’s fortune back or I’ll—ugh.”

Dedrick jolted, face twisting, mouth going slack. Blood spilled from his body, pouring from his armor, slicking down his leg and onto cobblestones. He looked down.

The king’s sword was buried in his side. Dedrick peered at his wound, then back at Benji in a bleary kind of wonderment, as if, for all his guile, he’d never imagined this outcome. He let go of my arm. Lunged forward. Struck Benji so hard in the face the king was thrown back, hitting his head and crumpling into a ball.

Then Dedrick turned. My gaze fell to the inkwell in his hand, and I knew like I knew when the sun was setting and darkness nigh that it was time.

The hammer Rory gave me was still in my fist. I loosened my grip, letting it fall just enough so that its weight was perfect in my palm.

And swung.

I hit Dedrick’s arm, knocking the inkwell from his hand. The knight let out an ugly shout, and when I raised my weapon once more, he tried to catch it. Tried to stop me.

But he was not strong enough.

I brought the hammer down upon the Harried Scribe’s inkwell, shattering it, ink, like blood, spilling from hundreds of broken shards.

Dedrick stared at the carnage, his face twisted, then whirled on me, swinging his fist with the easy violence he’d exacted when in my chamber the night before.

I dodged his blow, caught his shoulder, and shoved him. Back he staggered, and forward I rushed, pushing him with full force until his spine slammed against the bridge railing. Air fled from Dedrick’s lungs. He coughed, choked, and fell to the ground, his underestimation of my strength written in the whites of his eyes.

“Tactical stratagem is well and good.” I panted like an animal. Dedrick struggled, and I kicked him in the stomach like he had me. Held him down with my foot. “But hitting things over and over again has its merits.”

But then he slammed his gauntlet into my ankle, blinding me with pain, and I lost vital footing, the cobblestones beneath my feet slick with blood. Dedrick made it to his feet. Caught my wrist, the intellect washed from his eyes, a primal menace all that remained of him as he bled out. “If I must fall from the board,” he rasped, “so too shall y—”

A whistle echoed through the air, sharp, exact, then—a horrible crunch. Dedrick’s eyes went wide. He let out a choked breath, spit dribbling down his chin. Blood spurted from the side of his head where his skull had cratered in. Something had hit him. Something that lay at our feet, coated in red. It took me a moment to recognize it.

A pale chunk of limestone.

Dedrick stumbled forward, still holding on to my wrist. When his feet slipped over the smooth stones at the edge of the bridge, he toppled over the railing and fell like an anchor into the Tenor River.

Taking me with him.

Cold water filled my nose, my mouth, my eyes. I churned my arms, pressed my lips together—tried to swim without knowing how. But the current was strong, and the Tenor dark. I was getting turned around, up and down muddled, the air in my lungs already beginning to burn.

A hand caught my arm and lifted me from the water. I looked up into the face of a stone creature. He’d pushed aside a veil, revealing fangs and wide limestone eyes, a protruding brow upon a batlike face, and—a pink robe?

The gargoyle looked down at me and smiled. “Hello, Bartholomew.”







Feats of Strength


The lowest creature can still reach the highest peak.








CHAPTER SIXTEEN

GHOSTS IN THE YARD
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The gargoyle dragged me out of the Seacht’s canal, thwapped me three times on the back until I’d stopped coughing, perked his ears to the knell of incoming voices, and fled.

“Bartholomew!” I crawled to my feet. Stumbled after him. “Wait.”

“And spoil my grand entrance?” he called back. “I think not.” He disappeared down an alley, giggling to himself. “And just as mysteriously as he was gone, he arrived!”

I made it no farther than the bridge when the knights came.

Tory and Samuel and Hamelin rushed forward, turning between me, sopping wet, and Benji. The king was still on the ground, barely conscious—and still a lie was already budding on his tongue. “Water sprites,” he managed, crown askew. “They overcame us. Dedrick.” He pointed at the edge of the bridge with a trembling finger. “Just there. They dragged him in. The queen tried—”

But then his gaze fell to the cobblestones, and the king lost his words. There, in a pool of ink, sat the shattered remnants of the Harried Scribe’s inkwell. Benji stared at it, like he was seeing but incapable of believing. Slowly, his blue eyes rose to my face, and I was certain he would call out and condemn me for its destruction.

But the spectacle went on.

“The queen tried to save him,” Benji said shakily, “but the current was too strong.”

“Dead?” Otto Lange came forth with a fleet of scribes, pushing through the knights. His mustache was quivering, his eyes wide and glassy.

Benji showed him his clean, empty palms. “I’m afraid so.”

Otto’s breath went out. He turned to his scribes. “Signal the east canal to drop their nets. Drag the river for him. Butcher every water sprite you catch.”

He turned to me. “What is the point of a Diviner who does nothing to change the future?” Then he shoved knights aside, following the scribes down the cobbled street.

More knights came, Rory ahead of them. When his pale eyes found me on the bridge, wet and shaking, his chest heaved. He took a step forward, then, remembering himself, stopped short. He rooted his hand against an alley wall, shoulders rigid, the muscles in his face tightening, and huffed out quick, hot breaths.

“Would you look at that,” Hamelin called. “The man with no memory knows exactly how to find his way through the Seacht.”

“Following your tromping steps was easy enough,” Rory bit back.

Samuel was wringing his hands. “The spear hitting the Diviner, then the earthquakes, and now this?” He clicked his tongue. “Very bad portents, my king. Very bad portents indeed.”

Benji’s mouth tightened. “Tory. Escort the Diviner to her carriage. Samuel and Hamelin—rally the knights.” He turned to Rory. “Get on your horse, knave. They’ll be wanting to see my champion in the Peaks.” He’d shoved through his knights, practically running, as if the phantom of Dedrick Lange might rise from the water and chase him.

Bridges were broken, windows shattered. Cracks ran through the cobblestone streets like veins, and many of the brick-and-mortar factories had lost smokestacks, walls—or had been entirely reduced to rubble. The earthquake had put its teeth in the Seacht and bitten down hard. There was flooding in the streets, the Tenor full of uncharacteristic zeal. It took the king’s caravan and my bulky carriage a full two hours to find safe streets among the rubble. Gods, it would take years—and a great deal of money—to repair such catastrophic damage.

Benji rode beside my carriage, back straight, eyes forward, as if devastation belonged in one place: behind him. We fled into the night, headed northeast, the next leg of the tournament awaiting us in the cold, stoic mountains—the Fervent Peaks.
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When the Seacht was but a yellow light on the distant horizon, it began to rain, then pour, then hail. Robust as the king’s caravan was, neither its knights nor its horses were immune to the weather. The caravan conceded by midnight.

We stopped at an outpost tucked between moors, the way rocky and crude. It had no more than a dozen rooms, and the knights slept in hallways, burlap sacks strewn about as makeshift pillows. I was given my own room the size of a broom closet, and I stood at its door for a full hour, wondering if I should break it down and find Rory. Drag him somewhere far away and leave Traum to its spectacles and earthquakes.

No.

There were three more stone objects left to destroy. A boy-king to put down. Visions yet to unravel—and a final thing after that. I couldn’t leave.

Besides. I didn’t want to miss Bartholomew’s grand entrance.

It was the first night in a long while that I did not fall asleep with ox-eye on my tongue. When I woke, dawn announced itself with a series of clashes. Not a storm, but the uproar of blades.

I rushed to my feeble window. From it, I could make out armored shapes, moving in a circle, near the stables. Knights, sparring in light rain. It was Benji, he and Hamelin and Samuel making a show for the other knights. I stripped off my clothes. Bathed with a bucket of cold water and a soapstone and looked down at my abdomen.

My wound had stopped bleeding, the gash that wept pieces of limestone and never seemed to close knit tightly, leaving little more than a scar above my pelvis. The pain was still there, rattling my walls like a haunting specter, but it did not take me over entirely.

Not since I’d tasted the spring water in Rory’s blood.

A plain wool tunic was in the corner of the room. I threw it on. Took the hammer Rory had given me, ripped open the door—

And tumbled over Tory, who lay like a log on my threshold.

She swore. Rose to her feet. Put her hand on the hilt of her blade. “For fuck’s sake, Diviner.”

I slammed the door behind me. “What’s happening in the yard?”

“The king is sparring.” Tory raised her brows. “What are you wearing?”

I glanced down at my tunic and shrugged. “A sack.”

“Unbecoming for a Diviner, don’t you think?”

“You prefer me in white? A pale, perfect sacrifice?”

“Isn’t that what a Diviner is?”

I was taller than Tory. It was easy in so many ways to look down on her. Easy for her to hit me below the belt, too.

Tory’s smile was thin. “At least you’re well enough to be unbearable again. You had us worried for a moment.” She jerked her head toward the corridor. “We can glimpse the sparring on our way to the carriage. We’re due in the Peaks by nightfall.”

Outside, the wind threw my hair back—and rain weighed it down—and both put a chill in me. We entered the muddy yard, where the king sparred with Samuel, both wielding blunted swords.

I looked for Rory’s dark armor, but he wasn’t there. The rest of the knights were—along with a few folk in travel clothes, sojourners who trailed behind the knighthood to witness the tournament.

Benji, it seemed, had a mind to start the tournament now. He was swinging wildly at Samuel, racing and rushing and hitting with impressive strength. Meanwhile, Samuel, who moved with comical slowness, took nearly all the blows, capitulating to the king.

Tory and I joined the knights near Hamelin. “Did you let him beat you as well?” I asked.

“He’s had some bad news,” Hamelin answered. “Not to mention the loom stone and inkwell, destroyed. Dedrick, dead. The king needs an outlet.”

Like a child, grasping for control. “What bad news?”

“The knights and castle guards protecting the tor were overrun. The sprites dug up Aisling’s spring last night.”

I frowned. “Why?”

“Doesn’t matter. They’ll be dealt with easily enough when the tournament’s over. The real challenge waits ahead. Feats of strength,” Hamelin said. “Me, my oar, against every strong man in the Fervent Peaks.” He looked down at the hammer in my hand and wiggled his eyebrows. “You like to play at strength—you’ll be competing, too, I imagine. Or will you wait in the sidelines, offering me a token from your robe like you did the knave?”

He leaned closer, Rory’s three gold bands fastened with twine around Hamelin’s left gauntlet like a trophy. I kept my gaze on the yard, knuckles white against the neck of my hammer, imagining myself shattering the oar—and Hamelin Fischer’s hand along with it.

Benji noted the swelling crowd of onlookers and tried to puff himself up—to strike with even more zeal. He leveled an impressive hit to Samuel’s breastplate, and the knight faltered. Fell onto mud.

The knights cheered.

“Enough sparring, my king,” Hamelin called. “We should be on our way. My mother awaits us, along with the other nobles of the Peak.”

Benji stalled, wrist going limp, sword drooping. He took a few trudging steps through mud—

“What are nobles to a king?”

Rory was standing in the crowd, armor on, helmet off, his visage darker than the storm above. “You’re gifted with a sword, King Castor.” Just as it had been when he bowed before the king in the Seacht, Rory kept his voice hammered flat. “It’s a shame your knights don’t allow you to flex your capabilities.”

“Asshole,” Hamelin muttered. “A king is answerable to those who crown him. Put your helmet on and shut up, knave.”

Rory’s eyes, pallid and terrifying, turned to Hamelin. “And a champion is answerable to none”—his gaze flickered to me—“save himself and those he chooses to serve. Surely a king bears the same rights as a no one like me.”

Benji turned, one foot in the mud and the other under the sheltered overhang with his knights. But then—his blood was up, his assurance in himself bloated. He tromped back into the yard. “All right, then. Pick up that sparring sword, knave.”

Rory came forward like he always did: in a straight, menacing line. He bent. Gave the king an embellished bow. Picked up the sword.

And slammed it against Benji’s breastplate so violently the resounding clang made the entire yard jump. “Just checking you were awake, sire.” Rory squared his stance. “Your move.”

Benji struck out.

They might have been two bodies in armor, but there were ghosts in the yard. The man and the boy that had once been friends. I could see it in the way they fought. Benji put all his power into choppy, sudden swings of his dull sparring sword, always trying to outdo those who’d childminded him. And Rory—

His movements did not say anything quite that loud; his ghosts were harder to mark, but they were there. Looking at him now… I must have been out of my mind from ox-eye not to have recognized him before the melee. I could read the atlas of his back like I’d drawn it myself. He was tense. Warring with something, but not unbridled.

He was holding himself back.

Benji faltered a step, which cost him instantaneously—Rory’s elbow crashed into his shoulder. The king stumbled. Dropped his sword. “Hand to hand,” he blurted, hot in the face. “A proper contest of strength.” He reached for the straps of his armor. “No gauntlets, obviously.”

A low laugh sounded in Rory’s throat. “Obviously.”

Benji’s lips went tight. He bent his knees, balled his fists, took a step forward—

Rory cracked him over the mouth with the back of his hand.

Gasps filled the yard. The knights exchanged glances, and Hamelin took a step forward.

Benji put a hand to his mouth, eyes widening in surprise.

Hamelin’s fist was around the hilt of his sword. “That’s enough. Both of you. We’re needed in the Peaks.”

“Shut up, Hamelin,” Benji called, blood spraying from his lip. Again, the king balled his fist with zeal, like he was holding all his worth in the cage of his fingers, and swung it. And Rory, who kept his fingers light, rootless despite the weight of his armor, was like water. Fast, unencumbered, he dodged the king’s blows and they moved through the mud, caught in a brutal dance that ended abruptly when the serpent of Rory’s fist struck out, catching the king once more in the face.

This time, Benji didn’t stumble. He fell like I’d once seen him fall from a horse—onto his back, into dirt. Mortification stole into his cheeks, the color a brilliant crimson against our gray, stormy surroundings.

Rory stood over him, his shadow smothering what little remained of the sheen upon the king’s armor. “That’s the spirit, Your Majesty.” He offered his hand. Hauled Benji to his feet and looked him in the eye, his voice scraping out of him. “Keep it up and you might just win one of these tourney events.”

“I did win, you idiot.” The king’s ears, cheeks, eyes, had gone red. “The joust was mine by default.”

“Is that how I taught you to win?” called a fearsome voice upon the wind. “By default?”

We all turned at once. There, between the stables, where the road opened up to windswept moors, stood two figures.

One was armor-clad, tall and broad. She had short dark hair with silver and gold rings knotted in it and charcoal around her eyes. In her hand was a sword; on her back, an axe; and over her breastplate—

The golden sash Regius Ormsby had commissioned for the winner of the joust.

Maude Bauer.

Next to her, chest puffed like he was the greatest weapon of all, was a gargoyle in a pink robe.

Grand entrance indeed.

They moved into the yard, passing sojourners and knights, and stood before Rory and the king. Maude widened her stance. Narrowed her eyes. Gods, she was terrifying. “Hello, Benedict.”

I smiled so widely my cheeks ached.

The corners of Rory’s mouth twitched.

The gargoyle’s fingers trilled.

“What the hell is that?” Hamelin snapped, nodding at the heralding sash over Maude’s breastplate.

“Ask him,” Maude said, eyes still on Benji.

Mouth open, arms limp, the king did nothing but stare. He’d been caught off guard so fiercely it did not matter that he had the Artful Brigand’s coin or the knights at his disposal. The name Maude Bauer meant something in the Stonewater Kingdom, and it was as strong as a blade, as stone—as transportive and destructive as magic.

“She’s my champion,” he said, his voice barely a whisper. Then, finally remembering the pretense—she’d been his dearest friend, had she not?—Benji took a step forward. Smiled like an anxious dog, teeth on display. “My knight, my oldest friend—and winner of the joust. We thought you’d been killed. How wrong we were.”

He put out his hand. It must have taken all his might not to wince when Maude shook it. “It’s good to have you back.”







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

THE RECORDS AND FINDINGS OF BENEDICT CASTOR THE FIRST
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I ripped away from Tory, darting between knights. Maude had barely a moment to open her arms before I was throwing myself into them. She caught me, then laughed in her throat, her arms around me as fortifying as armor. “My girl.”

I shut my eyes and hugged her so tightly it stole my breath.

The gargoyle sighed contentedly. When I was out of Maude’s arms, I reached for him so desperately I bruised myself on his body, tears wetting my veil. “I missed you so much, Bartholomew.”

Poor thing didn’t know what to do in my arms. He gave a small shriek and squirmed like a cat fumbling backward. But then he eased, and his stone arms found their way around me. He said, with a kind of wonder that sounded like both sadness and joy, “Oh, Bartholomew, I was forlorn without you. What a marvelous capability for love I have.”

“Excuse me,” Hamelin barked. “Maude Bauer, Rodrick Myndacious, and the abbess’s stone watchdog were all said to have died on the tor. Suddenly all three are back, winning tournament events. What’s next, a fucking gargoyle champion?”

I pulled back, ready to flay him with my tongue, but the gargoyle spoke first. He hemmed and hawed so loudly it came out a bark, then turned to the king and his knights. “I am the final gargoyle. A last vestige, like the Diviner, of the tor. Let me be resolute: We three were not killed by the crumbling of the cathedral, but we did scatter to the wind. It was only when we learned of the tournament that we, like sheep of a feather, found ourselves together once more.”

“Birds of a feather,” Maude said.

The gargoyle scowled. “Anyway. Now that we are back, it is our duty to stay. Bartholomew is still a knight, and I am still her squire.”

“Everyone knows that gargoyles are ancient sprites, domesticated by abbesses of old.” Samuel Eichel clutched his sword like a noblewoman clutches her pearls. “And there have been egregious troubles with sprites of late. This is a terrible portent, sire. We should not allow the gargoyle to remain.”

Rory snorted, and Maude’s hand fell to her axe. “You know my family’s repute,” she said. “Do you really believe anyone of the Bauer name would suffer a sprite to live lest the creature was of no threat?”

Samuel snapped his mouth shut.

The gargoyle cleared his throat. He was peering at Benji. He might have been trying to smile, but those fangs… He looked like he was holding in a mountain of loathing—or a catastrophic sneeze. “Surely the king bears me no ill will. He remembers how loyally I assisted in taking up the mantle of his endeavors.”

The king’s cheeks were ashen. He was still looking at Maude. The knights threw their skepticism at a gargoyle and a knave like Rory, but Maude? No one asked her where she’d been or why she’d bothered entering the joust or what she’d done with her winnings. She’d have told a lie, or she’d have told the truth, and it wouldn’t have mattered. No one saw a Diviner as anything but a girl who drowned, and no one heard the name Bauer and gave it an ounce of doubt, the mighty bell of its legacy ringing in the air.

Maude stepped forward. Opened her arms to Benji like the abbess had so often to me. “Forgive me. I’ve been away. Recovering from old injuries in the Chiming Wood. I had a long while to think, King Castor. And now that I am here—”

She put her hand on his shoulder, clasping him with poignant force. The last time he’d seen her, Maude had been withdrawing from his knighthood—condemning Benji with tears. Now, she was smiling down upon him. “Let bygones be bygones. I can’t think of where I’d rather be than at your side, Benedict. Your champion. Your knight. Your friend.”

Benji’s gaze widened, his blue eyes full of clouds. That’s the trouble with spectacle and illusion.

How do you truly know what’s real?

The king looked to his knights, who had all fallen silent in deference to Maude, and his lips thinned. He put his hand on hers. Said, with all the magnanimity he could muster, “I’m pleased you had all that time to recover. You’ve missed quite a lot.”

The subtext was loud. What have you really been doing?

Maude merely grinned. “You’ve gained yourself a queen in my absence, and a knave at that.” She looked over his shoulder at Rory. Pitched her voice low. “Shame. About his memory. It’s like he’s a boy again. Sharp and violent and entirely without direction.”

I glanced at Rory, standing with his usual idle tilt, brows low over his eyes, mouth cut by a semi-permanent sneer. It was hard to imagine he’d ever been a boy.

Benji eyed him, too. He did not say the words spring water, but as assuredly as they were in my blood, they were there. “Was it you who gave it to him?”

The knights were leaning in now, scowls on their faces, particularly Hamelin’s, as they worked to understand what was happening between their king and Maude Bauer.

Maude took a deep breath. Let it go. “Sometimes, for things to go right,” she murmured, “you must do the wrong thing.”

“You taught her that, Bartholomew,” the gargoyle told the king sweetly. “Don’t you remember? That night upon the tor?”

Benji paled. Rory, Maude, Bartholomew—all three of them had returned like haunting shadows, lingering in the corners of Benji’s gaze, refusing to confront him outright. I could tell in the way the king’s chest moved that he was breathing hard, disquiet sitting as firmly upon his head as his crown.

He turned abruptly. “It’s getting late.” Then he flicked his wrist at Hamelin and barked, “Lead the way to the Peaks.”

The line of knights broke apart as they moved into the stable, collecting weapons and horses. The gargoyle skipped away, and Rory’s dark visage vanished from my periphery. Tory came forward. Reached for my elbow. “Your carriage is on the road, Diviner.”

“I’ll do that.” Maude stepped into Tory’s path, eyeing her fellow knight down her nose. “She’ll be safe with me.”

Tory tendered a sidelong glance, like I was a prized horse and she did not yet wish to surrender my lead. “The king was explicit her care remain with his most trusted.”

Maude shot me a grin. “What do you think, Diviner? Am I trustworthy?”

Not in the slightest. I grinned. “I’d trust you with my life.”

“There you have it. She’s in good hands.”

Tory took a step back, glowering. “Mind her well. As Samuel said, there’s been plenty of trouble with sprites.” She nodded at Maude’s axe. “I know that thing’s not just for show.”

“I’ve got enough blood on my blade to paint you red, Bassett.” Maude knocked into Tory’s shoulder. “Excuse us.”

It began to rain. We moved upstream against a tide of knights, making our way toward the road and the carriage that sat upon it. “Well done,” I said, almost smiling. “You rattled the king better in an afternoon than I’ve been able to in six weeks.”

She laughed in her throat. “I doubt that.”

Gods, I loved looking at her. Every line in her face was a story I wanted to know over and over again. “So, Maude Bauer. What have you been up to?”

“Been having a chat with the kingdom’s nobles, actually. Regius Ormsby and Otto Lange, to be specific.”

I thought about what Rory had said in the Seacht. How long do you imagine the noble families of Traum will suffer a king who handed them wealth—only to lose it in his self-aggrandizing tournament? The boy’s time is nigh. Kings come and go.

“You’d win the events, strip the nobles of their coin, thusly stripping Benji of his crown.”

Maude nodded curtly. Said, so quietly it might have been to herself, “We took up the mantle, killed the Omens. But it was furtively; no one knew. Perhaps none of this might have happened if I had been louder in my beliefs, if I’d spoken up about Aisling’s crooked system sooner.”

“They’d have stoned you like they did Benji’s grandfather.”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. Either way, I understand better now. No more killing tyrants in secret.” Maude’s green eyes were forward, steadfast, sure. “Transformation should bear witnesses.” She gave me a wizened glance over her shoulder. “Not all spectacles are for illusion.”

“And who would you see stand in Benji’s place as king?”

“That’s up to the nobles.”

I frowned.

We moved to the road. Slowly, a sly little grin settled on Maude’s mouth.

“What’s that smile about?”

“Hmm? Don’t know what you mean.” We reached the carriage. Two draft horses had already been hitched. Maude led me around them. Waiting on the other side of the carriage, where nothing and no one could see us but the open moorland—

Was Rory. His horse, Fig. The gargoyle, too.

I bit down on a smile. “Oh.”

“Thought you two might want a moment to properly reunite without the entire kingdom watching.” Maude’s grin edged over her mouth. She waltzed away. “I’ll just be over here, checking on the horses. Come along, Bartholomew.”

The gargoyle stayed as he was, watching Rory and me with the same adoration one bestows upon kittens or lambs or any clumsy newborn creature. He’d likely have stayed that way had Maude not returned, taken him by the arm, and pulled him away.

For the first time since before he’d died, Rory and I were alone.

He took a step, watching my veil, his stone eyes beautiful and strange. I wanted to claw open his armor—feel that he was corporeal.

Three more steps and he was in front of me, so close I could count each of his dark eyelashes as they fanned his cheeks. He didn’t touch me. He just looked at me, a flush warming his skin. “Still no shoes, I see.”

I glanced at my bare feet. “I like giving you the chance to behave chivalrously.”

“No you don’t.” He took a final step forward, pinning my back against the carriage. “You don’t like me when I’m good, and you don’t like me when I’m bad.”

My heart thundered. “I like you all the time, knave.”

Rory’s lips parted, steam, like smoke, billowing from his mouth. “I’d tell you I like you so well that I don’t have words for it.” There was pain, and pleasure, in his voice. “But that’s not true. I have the exact word.”

He leaned in, swallowing the little sound that fluttered out of my mouth. Hands fast as a thief’s, he lifted the veil from my face. “If I were to ask for a token,” he said, looking into my eyes—

“Yes.” I shoved my fingers into his hair. “Kiss me.”

Our lips collided.

Rory pressed me against the carriage and I wrapped my arms around his neck so hard his armor groaned. Rain fell over us, wetting our faces, and we fought with our mouths, pushing and pulling and gasping.

I threw a leg up around his hip and Rory caught it, pressing kneading fingers into the flesh of my backside. He nipped my bottom lip, then ran his tongue over it, my name shattering out of him. “Sybil.”

I answered in kind, my hunger and desperation caught in the notes of his name. “Rory.”

A low, desperate sound clawed up his throat. Rory put his hands on the carriage, fumbling for the door. When it opened, he took me by the waist and I grasped him by the shoulder, both of us hauling the other into the cramped space and slamming the door shut behind us.

I landed with my back on the carriage floor with Rory on top of me, my leg still hooked over his hip. He ripped off my veil, my crown, tossing them like conquered foes onto the floor. He hadn’t donned his gauntlets after sparring; when he touched me, it was with bare hands. Calluses scraped up my right leg, his palm so warm it put heat in my entire body. I pressed my tongue over his, panting into his mouth.

His hand rose up my thigh, pushing my woolen tunic up with it.

I arched up. Rolled my hips against his pelvis—felt a sharp pain.

Cried out.

Rory pulled back, searching my face. “Did I hurt you?”

My abdomen. A biting, snapping agony had begun just beneath my wound, radiating all the way up to my breasts. “No. It’s just my—where the spear…” I was loathe to say it. “There’s stone in my body.”

The pulse in Rory’s neck jumped. He looked down at my abdomen. “May I?”

I bit my lip and nodded.

He raised himself to his knees. Reached down. Wrapped his fingers around the hemline of my tunic, wool snagging against toughened skin. With arduous slowness, Rory pulled the fabric up over my legs, past the crook of my thighs—breath shuddering out of him—all the way up to my pelvis.

A scar waited there. Even in the dim light of the carriage, the skin showed its damage: a violent reddish hue where the spear had impaled me. The surface was aggravated, the skin swollen and raised and angry.

A hiss fled Rory’s mouth. He looked at my wound the same way he’d once looked at the Omens. With so much hate I felt it on the back of my tongue. But then he bowed forward, dropping the faintest kiss upon the scar and murmuring against ruined skin. “You’re in pain?”

“Near you? Always.”

His eyes rose to my face. Martyr, I waited for him to call me, but he didn’t. No derision or disappointment or admonishment flittered between us. Rory simply nodded, pulled back from my scar, lifted my leg.

And dragged his lips up the inside of my thigh until his mouth was on my sex.

I swallowed an utterly base sound, my hands dropping like anvils and flexing possessively in Rory’s hair. “What are you doing?”

“Taking my token.”

He kissed me between my legs, sending my eyes rolling so far back I painted the carriage ceiling with stars. Then he took me by the hips. Kissed me again with an open mouth, moaning into me—

Three loud thumps shook the carriage. “Time to go,” Maude called from outside.

Rory swore, the gravel in his throat vibrating up my spine. “No.”

“The knights are doing a head count. Get your lovesick ass out here, knave.”

Rory raised himself off me, shot out a furious sigh, cupped my face, and pressed my cheeks, making my lips part and pucker. He kissed me wetly. “I’ll find you when we reach the Peaks.”

He fixed my tunic and kicked open the carriage door, turning to give me one last agonized look, then stomped out of sight. I peeled myself off the floor, climbed onto the bench, and attempted to breathe.

A moment later, the gargoyle was there, holding his hennin and wimple to his head as he scuttled into the carriage and shut the door. “What vile weather. All this rain is not good for my clothes—Oh dear, Bartholomew. Are you sick? You look positively feverish.”

I scrubbed my hand down my face, and Maude snapped the reins. The carriage jolted forward. “It’s entirely likely.”

The gargoyle squeezed onto the bench next to me, found a blanket balled up near his feet, and threw it over both of us. “That boy in the golden crown cares a great deal how his knights look upon him. If I’ve taught you anything, Bartholomew—and I hope I’ve taught you a great many things—let it be never to care what others think of you. Oh, he is clever not to trust us, but to let us remain beneath his pointy little nose simply for the wealth, the awe, we afford him…” His fingers drummed excitedly on the carriage bench. “I am a cuckoo in the nest of my enemies.” He paused. “A cuckoo isn’t a bird, is it?”

The carriage began to roll. “His grandfather didn’t care how his knights looked upon him,” I said quietly. “And they stoned him.”

“Perhaps that is the cost of faith in one’s own integrity.”

“There is no faith in the Stonewater Kingdom,” I said without thinking.

The gargoyle turned. Looked me in the face. “You know, I think there is something different about you, Bartholomew. The light in your eyes has dimmed.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” I put a protective hand over my abdomen. “There is no light in stone.”

A minute later, the gargoyle was snoring, and I began to doze.

For the first time in weeks, I slept well.
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I woke with my arms locked around the gargoyle. The sky was dark now, daylight held captive by a heavy mist that sat over the moors.

He was awake. When he saw that I was, too, he let out a breath, like he’d been trying to hold very still. “Oh.” I smiled and withdrew my arms. “Was I smothering you?”

“Yes,” he said happily. “I must tell you it is good we are back on our adventure together, Bartholomew.” He looked me up and down and wrinkled his nose. “I shall take up my duties as your squire immediately. You look…” He trilled his fingers in my face. “Ugh.”

The forgotten song of laughter hummed in my throat. It lightened me so well I opened my mouth and began to talk, and we rode another hour before I stopped. I told him everything. Of the wedding, the king and his knights and the stone objects he’d gifted them. I told him of the ox-eye—of the strange visions of the tor and the rasping voice that came from my throat.

He talked, too, telling me of how he and Rory and Maude had returned to the Chiming Wood. How they’d learned of the tournament and fitted themselves in new armor and disguises—he spent at least ten minutes telling me about his wimple and corned hat and pink robes—and how they’d managed to slip into Coulson Faire. How Maude planned to turn the noble families against Benji. How Rory had gotten his memories back.

When he was done, the gargoyle was so heartened by his own approximation of, as he put it, “the important matters of state,” that he began to clap.

“Tell me,” I said, sudden and serious. “That piece of limestone you threw at Dedrick Lange. Was that a piece of your body?”

“A very talented bit of violence, I must say.”

“But it came from your body?”

He stared, like he found me prodigiously dim. “Obviously.”

“You should not have done that! Benji broke off your wing—there are cracks in your chest.”

Again, like I was a truly singular idiot, “Obviously.”

I dove for his robe. Flung up the hem.

He screamed. “Have a care for my virtue!”

My heart plummeted. There were fissures down his chest. Chunks missing from his left shoulder and a thousand more from his arm. Even now as we sat in the jostling carriage, tiny fragments of limestone broke from his body, catching in the fabric of his clothes.

The gargoyle ripped his robe away.

“You need to be more careful.” I waved an admonishing finger in front of his face. “I won’t have anything else happen to you.”

He stuck up his nose at me and faced the wall for several moments, peering over his shoulder only after whatever he deemed a punishing amount of time had passed.

“If you are willing to speak to me, I have questions for you still, Bartholomew. What do you know about ox-eye?”

“Eye-ox? Nothing.”

“Ox-eye. The sedative that gave me those visions. Apparently Benedict Castor the First made it from the gowan flowers on the tor. An attempt to dream like Diviners did—a failed experiment, leaving a hundred unanswered questions.” I sighed. “A pity the only good king the nobles ever suffered was the one they killed. But kings come and go.”

“Don’t they just.” The gargoyle reached into his neckline. Extracted a notebook with a beaten leather cover and yellowing pages. “But let us be optimistic and hope that knowledge is slightly less fleeting. The art of thievery, too.”

I snatched it from his hand. Kissed his head. “Oh, you beautiful, beautiful creature!”

We pored over the pages, I reading aloud, the gargoyle nodding along and tracing the tip of his claw over the illustrations. And while it became immediately apparent that Benedict Castor the First was a prolific writer, a talented artist, an astute topographer, an indisputable scholar, his notebook was absolute rubbish.

We didn’t learn a damn thing about ox-eye.

It was afternoon. We’d been jostling in the carriage and reading for two hours and I’d lost my patience ninety minutes ago. “Listen to this tripe: ‘The sprite exceeds even its own oddity; it hardly ever breeds. Rarely in any hamlet have I observed mating habits, newborn creatures remaining young for a long while—indeed I have reason to believe the life cycle of a sprite is triple, or perhaps even quadruple, that of a human.’”

“What’s he doing, tromping around, looking for a pair of rutting sprites?” The gargoyle made a face. “Bit of a pervert, this king.”

I flipped through twenty more pages, then ten more. “Wait.” I turned back six pages. There, in delicate inky lines in his book, an enormous beast was drawn. An ox. Its body was long and wide and, from what I could tell, made of stone. Bromegrass and gowan flowers grew from it. Its tail was that of a snake—it had claws as well as hooves. Its eyes, pale and entirely without pupil, were just like the gargoyle’s and mine. Stone.

Der ewige Mond.

I pointed to the passage beneath it. “What do you make of this? ‘The sprite dies like any animal slain, but does not suffer decay, nor does it rot or become food for other sprites or a home to maggots. Indeed, if left to rest (not commonplace in hamlets that burn their dead), the sprite lays heavy upon the earth, slowly succumbing to grass or rock or water. It sprouts gowan flowers from its body and, simply put, becomes the very landscape upon which it fell.’

“Bizarre,” I muttered.

“Keep reading,” the gargoyle said.

“‘Stranger still, the sprite leaves no skeleton behind. Indeed I have dug, searching moorland and woodland, beaches and muddy ravines, for bones that are not there. Once, I found a water sprite with a blade in her stomach. She’d crawled onto the embankment and died under the generous shade of a great oak. I buried her where she lay and came back a full year later to a meadow of gowans. But the great oak! It was dying. I dug beneath the gowans and found no bones—all that was left of the sprite was a stone. It had crushed several of the oak’s roots, depriving the tree of water. Limestone, it was. Heavy and hard and without flaw—just like that which sits on the tor.’”

I looked up at the gargoyle, lifting—straining—to understand a truth that lingered just out of sight. “The story always seems to return to one place, doesn’t it? It always returns to the tor.”

He nodded solemnly.

The carriage rumbled, jolting, the road growing rockier. When I looked out the window, the entire caravan was shrouded in mist, heavy, dense, bleak. It stole our noise, our vision; I could barely see the next knight, riding ten paces next to us. I jostled, listening for signs that we were drawing closer to the Peaks—for the lulling sound of the Tenor River—but I never heard it. The air was too thick.

Another violent jolt shook the carriage. We came to an abrasive halt. “Maude?”

The door ripped open. Maude’s face was pinched. “We broke a wheel. There’s a cart ahead. Come on.”

The gargoyle and I spilled out of the carriage and were immediately swathed in grayness. Beyond, I could hear the knights and their horses, their shapes reduced to eerie silhouettes in the thick blanket of mist. Maude led us to the cart, and I handed the gargoyle in.

Something the size of a dog whipped by my legs.

I jolted, but the creature had already disappeared into the mist.

Up ahead, a horse screamed. A cracking, groaning sound seeped through the heavy air. Knights began to shout. I heard the word I always did when the sound of steel, of swords being drawn, filled the air.

Sprites.

Maude drew her axe. “Get in the cart,” she told me, peering into the gray landscape. The cracking sounds had grown louder, and with them, the heavy knell of footsteps. Something was out there in the mist.

Another creature whipped by me, blowing cold air in my face. Then another—then ten more. I held in a scream and clung to the cart.

Craggy hands. Jagged teeth. Gray textured skin that might be mistaken for shale. These were sprites that lived high in the mountains. The ones I’d seen in the Ardent Oarsman’s castle.

And they were running. Fleeing under the cover of mist, going west, back from whence we’d come.

A moment later their footsteps quieted, and the air went still. Maude’s blade hadn’t fallen on a single sprite—none had attacked. We stared at each other, the bewilderment on her face matching my own. “Where are they going?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know.”

On we traveled. But the path to the Fervent Peaks had changed since I’d last traversed it. There were holes in the road. Dark, yawning chasms that opened into the ground, crumbling and wildly unstable.

“Watch it!” I heard a knight call from the mist ahead. A second later, Maude jerked the reins, the cart barely avoiding a collapsing gap in the road.

Cloying apprehension nestled into my chest.

“Look,” called the gargoyle. “There’s a bit of clear sky ahead.”

We chased it for the next hour, several knights patrolling for sprites. There were times we had to abandon the road altogether, rolling over chunks of rock and fields to avoid more collapsing holes.

Slowly the mist began to dissipate, the evening sky a haze of purple, the road finally clear. We all looked ahead, the knights cheering—then going immediately silent. Maude gasped, and I put a hand to my throat, staring up at seven jagged mountains ahead.

Only there were no longer seven of them. There were six. The Fervent Peaks, Traum’s proud, indefatigable mountain range—

Were crumbling.







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

A COLD, YAWNING CASTLE
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We reached the Fervent Peaks the same way we had months ago: in the rain after dark.

The road up the mountains, steep and narrow, had been made thinner by erosion. The hot springs Sybil and I had once bathed in were brimming with earth and rock. Debris had broken away from the Peaks and was sliding precariously downslope into the Tenor River, which rushed now with a fervency I’d never seen, carrying chunks of shale with it as it fled into Traum.

All around it were pieces of broken nets, broken boats. We wove around them like we’d woven around Aisling’s ruins upon the tor—and we were not alone.

There were folk of the Peaks upon the road. Men and women and children in oiled leathers. Some held lanterns, others empty nets, and all wore the same thin, wanting face I’d only ever seen on sprites or in a looking glass.

They were frightened and hungry.

When they saw Sybil in the cart, dozens of voices called out. “There was a terrible earthquake—the mountains are fissuring! What have we done to anger the Ardent Oarsman?” A man lunged over a crack in the road and grasped at Sybil’s hand at the edge of her cart. “Please, Diviner. There is rock in the river, the fish are gone. Lend me a coin, that I might travel to the Chiming Wood—”

Hamelin reached to his belt and withdrew his sword. “Get back,” he barked, knocking the man off his feet with the broad side of the blade.

“For pity’s sake.” Sybil gripped the side of the cart. “Lend him some coin.”

Hamelin nodded at the faces on the road, then the darkened windows to the village houses. “We’re folk of the Peaks: Strength and vigor are our greatest qualities. Whatever disaster has befallen them, they will pull themselves out of it.” Hamelin did nothing but spur his horse. “What is harrowing is hallowed.”

I reached into Fig’s saddlebag. Drew forth the gold coin Benji had presented me with in the Seacht and held it out to the fisherman. “Here.” I lifted my visor. “Take it.”

When he looked up into my stone eyes, he gasped. “What are you, sir? A Diviner?”

I slid the coin into his hands. “I’m nobody.”

Up the winding road we went, our pace limping. Higher we rose, the wind sharper, the air colder. I waited for the road to bottom out on that plateau, where the basin and the windblown dwelling stood.

But we never made it there. Three enormous boulders stood in our way, blocking the road entirely. To its right, a new, crude path was cut, torchlight gleaming from its mouth. “Where is King Benedict Castor?” a cool voice called. “And where is my son?”

Benji and Hamelin rode to the front of the caravan, where several figures waited, Avice Fischer ahead of them all. Under dim torchlight, she looked like the Ardent Oarsman had the first time I’d seen him—shrouded in a cloak, movements as rigid as the surrounding mountains.

That, and she was holding his godsdamn oar.

Avice handed Hamelin the oar, then nodded to the king. “Welcome, sire. We’re pleased you arrived safely.”

“The road is in tatters.” Benji was out of breath. Red in the cheeks and slumped in his saddle. “The way was a labor.”

“There was a great quake in the night, sire.”

Benji nodded swiftly. “But the tournament, the feats of strength, will continue, surely.”

Avice’s eyes narrowed over the king, chill mountain air passing between her and the rest of us. Of all the nobles I knew, Avice Fischer wore her former knighthood the best, her affect befitting someone who had spent a deal of time in armor and had grown used to wearing an impervious exterior. “Of course, King Castor.” She found Sybil in the crowd and bowed. “It’s our pleasure to have you with us again, Diviner. This way, if you please.”

She led us up the new, crudely carved path. We traveled around the mountain in an upward spiral, stopping every now and then when we heard the quiver of crumbling rocks.

“It’s safe ahead,” one of the fisherman nobles called, his torch flickering in the wind. “The young king was gracious enough to alert us of the dwelling, high in the Peaks. A castle, tucked away, like a lost inheritance.” He looked back at Sybil. Nodded solemnly. “A gift from the Ardent Oarsman.”

The gargoyle made a sound of flatulence.

Higher we climbed, the knights trailing behind, every sound swallowed up by the roar of the nearby waterfall. Mist wet my clothes, my hair. I felt a chasm behind me. An infinite openness. Were I to fall, it would be like one of Sybil’s dreams. A dark, horrifying plummet.

But then the lip of the path was there. The nobles ahead stepped onto a tableland, and the king, Maude and Sybil and the gargoyle and me—the knights and their horses—joined them. Around us were the jagged fingers of the six mountain peaks that had once been seven, and another basin. A mountainous bowl, filled with the purest crystalline water. And next to it—an enormous edifice. Crude and made of shale.

The Ardent Oarsman’s castle.

Its door was bracketed by torches, the yellow light obscene against all the mountainous gray. But then that light fell upon the cold stone stairs at its entryway, and I froze.

There were creatures on the stairs. Twenty of them, looking exactly as they had the last time I’d been here. Jagged shale creatures the size of dogs, sleeping upon the stairs.

“Sprites!” Samuel cried.

Knights dismounted, swords drawn, but Avice Fischer and her fellow nobles didn’t move. Indeed, some were wearing smiles. “Take a closer look.” Avice’s voice was low. “As we said—it is safe here.”

Tory went first, her steps light. It was for naught. I saw it the moment I came upon the first stair. Not one of the twenty sprites was sleeping.

They were dead. Punctured through their necks by iron stakes and driven into the stone stairs, where they lay unmoving. From their stony backs, tiny gowan flowers had begun to blossom.

The gargoyle began to cry.

I stood unmoving, unable to parse what lay before me, blunted by a burning malice.

The nobles of the Fervent Peaks turned to the king, to Sybil, for their endorsement. “Ignoble creatures are capable of any wicked deed, but to destroy the cathedral…” Avice shook her head. “We chased them from this place last night, and they fled, bereft, from the mountains. Those that could not get away, well.” She looked upon the fallen creatures. “Would that every sprite in Traum would die so easily.”

Benji nodded, that craven little fool, saying nothing of the carnage laid out like a welcoming in front of him. But Sybil—

“No.” She vaulted over the edge of her cart. Came upon the stairs with steps so menacing several of the nobles fell back. Her crown glistened in the moonlight and her veil caught the breeze. Grip tight around the neck of the hammer I’d given her, her visage was so beautiful and terrifying it heartened me. “It is you who are wicked and ignoble.”

Maude’s voice echoed over the basin. “This goes beyond cruelty.”

Avice was the only noble who held her ground. “This,” she said plainly, “is how it’s always been done. You of all folk should know that, Maude Bauer. Now come.”

Hamelin walked beside his mother, and when they each laid a palm upon the Ardent Oarsman’s door, it yielded to them straightaway. Benji followed, eyes forward.

I helped the gargoyle, who was still sniffling, from the cart. “It won’t always be like this,” I murmured to him as we passed the dead sprites upon the stairs. “I won’t let it.”

We caught up with Maude, with Sybil, and I dropped my hand, my armored knuckles grazing over her hip. We walked, just like last time, together into the castle.

Flaxen nets had been placed upon walls, but they were trivial to the purple banners wrapped around castle columns like fingers around a throat. The king’s mark was everywhere, rendering the Ardent Oarsman barely a memory in his own home. A long wooden table had been placed over what had once been the Omen’s pool, an abundance of meats and breads and drink upon it, and yet for all that wine, all that food, nothing seemed to fill the cavernous belly of the hall. Our echoes abounded, the roaring hearth and savory scents no match for the chill mountain wind that glided through the columns. The castle was the same beast we’d trespassed upon months ago: cold and yawning.

“We’ve furnished the rooms, King Castor,” Avice said, pointing to a distant stone stairwell. “Though I doubt they will live up to your Castle Luricht standards.” Her voice made it apparent how offensive she found those standards. She turned her finger to the opposite side of the castle, where the pillars opened up, revealing the rest of the tableland and the adjacent basin of clear water. “I’ve erected tents for spectators should the weather tomorrow be unforgiving. Please, take your seats.”

The same minstrel whom I’d seen in Coulson Fair and the Seacht had made the journey behind the knighthood. The poor sod was wet through from the rain. He fumbled with his lute, cleared his throat, and began to sing, his voice echoing through the hall.

“A colorful dream, the bright land of Traum, where the wind on the moors hums a tune. Where the holloways lead you awry and along, and the gowans are always in bloom. The knights are all noble, and the ladies so fair, and the oarsmen all set in their trade. The fish are all caught, though the weather be fraught—and the gods, through dreams, lend us aid.

“But wherever you ramble, from woodland to sea, pray find the young king on your way. I lent him my oar, and he lent me his faith, and to his queen, the Diviner, did I pray.”

“Doesn’t he know any other song?” muttered Maude.

The knights circled the table. “Over here, sire.” Avice led the king to where a cold shale throne waited like a beatless heart in the center of the room. The place the Ardent Oarsman had once sat. “The seat of honor.”

Sybil was placed between Avice and Maude, and I sat between Maude and the gargoyle. Folk of the Peaks stared at me, then again at the gargoyle, clearly flummoxed to see a creature like him among knights and nobles and champions. They whispered behind their hands, words like knave and Aisling and magic abounding.

Grumbling, I confronted my plate—gamey gray meat. I took one bite, thought of the dead sprites upon the stairs, and spat it onto the floor.

“Which is worse,” the gargoyle pondered. He was watching Benji, alone at the head of the table in the Ardent Oarsman’s chair. “A sword through the side from a friend? Or the slow, agonizing degradation of a thousand nicks upon he who has none?”

I glanced at the king. He was fiddling with the stone coin. Rubbing it beneath his thumb and gazing upon it with a kind of adulation I’d seen the Artful Brigand tend. It was easier to think of Benji that way—a new version of the Omen who’d used me. Hurt me. Hurt her. Sometimes it took all I had not to close the distance between us with a blade and end him the way I had the Brigand.

But then I’d remember the little boy I’d carried in my arms, the one I’d spent my life trying to protect, and I was filled with such a wretched sadness I could barely hold myself up. Benji had been right about Aisling and the stone objects and the Omens—all that power had to go somewhere.

But what became of love when it was reduced to ruin?

“Either way,” I told the gargoyle. “He’s on borrowed time.”

Down the table, Hamelin was loudly explaining to Sybil the feats of strength. “There will be three,” he said, chewing his food. “The breaking of stones, the throwing of stones, and the lifting of stones.”

“I understand you intend to compete, Diviner. Commendable.” Warmth touched Avice’s chilly voice. “My son, of course, will be competing as well. Hamelin was lifting stones since before he could stand.”

“Dropped a few on his head, too, I imagine,” Sybil said.

I laughed into my cup. Maude elbowed me under the table.

“Think you’re stronger than me, Diviner?” Hamelin said. I could hear the challenge in his voice.

“I know I am,” Sybil answered.

I peered around Maude. Hamelin had placed the stone oar on the table and was leaning over it, smiling, my fucking gold rings glimmering around the wrist of his gauntlet. And while his teeth were white and straight and nothing like the Ardent Oarsman’s jagged smile, I saw the Omen plain enough in the way Hamelin was looking at Sybil. Like he was hungry for a bite. “You are bodied,” he told her, “I’ll give you that. But let’s give credit where it’s due.” He scratched the corner of his mouth. “I handled you well enough in the glen outside of Coulson Faire at the end of summer. A few heavy stones are nothing to that.”

My hands splayed on the table.

Maude gripped my elbow and held me in place the same moment Avice turned and snapped at her son. “Go sit by the king. Make sure he’s comfortable.”

Hamelin smiled one more time at Sybil, took the Ardent Oarsman’s oar, and sauntered to the head of the table.

Sybil hardly noticed. She was looking at the food on her plate. Dragging a finger through it. “There are folk in your hamlet who might eat better at this table than you or me, Fischer. Folk of the Peaks are strong, I know. But muscle, like your mountains, erodes.” She looked up at Avice. “If your people cannot fish, they will grow hungry.”

Avice was as unflagging as ever. “Commerce will come on the heels of this tournament. My son will triumph, and the winnings shall return to the Peaks, just as the king promised.”

“Things,” Sybil said slowly, “do not always go as promised.”

“Spoken from experience, I gather.” Avice set down her fork and knife. She spoke closely to Sybil, her thin voice putting prickles on the back of my neck. “Hamelin told me how you tried to take the king’s life before the wedding. How you were brutally wounded in his care.”

I was practically sitting on Maude’s lap, trying to eavesdrop.

“If it is still your wish to be rid of the king,” Avice whispered to Sybil, “I will make it so. And after—” She looked out into the Ardent Oarsman’s hall. “All this can be yours. You are a strong woman. You will like it in the Peaks. If you are here, folk will come. Bring more coin. We will restore what has been damaged. Begin again.” She clasped her hands together. “And if it suits you both, you may have the hand of my son in marriage.”

I bit down so hard my jaw popped.

Sybil had not lifted her veil to eat or drink. She stirred the wine in her cup, speaking to the dark swirls. “When I was a girl at Aisling Cathedral, the abbess told me I would never be safe beyond the tor because I was holy, and people wanted holy things for themselves. She told me many things that made me hold still and kept my world small. But that did not always make them untrue.”

She turned to Avice. “You don’t want a wife for your son any more than the king wanted one for himself. You want a holy object—someone to distract folk when they are frightened and hungry. But you of the Peaks should know stone does not make for good nourishment. And I am full of stone.”

Like the mountains after the quake, Avice Fischer’s stoicism began to fissure. “You don’t understand, Diviner. I do not want you to remain here to distract folk of the Peaks. I want you to remain to give them hope.”

Sybil’s laugh was strange. Resounding and entirely empty. “I won’t be remaining anywhere in the Stonewater Kingdom. Least of all here.”

My brow went low.

Whatever happens, she’d said in the Seacht, in this tournament or after, if I cannot find out who or what is causing these visions, keep searching. Do what you once promised. Take care of Bartholomew.

I hadn’t liked it then, and I hated it now, and I’d yet to understand what it meant. “Bartholomew?”

The gargoyle was finger painting with his food upon his plate. “Yes, Bartholomew?”

“Something’s wrong.” I didn’t know what it was, only that the not knowing made me feel disgustingly useless. “How did she seem to you in the carriage?”

“I am her squire,” he said plainly. “I know when she bears armor and when she does not.” He peered up the table. “There is a burden upon her shoulders. Pain that the strange draft of eye-ox cannot dull.”

Ox-eye.

Perhaps I did not have to be disgustingly useless.

I took the gargoyle’s hand and pushed from the table.

“Where are we going?” he asked, hugging his robe to him as we walked.

We passed columns, our echoes abounding down a long stone corridor. “To help lighten her burden,” I said. “We’re going to find some ox-eye.”
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Gods I hated this castle. Of course there’d be no kitchens, no larder, because that Ardent Oarsman didn’t eat anything but Diviners and their blood. It took the gargoyle and me nearly an hour to find where Avice Fischer had stashed the poor sods responsible for tonight’s feast.

“Oi!” I said, barking at three fishermen cleaning dishes over a trough and feeding a dying fire. “You got any ox-eye?”

“Ox-eye?”

“Eye-ox,” said the gargoyle.

“It’s a sedative,” I said.

The fishermen shook their heads. “Try Medkel, our physician.”

Medkel was a man with skin like leather and knuckles so swollen it was a miracle he managed to put on his own trousers let alone thread a suture through a needle. “Ox-eye.” He sucked his teeth and spat out a fishbone. “What’s that?”

“A sedative made of gowan flowers.”

He shook his head. “Sounds right awful.”

“I’m a sick man.” I pulled a copper from my belt. “I’ll take whatever you’ve got.”

He eyed the copper. “I’ve got nothing to give you.”

I left him the coin anyway, then went to find one of those assholes the king had replaced me with. For every corner we turned, I prayed we’d find Hamelin Fischer on the other side. A splash of red in all this gray would really liven the place up.

“I do not like it here,” said the gargoyle, peering up at stone buttresses. “A crude imitation of the cathedral.”

“That’s all gods ever are,” I muttered. “Crude imitations.”

We found Samuel Eichel instead, smoking idleweed and coming out of a hallway garderobe. “Knight.”

He jumped, then stared, mesmerized, into my eyes.

“Ox-eye. Do you have any?”

It took him a moment to catch up. “Is the Diviner unwell again?”

“Yes.” I put on an atrocious smile “Get it.”

“Pith, haven’t forgotten your pompousness, have you? If you want ox-eye, try the king’s saddle bags.” Samuel paused. Looked at me, then the gargoyle, like he could not decide which of us was less trustworthy. “On second thought, I’ll get it.”

Twenty minutes later, the gargoyle and I were in a stay-room, crouching over a fire, pouring shit-brown ox-eye from a glass bottle into two cups. As I handed one to the gargoyle, I caught a sharp, pungent odor.

The gargoyle sniffed his. “Lovely. Smells like death.”

“What are you two idiots doing?”

I jumped and the gargoyle shrieked. When we turned, Maude was there, hand on her hip.

“Bartholomew!” The gargoyle nodded at the cup. “Care for a libation?”

I straightened. “Where’s Sybil?”

“Still at dinner. I wanted to check on you two.” Maude’s nose wrinkled. “What’s that?”

“Eye-ox.” The gargoyle wiggled his brows. “I made it myself.”

“Ox-eye?” She stomped to the fire. “That’s a bloody sedative.”

“It’s more than that for Sybil,” I said. “Let’s see what it actually does.”

The gargoyle took the cup and raised it to his mouth. “I confess it has been a long while since I’ve had any visions. Bartholomew said this draft gave her quite the rattle—”

“Ah, ah.” Maude put her hand over the rim of his cup. “Maybe I should try. We don’t need you shaking loose any more pieces of yourself.”

She took the cup. Sniffed it. Made a face I’d only ever seen her make when I’d been a boy and she was picking lice out of my hair. Chin up, Maude downed the drink in heavy gulps. “Fuck me.” She put a hand to her mouth. Held in a burp. “I might puke.”

“Don’t be a baby. Any visions?” I waited. “Feel anything coming on?”

“Just the insides of my stomach.”

“Perhaps it does not work for everyone,” the gargoyle mused. “Perhaps you need to be special.”

“And aren’t I just that.” I took the cup. Threw my head back and drank.

The gargoyle’s fingers trilled. “How was it? Scrumptious?”

My stomach rolled, bile shooting up my neck. I put a hand to my mouth, dropping the cup onto the floor.

Sweat prickled along my brow. I felt dizzy, my voice strange in my ears. “Whoa.”

Maude’s face was in mine—blurrier than it should have been. “Pith, Rory. You’re turning gray.”

I tried to answer, but I was unmoored. The fire, the walls, Maude and the gargoyle—they blended together into a pale stain. I was as confused as I’d been when I’d woken from death, not Rory or even the knave, but something or someone far away from myself, so much larger than my body could hold. Cut me open, and you would see earth, water, wind. I was the grass and the frost that covered it. Sun, and its spectral light through a dewdrop. I was everything, and to be everything is also to be nothing, and suddenly I felt so alone, knowing deep down that no one knew me or looked upon me—

A white light took hold of my vision, eclipsing everything. When it softened, I was looking up at a vaulted ceiling. How tall the sanctuary walls reached. How brilliant the stained-glass windows looked in the moonlight. I knew where I was—Aisling Cathedral—but I was not me. Not entirely. I was looking up from a place from whence I’d never gained perspective; I was lying on my back atop the chancel.

Above me, two figures approached. A figure veiled by silk, and a young woman. The abbess—

And Sybil.

“Lie down,” the abbess said.

Slowly, Sybil stepped over me, and the cathedral ceiling rippled, as if made of water. The abbess pressed both hands over her shoulders. “Dream.”

She shoved Sybil down. I couldn’t see the cathedral ceiling anymore, only Sybil, who held perfectly still as bubbles escaped her mouth. She did not struggle or flail against the abbess’s oppressive hand. She didn’t put up a fight. She simply jerked, barely making a ripple in the water.

And drowned.

I felt my own body jolt, my eyes rolling back in my head. When I spoke, my voice was a low, terrible rasp. “You look upon me, but you do not know me. I am older than the world, younger than time, permanent as the sky, and temporal as a dream. It is I who measures Traum’s portents. I who Divines what is to come, for naught but the past can foretell the future.”

Maude and the gargoyle startled. “Rory?”

But I was still far away. Sybil and the abbess had disappeared. I spoke now to the unlistening stone of Aisling Cathedral’s ceiling. “What happed before will happen again,” I said in the same horrible voice. “Tools will turn to weapons, and the stacked stones of faith and accordance shall crumble. The Stonewater Kingdom shall end as it began: Fractured. Bloody.”

And then Sybil and the abbess were back. Only they were different now. Sybil wore armor—bore a hammer. Now it was she who pressed the abbess down into water. She who did the drowning. Then she pulled her out of the water. Leveled her hammer and struck, reducing the warden of Aisling Cathedral to dust.

And she wasn’t alone. Bartholomew was there, and so was a king with two knights, and together with Sybil, all five began to destroy the cathedral.

I watched from my vantage on the chancel. When the ceiling began to quake, they fled, leaving me alone. I was gasping, throat sticky, despair touching every part of me. “The cathedral falls,” I called, knowing Bartholomew and the Diviner, the king and his knights, could not hear me. “Run—and take heed! Not all that are lost are gone. A heretic can defend faith. The lowest creature can still reach the highest peak, and even death bears its flowers. A martyr might yet defeat a tyrant, but none shall overthrow a god without becoming one themselves.”

When the ceiling fell in on me, its weight was just as the cathedral’s had ever been—a great, terrible burden. I lay beneath it in total darkness, despair pressing down on me, certain now more than ever there was no hope left for me in this world.

And still I did what I’d learned to do in my time beneath the cathedral’s stone ceiling.

I told myself a story.

“History may be hewn of stone, but the future grows in its cracks. To dream is not ever to drown. One day I will look up and see the sky: There are things yet to dream of. Light yet to touch. Things will change. They’ll get better.

“They just have to.”







CHAPTER NINETEEN

HIT ME AS HARD AS YOU CAN, SECOND ENCORE
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Maude hadn’t returned to the table, and Benji had dozed off in his chair. Hamelin, wearing a grin, escorted me to my quarters.

“Where’d you get that?” he asked, looking down at the hammer in my hand. “Did the knave give it to you?” He shook his wrist, rattling the gold bands he’d taken from Rory. “Shame he likely stole it.”

“Which would make you and him the same.” We climbed stairs, stone leaching warmth from my bare feet. “Except the knave remains within the depth of his skill. You, on the other hand, think yourself competent enough to kill your king and steal his wife.”

“My mother told you, then.” Hamelin’s cheeks paled. “You must understand, nobles are always looking for a reason to find a newer, more useful king. One that will serve their hamlet best. Kings come and go, and my mother is a pragmatic woman.” He tried to put on another smile. “You must think me a poor friend to Benedict.”

“On the contrary. I think you’re exactly the kind of friend he deserves.”

We reached a long corridor, candles flickering from iron claws upon the wall. A dozen doors, like dark gaps in a long mouth of teeth, waited. “Which room is mine?” I asked.

Hamelin didn’t answer. He took a step toward me, the Ardent Oarsman’s oar swinging on his belt. “Will you take up her offer?”

Revulsion was like a fever. I burned hot. Turned to Hamelin. Considered ripping off my veil and showing him the contempt on my face. Would he even know it to look upon me how sick he and his mother made me?

No. Benji had been right. Sybil Delling’s faithlessness and despair never touched the hamlets or anyone in them, because Sybil Delling did not exist. No matter what I did, the only things people like Hamelin saw when they looked at me were their own ambitions and desires and beliefs; their own hunger, and the food to sate it.

Down the corridor, a door swung open, hitting the wall.

Rory ambled out, eyes unfocused, skin wan. He shook himself, looked up, saw me. The sound of his inhale echoed—it took him a decent moment to rearrange his face, affection smoothing into deference. The knave and I were supposed strangers, after all. He bowed his head low. “Diviner.”

“Keep walking, knave.” Hamelin’s mouth turned. “We were discussing an intimate matter.”

“Were you.” Rory straightened, his attention locking onto Hamelin. For a blissful second, I thought he’d crack the knight over the mouth.

He held out his hand instead, took Hamelin’s, and shook it heartily. “Good luck in the feats of strength tomorrow, knight. I’m sure you’ll do your hamlet proud.”

Hamelin grimaced, struggling to pull his hand away. By the time he did, I’d already reached one of the chamber doors. It was unlocked, the room empty. When I looked back, Rory was disappearing down the corridor, leaving Hamelin gawking, unsure where or to whom to throw his ire, his arms hanging dumbly at his sides.

The three gold bands on Hamelin’s wrist were gone.
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I couldn’t sleep. There was pain in my abdomen—and an ache everywhere else.

The first of my clothes to come off was my woolen tunic. Next, my crown—and the veil beneath it. All I wore was a thin chemise that fell just above my knees.

The room I had was spartan. There was but a narrow bed, a creaking chest with a threadbare blanket within it, and a shuttered window that did little to lock out the sound of the rushing Tenor River. I put my hand on my neck. A cluster of scars sat beneath my ear, markings from where the Ardent Oarsman had once bitten me. I wondered if this was how the Omen had spent his long life: sitting in drafty rooms and haunting windows, listening to the mournful call of the water and imagining himself the master of it.

What a waste.

I waited for Maude or the gargoyle—for Rory—listening for a rattle upon my door. None came.

Three insistent raps, tap, tap, tap, sounded upon my window instead.

I sprang out of bed. When I slung the shutters open, Rory was there, still wearing armor, a new sword on his belt.

I pressed my lips together. “There’s a door, you know.”

He leaned in. “Guards in the hall. Too many bodies to drag away.”

“You always did need me for the heavy lifting.”

Rory grinned, caught my chin with his thumb, pressed it down until my lips parted, and kissed me. “Still got decent balance, or are we out of practice?”

“Does walking all over you count as practice?”

He laughed in his throat. “Get your hammer, you twit.” He kissed me again. “And come with me.”

He took my hand, and together we dropped out of my window and onto the wooden hoarding four feet beneath it. It was a feat, keeping steady on the boards slick with rain, but the years strolling the length of Aisling’s wall hadn’t left me, and together the two of us worked window casements and hoardings alike until we were near enough to the ground to jump, both of us landing heavy on our feet.

Rory nodded at the nearest cliff face on the north side of the castle. “Let’s go.”

“Where?”

“Somewhere we can be loud.”

[image: ]
I knew where we were headed five minutes before we reached it. A plateau among jagged peaks. “You remember the last time we were here?” Rory asked.

Of course I did. This was where we’d trained for my match with the Ardent Oarsman. “History has a habit of echoing.” I sighed. “Though my strength may have lessened since then. I’ve been stagnant.”

Rory gave his usual half shrug. “The body remembers.”

He nodded at the blacksmith’s hammer. “Thought we could have another little encore. You, me—and hitting things as hard as we can.”

“You can’t participate in the event tomorrow. You’re already a champion.”

“But you can.” He looked me up and down. A drizzling rain had wet my silk chemise, making it cling just as my Diviner gown had that first night he and I had traded barbed words outside the Diviner cottage.

It took him a minute to haul his gaze back up to my face. “You’ll destroy the oar. Win the feats of strength. If you break Hamelin Fischer’s teeth in the process, well. I won’t shed a tear.”

“He’s a prick.” I spun the hammer in my hand, wrist flexing. “At least you got your rings back.”

“He really did try his best.” Rory’s pallid eyes rose to mine. “But he’ll never have what’s mine.”

Heat bloomed in my cheeks. I kept spinning the hammer, a low, appreciative hum in my throat. “Where’d you get this?”

“Victor gave it to me.”

I nodded at the sword, newly adorning his belt. “And that?”

“Maude.”

I extended my arm, pressing the head of the hammer against Rory’s dark breastplate. “The armor, too? Russeted, unknightly—fashioned for a knave.”

“He fashioned it so that when I came for you”—Rory gripped my hammer and pressed it even harder over his breastplate, just above his heart—“I’d be impenetrable.”

My gaze jerked to his side, where Benji’s sword had hit its fatal mark. Rory watched me. “Try the hammer out.”

“On what?”

“Anything. The cliffside. These rocks.” He ran his tongue against the inside of his cheek. “On me.”

“I don’t want to hurt you.”

“Which implies you’re fast enough to do so.”

I swung at him and he danced away on his toes, grinning. Then he moved to the side of the plateau, lifting a rock the size of a boar and hauling it over. He dropped it in front of me. “Go on. Have at it.”

I stepped up to the rock. Squared my stance and bent my knees. Hauled in a deep breath—

And swung.

A resounding bang, like thunder, filled the air, reverberations jumping up my arm, catching in muscle. The rock, decimated by a ruinous fissure down its middle, broke open into halves.

I shattered them, too.

Rory watched, thumb tracing his bottom lip. When those stones were in pieces, he brought me another one.

I broke it as well.

But then the third rock came. I squared my stance. Bent my knees. Hauled in a breath—

And felt a white-hot pain shoot through my abdomen.

I dropped the hammer and bent over, eyes squeezed shut.

“Sybil?”

“I’m fine.” I fumbled for the hammer. Picked it up and slammed it back down.

The rock did not break. I tried again, then again, earning little but dust and a feeble cluster of cracks.

I choked the neck of the hammer. Swore under my breath.

“I drank ox-eye,” Rory said behind me.

When I turned, he was watching me, eyes keen as they traveled the length of my body. “Everything you said—it happened. I lost my senses, my mind. There was a white light, then a voice, telling me the past was a portent.” Steam shot from his nose. “It showed me the cathedral. You, drowning, beneath the abbess’s hand. It showed me us, too. I was looking up at you and Benji and Maude and Bartholomew and myself, just before the cathedral fell. Then stones fell on me, and I was in darkness, barely clinging to hope.”

I waited, chest heaving.

“It reminded me of you. Of what you said in the Seacht, about me taking care of Bartholomew. It’s been chipping away at me, Sybil.” He took a step forward, then another. “Tell me what it means.”

The rain fell harder, ricocheting off stone and hitting me in the face. “Rory.”

“Tell me.”

I held my ground. Looked him in the eye. “Strange that you, a heretic, should suddenly have faith in visions.”

“I don’t believe in anything I can’t see. But I have seen such strange things…” When he reached me, he stood as he had upon the tor—a shield against the rain. “Tell me what you’re not saying.”

He might as well have taken the hammer to me. After so long of being looked at and not seen, Rodrick Myndacious’s knowing gaze felt like an attack. “Taking up the mantle, killing the Omens, searching for Diviners I would never find—it was for nothing. For all the lies she told, the abbess got one thing right: The story does not change. The Stonewater Kingdom clings to its signs, its hierarchies—its stone objects. History is a circle, and things don’t get better.” I gestured to the fractured mountains beyond. “The world falls apart, and there is nothing we can do about it.”

That pulled a noise out of him. “Sybil.”

I didn’t let him speak. My hopelessness was like armor, and if he tried to take it from me, he’d rob me of my final strength. “Don’t you see? Even if Maude convinces the nobles to strip Benji of his crown, they will choose another just like him—a pious pretender who capitulates to their wants and whims and beliefs, and the shadow of Aisling will continue to loom over the hamlets. The story will not change.”

Hand on my chest, barely breathing, I said, “But if the stone objects go, and I go with them, then perhaps the lie might end. If I am gone, nobles and kings and craftsmen might finally look for faith within themselves and not within the empty cathedral of my eyes. Perhaps then things might finally get better.”

He knew what it meant, and still he did not say it. Martyr. No. Rory did not accept my resignation; I saw it in his face, his body, his inhuman eyes.

Chest heaving, shoulders a rigid line, Rory caught my hand. Brought it to his mouth and kissed it, the action so instinctual it caught us both by surprise. “You’re beautiful, Sybil Delling,” he said, brimstone in his voice. “You’re strong and smart and clever.” He grasped the nape of my neck and held me like he needed to. “But I like it best when you’re wrong. And you are wrong to think the Stonewater Kingdom would be a better place without you in it. So entirely wrong.”

I held his gaze, neither of us able or willing to raise the pale flag of surrender. I did not concede, and neither did he, a taut, familiar vigor passing between Rodrick Myndacious and me. “You still want me to hit you, Rory?”

His gaze traveled down my body and landed on my bare feet. “Should I remove my armor? My boots? For the sake of fairness.”

“As if you cared about fighting fair.” I grasped the hammer in my dominant right hand. “It’s a fine instrument.”

Rory stripped his gauntlets, his gloves. Rain pinged against armor, and when he drew his sword, cutting through that rain, the sound was a beckoning ring. “Do your worst, Diviner. Hit me.”

We began to circle each other. “As hard as I can.”

The dance began.

We were like the storm that had not yet come—lightning, and the following thunder. I swung the hammer, and he struck, his sword answering my blow, so violently defensive it might have been offense. A resounding bang answered; the impact sent tremors up my arm.

Rory backpedaled, lithe as a lure through water as he drew me forward. I sprang after him, blood pumping in my ears. We parried, his footwork cleaner than mine. Rory wasn’t unbridled—but fighting me was different from when he’d sparred with Benji. Then, he’d held himself back. Now, he was egging me on. Trying to let me loose. Fluid and fast, he dodged me, then struck out, careful of the edge of his blade, smacking my thigh with the broad side of his sword. “Move those feet.”

I’d have told him to fuck off had I the capacity to do anything but wheeze. I hadn’t moved my body without tether, without ox-eye, without a locked door, in what felt like an age. I’d been in a grave and this—turning and hitting and slamming my way through a yard—was like digging through dirt back to fresh air.

My hammer nicked against his rerebrace. And I couldn’t help it. I almost smiled.

“That’s it.” There was red in Rory’s cheeks again. A pulse, jumping in his neck. “Just like that.”

I struck again. My hammer hit his left pauldron, causing him to stagger. We crashed together, and I felt myself push him with all my strength, not knowing if I wanted to flatten him upon the ground or against my own body.

I withdrew, then swung at him again, the clang of my hammer hitting his breastplate cataclysmic. I let out a triumphant sound, raised my arms in victory—

Another bout of pain shot through my abdomen. I gasped. Dropped the hammer.

Rory froze.

And it was enough.

I lunged forward. Caught him around the waist. Slung us both into the ground. We hit the hard face of the plateau with so much force I heard stone crack. Breath shot from both our lungs, coming out as lurid, wanting gasps, and the ghost of my former self took over. I clambered over Rory. Dragged my chemise up my legs and threw them astride his hips, pressing my pelvis down over his.

And Rory, whose body seemed to understand the rhythm mine struck, reached up, took me by the hips, and pressed me down even harder. I let out a rough noise, grinding against the cold iron of his armor, watching in perverse delight as Rory’s lips parted. His hands flexed around my bottom, fingers pressing possessively into flesh.

Nothing hurt. Everything did. I put my hand over his chest. Pressed him back until his back was flush against the ground. “Do you acquiesce, knave?”

Rory held my eyes, reached out, and tapped three times against the wet stones beneath us, signaling his surrender and a new, unspoken challenge.

And I couldn’t stop myself. I surged forward, kissing him with bruising force. Rory answered in kind, pulling me against him, our breath ragged like we’d been underwater, our lips warring as they pressed together. My fingers dragged tunnels through his hair. Rory caught my bare thigh, pushing the wet silk of my chemise all the way up to my hip. When he found nothing beneath it, he made a profane noise in his throat. “Tell me yes first.”

I pressed my teeth over his bottom lip. “Yes.”

He looked at my mouth like he wanted to do unspeakable things to it, reached down, and slid his hand between us. I knew what he would find: the evidence of my desire. “Rory.”

He seemed lost for words, his expression a muddled translation. There was pain and pleasure, wonderment and want. Hunger—but none like I’d ever seen on anyone’s face but his when he looked at me.

Rory dragged his thumb over swollen, tingling nerves.

I jolted, anchoring my hand to his shoulder, our faces drawing closer, our lips brushing. I shut my eyes, boring down on Rory’s hand with new fervor, searching for oblivion—but I couldn’t find it. There was too much pain in my abdomen.

Rory must have felt it, that sudden, intrusive strain in my body, because when he pulled back to search my face, his breathing was less ragged, his focus sharper.

“I’m sorry,” I managed. “I don’t think I can…”

He nudged my chin up with his nose. Ran the edges of his crooked bottom teeth over my throat. “You don’t have to come.” He cupped my pubis, then withdrew his hand, swallowing my whining protests with a kiss. “It doesn’t have to be like how it’s been. It can be something new.”

He put the hand he’d plied me with to his mouth. Just like he had when I’d Divined for him, he put his thumb between canine teeth. Held my gaze. Bit down.

Blood, a beautiful crimson, bloomed. The familiar scent of spring water perforated the cold, the rain. My mouth began to water. I sighed, and Rory gripped my hip with one hand and my cheek with the other. “You seemed to like the taste of it back in the Seacht.”

He held my gaze as he slipped his thumb between teeth and pressed it over my tongue.

A desperate noise crawled up my throat. I nipped at Rory’s finger. Lapped at it. His blood coated my mouth, tasting of spring water, and it felt perverse. Glutinous. Iniquitous and wrong, so far bad it ended up good.

“I’m sorry,” I said again, shame a cold compress against the heat in my body. “I don’t want to be like an Omen.”

“You’re nothing like them. You never will be.” He pinched his finger, more blood blooming over the surface and trailing the labyrinthine mark of his thumbprint. “Let me help you.”

Hesitant one moment and ravenous the next, I ran my tongue over the blood. Warmth bloomed in my abdomen, and for a moment I thought I was coming undone, but it was simply the utter ecstasy that came with a lack of pain.

I made a low, contented sound, and Rory swore, watching me. When the blood was gone, swallowed down my throat like an offering, the pain in my abdomen was almost silent.

It wasn’t oblivion.

But I was full of relief, panting, heart pounding, as if it had been.

Rory wrapped his arms around me, pinning me against his breastplate, where his own heartbeats drummed. “Even like this,” I said, “I can smell the spring water in you.” I pressed my teeth into his neck hard enough to make him moan. “You make it smell good, Myndacious.”

Rory let out a hot breath, knotting my hair in his fist and pulling my head back, exposing my own neck to his mouth. He kissed the hollow of my throat, then drew his nose all the way up to my jaw, taking a long, steady breath. “You smell as you always did. Pompous, pious… the only smell I ever liked.” He sucked the skin beneath my ear. “Especially on my bedsheets.”

I smiled, and the sight caught Rory so off guard his own smile bloomed, his eyes softening around the corners. Slowly, then all at once, adoration unveiled over his face, tender and unguarded—he was the most beautiful man in Traum, sculpted anew and yet just the same. The effect was a spear, truer than the one that had struck me at the wedding, piercing me directly in the heart.

I kissed him, our lips whispering together like a breeze over flower petals.

“You will destroy the oar tomorrow,” Rory murmured into my mouth. “We’ll go to the Chiming Wood and the Cliffs of Bellidine after, and we’ll find a way to destroy the chime and coin, too. Benedict Castor the Third will meet his end, but you need not find yours.” Quiet as it was, his beseeching was desperate. “Remain. Remain with me, and you will see.” He stroked my hair. Held me so tightly I couldn’t breathe. “Things can be better than they’ve been.”

We slipped back to the castle together, light-footed as sprites in a glen. When we reached my room, Maude and the gargoyle were there, waiting. “Pith,” Maude said, taking in our wet, flushed faces. “What have you two been up to?”

“Training,” Rory said.

“Nothing,” I blurted at the same time.

Maude and the gargoyle shared a glance, she expectant, he practically brimming with delight—

A knock sounded upon the door.

All four of us froze.

“Avice?” Maude whispered.

“The Ardent Oarsman?” asked the gargoyle.

“If it’s Hamelin,” Rory hissed, “I’m ripping his intestines out.”

Another knock sounded, followed by a thin, sheepish voice. “Six?”

It was Benji.

Rory tensed, his expression darkened by the same heinous loathing it had worn when he’d first seen my wound.

Again, Benji knocked. “I know you don’t sleep. Let me in, Six. There’s something I’d like to discuss.”

“See what he wants,” Maude whispered.

Rory’s grip on me tightened. “No.”

The king knocked twice more, the door handle groaning as it turned.

“Give me a moment, Benji,” I shouted over Rory’s shoulder. “All of you—shut up and get beneath the bed.”

They piled on the floor, Maude stern, Rory seething, and the gargoyle still delighted. When I moved to the door and looked back, the only remaining sign of them was a shadow in the dim, unfriendly room.

I yanked the door open.

Benji looked into my eyes and jumped. He was at the threshold, wearing a plain sleep tunic and no crown. He smelled of wine but carried none; the only thing in his hand was the Artful Brigand’s coin. He held it long enough that I should see, then put it snugly in the pocket of his tunic, as if to show me he could have used it to go through my door had he wished to—and had exercised gallant restraint in not doing so.

“What?” I snapped.

“May I come in?” The king put his weight on his left foot, then his right. “It will only take a moment.”

I pushed the door open.

Benji entered, his gaze lifting to my hair, then dropping down to my chemise as he stepped into the room. “You’re breathing hard.” His eyes narrowed. “Why are you wet, Six?”

The door slammed. “I stuck my head out the window. Thought about jumping. Wondered if the fall would kill me.”

It didn’t seem to bother Benji that there were no torches, no candles lit in the room. Perhaps this was the environment he associated me with—dark and locked. “I think about that every time I go to a tall, looming place,” he murmured. There was a creaky wooden chair near the bed. He sat upon it. “The Cliffs of Bellidine, the top of the stairs at Castle Luricht or Petula Hall—” He swallowed. “The tor. I always wonder, ‘If I fall, would it kill me?’ I think it so fervently I begin to suspect I actually want to fall, that I might finally answer the question.”

I watched him, jaw tight. “What did you want to discuss, Benji?”

He sighed. “The tournament.”

I stood before him, looming like I was the tall place that might kill him should he fall. “What about it?”

“The knave has won his event, and so has Maude. Whatever her game, whatever her intent to undermine me…” He shuddered, shaking off a ghost. “Neither of them will compete again.” He looked up. “The feats of strength are without a doubt better suited to you than the joust or the melee—but you will not be competing, Six.”

“Oh, but I will, boy-king.”

He rolled his eyes. “Trust that I would enjoy seeing Hamelin outdone, he’s gotten so bloody peeving. And of course folk have come to see you—paid for the privilege to win a Divination or vie against you. But you can’t compete. You’re injured, pained, turning into stone. Even if you weren’t, I cannot risk spending another noble’s gold on my tournament only to lose it. The winnings will go to Hamelin, then back to his mother, and I shall keep her support.”

When I said nothing, his voice thinned, a thread of his confidence pulled away. “Don’t be obtuse. You’re the creature who drowns—a martyr. Your job is to show Traum there is sacrality in service and sacrifice. Of course I cannot make a champion of you. Your power comes from the fact that you give it away.”

Tory Bassett’s words echoed. The cathedral fell. It will join Der ewige Mond in the annals of time as another looming creature whose power, whose lore, was made all the more fantastic for being conquered.

“You never intended to let me compete, did you?” My throat clogged. “Was it you who told Dedrick to come to my room the night before the melee?”

There was a creak beneath the bed. Benji turned. Saw nothing. “You got your revenge,” he said. “I know it was you who destroyed the inkwell, Six.” He went suddenly still. “Pith. Was it you who broke the loom stone?”

I said nothing.

“It was, wasn’t it?” He made a noise between a laugh and a cough. “You really do hate me, don’t you, Six? And here I am, bending over backward to keep you out of harm’s way. Oh, don’t make that face, you ungrateful bit—”

He caught himself. Hauled in a breath. “Just because folk will pay to challenge you in the arena does not mean I would let them hurt you. You may be a martyr. A conniving, hateful woman, too.” His voice quieted. “But I still want to keep you safe.”

My voice was coated in vitriol. “If you never wished for me to join the tournament, why let me think I could?”

“I don’t know.” He shuffled his feet. “It seemed good for you, having something to believe in again.”

I went to the door. Opened it. “Tell Tory to bring my armor, will you? I’m well enough to wear it.”

The king’s gaze narrowed. It fell to my abdomen, and the signs were plain enough: I was more fortified than I’d been since the wedding. My back was straight, my stance squared, my fists locked. I could still taste the spring water in Rory’s blood on my tongue.

“You do seem stronger,” the king said warily. “But there will be no need to wield that strength—you certainly won’t need your armor. I’ve spoken with Avice, and we’ve agreed. To break, throw, and haul stones is not an enticing enough spectacle. The feats of strength have been changed.”

He gripped the Artful Brigand’s coin harder and gave me a pointed look. “There will be the breaking of stones, the lifting of stones, and a race across the basin. A swimming race.”

Then, ignoring the open door, he threw his coin, flickered through the wall, and was gone.

I stood in a hollow silence, unmoving and unblinking. Slowly, Maude and Rory and the gargoyle lifted themselves from beneath the bed, their faces marked with the same unwashed dread I felt in my body.

“I can still do it.” I slammed the door, my voice threadbare. “How hard can it be to swim, really?”

“You drowned in this basin six weeks ago.” Maude crossed her arms over her chest. “Had lots of free time to practice your stroke since then?”

“Fuck that,” Rory snapped. “She’s never drowning again. I’ll do it. I’m a good swimmer—”

“You can’t compete.” Maude blew out a hot breath. “The king has lost the joust, the melee, the loom stone, the inkwell—and Regius Ormsby’s and Otto Lange’s fortunes along with them. His list of allies is thin. So far, everything we’ve wanted has come to fruition.” She ran her fingers through her hair, making it stand up. “What’s a single loss? Folk of the Peaks can celebrate Hamelin Fischer, Avice will take the winnings, and the oar will remain a little longer. It will not be the end of the world.”

“Perhaps it will.”

We all turned and faced the gargoyle. “Did you know,” he said, his voice easy and conversational, “that gargoyles are long thought to be sprites? An old kind—the only one thought to be domesticated?”

“Yeah,” Rory said plainly. “We all knew—”

“And did you also know,” the gargoyle carried on, “that, while the body prefers its traditions, to be made of stone is a very peculiar thing?”

“You’ve demonstrated that fairly clearly,” Maude deadpanned.

I leaned in. “What are you getting at, Bartholomew?”

“Only that, in a place like the Fervent Peaks, where strength is the greatest marker of merit and cruelty against sprites made commonplace, wouldn’t it be a curious thing if a creature like me defeated these oarsmen at their own crafts?”

Rory and Maude and I shared a glance.

“For what is the end of the world, really, if not a total disrespect for life? A single loss may be nothing to you or me, but to the hungry or small or childlike, it may cost everything. And I, who saw many losses upon the tor, have decided not to concede even once more to the perpetuators of grievous harm.” Oh no. He was trilling his fingers again. “Yes, I will compete. I think I will greatly enjoy flexing my feet of strength over these witless sprite-killing trawlers.”

He came up to Rory. Took the hammer out of his hand and weighed it in his own. “Once, a very long time ago, I used a tool like this. And while the mind so often forgets, the body…”

We waited for him to finish. “The body what, Bartholomew?” I asked.

“Hmm? Oh.” He waved the hammer in my face. “The body is good for smashing things.”

Maude and Rory shared another glance, their faces less clouded than before, but I was shaking my head. “No. Absolutely not. Your cracks will deepen. The effort will hurt you.”

He shrugged, swatting away my complaints like he was shooing away a fly. “It is the duty of a squire,” he said, “to stand in when needed. And I will always be your squire, Bartholomew.” He looked up into my face. “I will shoulder any weight you give me.”

I felt my heart fissure. “But you were a Diviner, too. You were never taught to swim.”

“That is true. I do not know how to swim. But since I am hewn entirely of stone… well.” He grinned. “I suppose I don’t know how to breathe either, do I?”







CHAPTER TWENTY

A SHOW OF STRENGTH
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The next morning the wind was bitter, the rain harsh, and folk of the Peaks called it fine weather. I stood beneath a canvas tent at the lip of the basin. With me were Tory, Samuel, Avice Fischer, and the king. Benji held an enormous bowl filled with the tournament proceeds—hundreds of gold coins—like he had in the other hamlets. This one was crude, hewn of granite and clearly heavier than he preferred. He was stooping to hold it up.

Behind him, drawing more awe than even the heaps of gold in his hands, stood the tournament champions. Maude and the knave.

Around the basin, come to watch the revelry, were hundreds of fisherfolk in oiled leather. They’d made the treacherous journey up the mountain—if they could not be fed by fish, perhaps a good show would satiate them.

It was not like Coulson Faire, where music and coin resounded, nor was it like the Seacht, the crowd stomping and chanting. Here, folk were stoic, stern, but even that was its own kind of verve—the air was taut with anticipation.

Avice Fischer stepped from beneath the King’s tent. “Folk of the Peaks,” she called. “These are trying times. An earthquake has rattled our hamlet, our homes, our beloved Tenor River. Fish are scarce, and a craftsman without a craft is a forsaken creature.” She knotted her fingers in a net. “But we of the Peaks, full of vigor, know that the rain falls, the wind blows. What is harrowing is hallowed.”

Folk around the basin nodded.

“We will prevail. We always do—and we will do it through strength.” She waved at the water. “There will be three feats—”

Benji cleared his throat behind her.

Avice stopped midsentence, looking over her shoulder at the king. Her thin face grew thinner. She was biting the insides of her cheeks. “But of course, I would be remiss not to thank King Benedict Castor and his Diviner for this opportunity to celebrate their union and demonstrate just how vigorous folk of the Peaks truly are.”

Benji set down his gold and waved to the crowd, but none waved back, their enthusiasm for their king the same as their mien—cold, stoic.

Fingers rubbing over the surface of the Artful Brigand’s coin, Benji came to stand before Avice. “Thank you, Avice. Your support is greatly appreciated.”

He put a hand to her shoulder and waited. Avice’s face was gaunt now, her jaw set. The king was waiting for her to lower herself to her knees before him, and for a moment I didn’t think she would. No matter what he had gifted her, wealth, the castle at our backs, Avice Fischer was a noble of Traum; she saw Benji just as Regius Ormsby and Otto Lange did.

Temporal. A king who would come, then go.

Slowly, stiffly, Avice lowered herself to her knees.

“Vigor, strength,” Benji said as he peered down at her, “is greatly needed in the Stonewater Kingdom. But never forget, it is not you who brings greatness to the hamlets, but me, the Omens, and my Diviner who speaks for them.”

Avice nodded curtly. She hauled herself to her feet, then moved to stand several paces away.

Benji turned. He did not throw his coin—did not appear or disappear in a flurry. The boy liked his applause, but he was clever enough to know that here there would be none. “You have given me your strongest, and I thank you,” he called over the crowd, the wind adding a forcefulness to his voice. “There will be three feats of strength. The first demonstrates mastery of water, as any oarsman and fisherman must.” He threw his hand out, gesturing to the opposite side of the basin. “A race.”

We all turned to the water.

And watched as the tournament participants spilled out of the castle.

There were twelve of them, Hamelin at the lead. It was the first time I’d seen him out of armor; he wore waxen leathers like the other craftsmen of his hamlet. So did the eleven other men and women behind him, each of them fitted with a net over their shoulders and a belt across their waist, where they each carried a hammer. So, too, did Hamelin.

He also had the Ardent Oarsman’s oar fastened to his belt.

I stood on my toes, searching the line of participants, heart in my throat. They were all by the water now, stretching and wetting their hands. Samuel handed Benji a purple banner, and the king stepped out from beneath the tent. “Ready.”

The participants stepped into the water. I could see Hamelin’s smile as he looked down the line.

Benji raised the flag—

“Wait,” I shouted, pointing across the basin. “There’s one more participant.”

A bright spot of color against the endless mountainous gray, the gargoyle stepped out of the castle and joined the others at the lip of the basin. The wind picked up, carrying the sound of his voice as he hummed. The rest of the participants went still, and so did Benji and Avice and the other knights next to me.

Samuel guffawed. “The gargoyle?”

“Who the hell paid his fee?” Tory asked.

“I did.” Maude crossed her arms. “You’ve an issue with that?”

The two knights looked at Maude’s axe and held their tongues.

“It’s absurd,” Benji spat. “He’s—he’s—”

Avice approached. “Surely you won’t permit this mockery of vigor, King Castor.”

Benji wasn’t the only one choking on the sight before him. The crowd began to murmur, words like gargoyle and sprite and Aisling blowing in the wind. And those words each held so much weight—and counterweight—that folk did not seem to know if the spectacle laid out before them was sacred or sacrilege. What a destabilizing contradiction. In pink.

“Hamelin said it himself once,” I told the king. “Anyone might compete in the tournament. It’s not for everyone—knights are better trained, better fed, better educated. Common nobodies could never win these events, but it gives them hope, dreaming that they might. And hope is exactly the kind of thing Avice Fischer wants to keep captive in her hamlet.” I turned to Avice. “Isn’t that right?”

The noblewoman’s flesh sat tightly against the bones of her face. She turned from me to Benji as if to ask: Does he know what I offered you at his own feast table?

I tilted my head to the side. Not yet.

Avice cleared her throat. “Then again, folk of the Peaks have paid for a show—give them the one they know by heart. Man always prevails over the sprite. By all means, sire. Let the gargoyle compete.”

Across the basin, the gargoyle was meticulously taking off his robe, then folding it neatly over stones. He’d been given a net the same as the other participants, and he draped it like a scarf around his neck. Then he took his hammer, the one Rory had given him, came up to the lip of the basin beside the other participants, and waited.

The audience turned to Benji, and he, by instinct, glanced over his shoulder at Maude and Rory, waiting on them to weigh in.

His champions stood still as statues.

Benji flushed, realizing his mistake, and looked away. With no complaint from Avice, from his knights or even folk of the Peaks, the king raised his purple flag. Exhaled. And waved it.

The swimmers dove into the water.

There was a rush—the crowd moving with haste toward their side of the basin for a better look. Water churned, low waves coming up as the swimmers beat their arms and legs. I could see Hamelin; he was already ahead of the others, his arms moving in perfect arcs, parsing the water, putting distance between himself and the other swimmers.

The gargoyle was still on the shore, eyeing the water warily. He crept forward. Dipped a toe in. Shrieked.

“Swim, Bartholomew,” Maude called. “Swim!”

He threw his head back. “It’s cold!”

“Who bloody cares? Get in!”

“Don’t shout at him.” I cupped my hands around my mouth. “Move your stone ass, Bartholomew! You look like a water fowl out there!”

He shrieked again, said something profane against birds, stomped into the water, and disappeared beneath it.

The waves doubled, heartened by the swimmers. Hamelin, now in the center of the basin, was still in the lead, though he was not outdistancing the others as he’d been. An oarswoman on his left was gaining on him, her narrow body moving through the water like an arrow, her kicks barely making a splash.

Steam blew from Hamelin’s mouth when he came up for air. When he saw how close some of the other swimmers had drawn, he lost a stroke, his pace stalling. I clenched my fist and shook it with glee. Imagined if the git drowned.

But then the swell, the choppy waves, shifted, no longer slapping against the shore of the basin, as if recalled. Hamelin’s strokes slowed even more, one, two, then three swimmers passing him.

Suddenly, he began to move.

A new wave formed behind Hamelin, and when he set his arms back into the water and began to swim, that wave propelled him forward. He passed the other swimmers, leaving them to fight against the swell, moving faster, faster across the basin to the other side.

“He’s using the oar,” Rory hissed.

Hamelin was nearing the edge of the basin now, the wave at his back as swift as a running horse. I was on my toes again, hands locked in knots as I searched the water for the gargoyle.

Thirty yards. Twenty. Ten. Hamelin was almost to the shore.

But then—just there. The tip of a stone wing, like the dorsal fin of a whale, peeked through the water just ahead of him.

I let out a triumphant laugh, the sound echoing through the Peaks, disrupting its silent stoicism. Avice glared at me and so did Benji, but then the knave began to cheer, too, and so did Maude, and it was not just one voice against an entire hamlet’s silence, but three.

“Come on, Bartholomew,” Maude cried. “You’re almost there!”

He was. He was ahead of Hamelin, not just his wing, but now his ears and forehead peeking out of the water.

Hamelin saw him. Faltered once more, his momentum stalling. The wave beneath him went still. The stone oar shifted in the water—

A new wave came, harsher and quicker than the others. It crashed against the gargoyle. His wing fell beneath the water, arms and legs churning as the wave tossed him.

Two seconds later, Hamelin stepped onto the shore and was named the winner. His mother rushed out to join him, and together they raised the Ardent Oarsman’s oar, folk of the Peaks lifting their own hands in accordance.

“Only the oar…” Hamelin called, out of breath. He searched for me in the crowd and grinned. “Only vigor… can Divine.”

The gargoyle stomped out of the water just as the other swimmers reached the shore. I thought he might cry for the injustice of it all, but he didn’t. He didn’t even pout. He was looking at Hamelin with the same ornery scowl he’d once tendered the abbess. Like he thought him quite the bitch.

The next feat had already been prepared. Knights moved through the crowd, ushering folk away from twelve giant pieces of mountain rock that had been laid out. One by one, the participants came forth, stepped up to a rock, and were handed an iron spike.

The gargoyle squared off with the stone closest to us, and Hamelin the one next over.

“The rules are simple,” Avice called. “The first man or woman who breaks their rock in half wins.”

Once more, Benji raised the purple flag. Once more, heart in my throat, I watched it fall.

The noise was cataclysmic. Arms swung, hammers hit spikes, and iron buried itself in stone. Bang, bang, bang. His stone oar couldn’t help him this time—Hamelin was throwing all his might into his hammer. Even I could see how strong he was, how he never missed his mark, how the spike drove deeper, deeper into his rock.

“I say, Bartholomew.” The gargoyle was shouting over the clamor. “What an extraordinary arm you have. A shame the rest of you is not half as impressive.”

“Oh, for the love of—Bartholomew!” I hollered. “Don’t just stand there—hit the damn thing!”

He looked back at me, puzzlement on his face.

Rory was trembling to hold still and say nothing. Maude was practically jumping out of her skin. “The iron spike,” she shouted, swinging her arm, mimicking a hammer strike. “Hit it!”

Avice shot her a chilly gaze. “Strange that your own bride and champion should side with a sprite, King Castor.”

“Ignore them.” Benji’s voice was missing a vital piece of thread. “Hit it, Hamelin!”

The gargoyle looked down at the pike for the first time. He leaned down. Sniffed it. Meanwhile, Hamelin and a few of the other participants had already chipped away several bits of their rocks. Some had even begun to sprout long cracks.

“Come on, Bartholomew.” I began to clap. “Hit it.”

It was my applause, I think, that did it. Fingers trilling on the handle of Rory’s hammer, the gargoyle closed one eye and trained the other on the spike. With painfully slow precision, he lifted his hammer, raising it until it was level with the crown of his head. Giggled to himself.

And swung.

Boom.

I thought it might be another earthquake—another peak, crumbling. I hadn’t heard a sound that loud and clear and violent since Aisling Cathedral had fallen. Every head turned, every mouth fell—even Avice’s.

The gargoyle’s rock had broken in two, the split so clean there was hardly any dust, save the haze of limestone that bloomed off his back.

I threw my head back and cheered.

There was one feat left.

Avice gave her son a pointed look and raised her voice. “A valiant show of strength from all. Winners, hold out your nets.”

Hamelin retrieved his from his belt, and the gargoyle took his from his neck.

“Take one half of the rock that was split,” Avice called. “Place it in your net.”

They did as they were told, Hamelin grunting as he lifted his half of the rock, the gargoyle humming.

“Stand before us on the shore,” Avice instructed.

The crowd surged forward as if dragged on a hook.

“Our nets are the strongest in all of Traum.” Avice’s voice echoed over the water. “They do not fray, do not tear, even when confronted by immeasurable weight. That is how we of the Peaks are. We do not deteriorate, even when hardship proves an impossible burden to carry.”

She nodded to Hamelin and the gargoyle. “With one hand, lift your net, and the rock within. Prove the merit of your strength. He”—her mouth turned at the gargoyle—“or it who holds their net the longest is the winner and shall be named champion, the strongest in all of Traum.”

Hamelin fisted the net in his right hand, and so did the gargoyle. It was the arm that had the fewest cracks.

Once more, Benji stepped forward. Gone was the jovial expression he’d worn at the joust, the melee. I knew his face well enough. He was looking at the gargoyle, then at Hamelin—and losing faith that his knight could win.

The flag dropped, and the nets were lifted.

Rory and Maude and I leaned forward, our breaths coming sharp and fast. “Come on, Bartholomew,” Maude said.

He was holding the net—and the granite within it, high. It swung idly beside him and did not quiver, his hold steady and sure. Hamelin’s was, too. But as the minutes passed, Hamelin’s cheeks grew red—he was hissing out breaths and barely taking any in. Soon, his arm began to quiver.

The gargoyle’s did not. He was a creature of the tor—stout and strong as stone. He did not falter, did not shake, did not do anything but look pleasantly forward and hum.

But even that sent tiny flecks of limestone flying from his back.

“Come on, Hamelin,” Samuel shouted. A few other knights joined in, cheering him. “Do not diminish.”

But the king’s favorite wasn’t just shaking in the arm anymore. His entire body was trembling. His eyes narrowed and he bared his teeth. The signs were clear—ten minutes of holding the rock had doomed him to drop it.

Hamelin’s nostrils flared, sweat falling down his face. He looked at his mother, then at the gargoyle, loathing coating his gaze. Still managing to hold on to the net, he dropped his other hand, fumbling for the Ardent Oarsman’s oar. When it came loose, he dropped it, blade down, into the shallow water behind him.

A wave rose from the heart of the basin, rushed forward, then crashed into the gargoyle’s back.

“He’s a cheat,” I shouted. “He can’t do that!”

Benji and Avice leaned forward, saying nothing, and Hamelin—he was stirring the Ardent Oarsman’s oar again. Another wave came, faster than the one before. When it slammed against the gargoyle, I heard him whimper, his head bent low against the assault of water. Still, he did not lose his footing or drop his net.

Hamelin tried again—another brutal wave. Again, he failed to fell the gargoyle, who stood unwavering, stronger than the strongest man in the Fervent Peaks.

Hamelin’s net began to slip. He shouted through his teeth, his eyes wide and bloodshot, and I should have seen it coming—should have known desperate men do grievous things, because in his last effort to win the feats of strength, Hamelin did not drop the Ardent Oarsman’s oar into the water.

He slammed it into the gargoyle’s back instead.

There was a burst of limestone—a sharp, agonizing cry.

I screamed.

Hamelin raised the oar to strike him again. The gargoyle, still holding his net, turned, catching the oar in his free hand. Cracks ripped up his arm, but the gargoyle did not waver. He simply bared his fangs, let out a thunderous growl that washed the fervor from Hamelin’s face—

And snapped the Ardent Oarsman’s oar in half.

Benji gasped like it had been his own spine to break. Avice went rigid and Hamelin—Hamelin was looking at the pieces of the broken oar like he could not fathom a world in which a creature as powerless as a sprite might evince more vigor than him. Eyes wide, jaw loose, Hamelin Fischer dropped his net, his rock slamming against the shore, signaling the end of the feat.

The gargoyle had won.

But then Hamelin reached for the hammer on his belt. Looked at the gargoyle as all knights look upon sprites—a creature only worthy when dead. He raised his hammer.

I was already running.

Before Hamelin’s weapon could meet its mark, my shoulder caught his middle, knocking him off his feet and away from the gargoyle, dropping both of us into the shallow waters of the basin. I landed on top, leveled a fist, and hit Hamelin so hard across the jaw I heard a snap. He shouted, bucking and swiping at me, but I was a weight too great for him to dislodge—I hit him again and again, blood coating my knuckles.

Somewhere in the distance, the king and Avice Fischer were shouting.

Hamelin hollered. Kicked and hit and shoved me. His face was bleeding, his eyes wide, his mouth turned by unmistakable revulsion. And I knew what I’d known since the moment we’d met—he didn’t care for me, didn’t desire me—didn’t wish to wed or even fuck me. All a man like Hamelin Fischer wanted was to be stronger than everyone around him. But I hadn’t given him anything—I wouldn’t give him that, either. I hit him once more over the face, then pressed him into the shallows of the basin, the crystalline waters going a murky brown as they sopped up his blood.

Hamelin choked. Reached up. Caught my throat. The king was still calling, frenzied upon the shore. Hamelin’s fingers anchored themselves into the flesh of my neck, and he threw me down into the basin beside him. I breathed chill water into my lungs.

Hamelin had gotten to his knees. Blood on his teeth, jaw hanging unnaturally, he peered down at me like he still might prove himself the strongest man in all of Traum. He raised his hammer over my head. I heard Rory shout my name. Hamelin pulled back. Swung his hammer—

A thundering sound echoed through the peaks. Thousands of shards flew, hitting my face, some hard and cold, others hot and viscous. When I looked back, Maude and Rory were holding the gargoyle, chunks of limestone all around him—but his net, and the granite within, were still held high.

Next to them, the king was leaning forward, eyes wide and glassy, the Artful Brigand’s coin no longer in his hand. He’d thrown it, saving me from Hamelin’s clinching blow, obliterating the hammer in his knight’s hand.

And taking half of Hamelin Fischer’s head along with it.







The Hunt


Even death bears its flowers.








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

PLAYACTING
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Avice Fischer stripped the Ardent Oarsman’s castle of purple banners and replaced them with black mourning cloths. She did not bid the kings or his knights goodbye, nor did she tend Sybil a single respect. The king and queen and knighthood—the tournament champions—were meant to stay another night under her hospitality, and yet she turned from the king like he was a gutted fish left too long in the sun.

Benji barely had time to present the gargoyle with his bowl of winnings. When he asked Avice for the heralding sash she was meant to gift to the champion, she turned her nose up. She hadn’t shed a single tear, her strength spent staring the king down with unmarred revulsion. “The net he used to defeat my son is trophy enough.”

Benji was as gray as the shale he stood upon. “My aim was for his weapon.” Every time he said it, his back stooped more. “Hamelin would have struck my Diviner, after swearing loyalty to me and an oath to protect her. That is sacrilege. Heresy.”

Avice pressed her lips together, waiting for him to leave.

I worked the leather of Fig’s reins between my gauntlets, jaw aching. I’d been pressing my molars down for the past hour. The pretense of the knave was never going to be easy. But to pretend I felt nothing when Hamelin slammed his oar into Bartholomew’s back, when Sybil rushed forward and tussled with him in the water, when he’d put his hand on her throat and raised that hammer above her head… I couldn’t do that.

Seems I was as bad a knave as I had been a knight.

The same powerlessness I’d felt as a boy, trapped by the Artful Brigand, had found me. Shaking, shouting, I’d pushed forward, aiming for the lip of the basin, for Sybil—

The stone coin had flown, ending the feats of strength and staining the crystalline water red. Every soul in the Fervent Peaks had turned to stare at their king, and Benji, who, absorbing the severity of what he’d done, had bent over and coughed out vomit on the stones beneath his boots.

I might have respected the prat, killing Hamelin that way, if it hadn’t been an accident.

But then, just as the king got on his horse and the knights turned to lead us out of the Fervent Peaks, Benji turned a final time and said, “Where will you bury him that I might return in commemoration?” and all my fledgling respect festered. The little shit never came back to commemorate when he’d killed me.

“At the base of the Peaks,” Avice said. “The Fischer tomb is there. He will join his father and grandfather and all noble folk of vigor. Fear not: He will be remembered by more than just you, Benedict Castor the Third.”

Her message was clear enough. I will remember, too.

Once more, we took the untenable road down the mountains. I rode behind Maude, who drove the wagon where Sybil sat closely with the gargoyle, the sounds of their voices soothing in the jagged mountainscape. And while the gargoyle was wagging a finger in Sybil’s face and lecturing her in his usual way, things were not as usual with Bartholomew.

He’d lost a considerable amount of limestone. Hamelin hitting him with the oar had done more damage than we’d initially thought—a chunk of stone the size of my fist had dislodged from his hip, and every time he tried to walk, cracks spread. Sybil had filled their cart with blankets, restored him in his robe as he’d once fit her with armor—tried to make him comfortable on the jostling journey to the next leg of the tournament. But she was biting her lip in a way that made my throat close. Ceaselessly watching him, even when he dozed.

Benji rode ahead with his knights, Samuel and Tory like iron wings at his side. I caught him looking back several times at Maude and Sybil. Eventually, the road was not so rough, and when the caravan made its way back into the open moorland, a collective sigh of relief sounded, the journey south to the Chiming Wood straight and narrow.

The king stalled and bade his knights ride ahead. He waited along the road, his blue eyes never leaving Sybil in her cart. When he eased his horse back twenty paces behind them, he was in perfect step with me.

“Tell me, knave.” Benji drank from a flask on his belt with the same enthusiasm he used to, back when folk sometimes shouted at him, calling his grandfather a heretic. Gods, how I used to bloody my knuckles for this boy. “What have your fellow champions said about me?”

“Little,” I said, pressing my voice until it flattened like I did every time I lied. “They seem to be cradling what’s left of my mind. Strange how they take pains to care for me, knowing I’ve nothing to offer them in return.”

Benji chewed that over. “They knew you well.”

“How well did you know me, sire?”

The king looked up from his flask, startled. “Oh. I…” He swallowed. “We were rather close, once. Friends.”

I was grateful for the iron cage of my helmet. He could not see the pain stamped over my face.

“You must think me reckless,” Benji hedged, “killing my own knight. Did Maude tell you Hamelin wasn’t the first friend to die at my hand?”

Were I not a cynical man, I’d have guessed he felt guilty. But I knew better. Benedict Castor the Third was but a collector, his tokens of choice wealth, magical objects, and powerful friends.

And I had every intention to rob him of all three.

“I’m sure you had your reasons then as you did now,” I told him. “Like you said. You were protecting your Diviner.”

“Would that Avice Fischer and the other nobles saw it as clearly as that.” Benji drank, then looked up at the sky, his gold crown dull in the gray light. “Three events lost, three stone objects destroyed, two knights dead. None of this has gone to plan. But I think—”

He turned to me. “Suppose I might convince you to gift me your winnings, knave? Seven hundred gold coins is more than any one man needs—imagine how magnanimous I would be if I were to give your winnings back to Regius Ormsby and Otto Lange and Avice Fischer?”

“To help their hamlets recover from the earthquake, sire?”

“They can throw the gold into a vat and make new statues of their precious Omens for all I care, so long as it gets me back into their good graces. The only god of men,” he said plainly, “is coin.”

I could tell by the way he clutched the Artful Brigand’s coin, harder than his flask or even the reins of his horse, how desperately Benedict Castor the Third needed that to be true. “I could write to Otto when the tournament is over,” he offered, “that he might release your gold from the Seacht vault and send it to mine in Castle Luricht.”

I paused, making him wait. Then, sickly sweet, “Of course, sire. Write to him now, if you like.”

Benji sighed. “Very good.”

A root sat in the road. When Maude drove over it, the cart jumped. The gargoyle, wrapped in blankets, hardly budged, but Sybil jostled against the side of the cart. She let out a sharp cry. Put her hand to her abdomen.

An anvil dropped from my chest into my stomach.

“It was my fault,” the king murmured, studying me. “I wanted to show everyone the vileness of sprites after the cathedral fell. She was grievously injured. Don’t let her posturing fool you, knave. The queen’s strength is like Traum after the earthquake. Breaking apart.”

He said, urgently, “That is why I cannot let this quake or the fucking nobles and their winnings derail my tournament. The more that goes wrong, the harder folk will look for signs that things might improve. Let them see her with me while she is fearsome and useful. Let them be inspired. Folk always need something to believe in.”

All I could think of in that moment was the abbess and how she spoke in the cathedral. Affected, virtuous—all the while pressing down on Sybil’s shoulders and drowning her. “And when she isn’t those things? What will become of the Diviner then?”

“People will not forget the cathedral just because it fell. I will find a way for her to still leave her mark on the Stonewater Kingdom.” Benji lifted his reins. “Oh—one more thing, knave. We’re entering the Chiming Wood. Maude Bauer’s hamlet. There is a reason I asked you for your winnings and not hers or the gargoyle’s. I am quite certain your fellow champions do not have my best interests at heart. You will tell me, won’t you, if they try to undermine me?”

“What schemes would they have against their own king?”

He waved a hand. “History is a murky translation. So are right and wrong. Maude and I are of different minds regarding all three. No doubt she considers there to be unfinished business between us.”

She isn’t the only one.

“Thank you,” Benji said. “And not just for the gold. It is not easy, being a king. One never knows who to trust. Perhaps this is a second chance for the both of us.”

“A second chance for what, sire?”

Benji did not note how tightly I held Fig’s reins. The king was looking at me like I was a blank page in a notebook, and he yearned to scribble his truth upon me. For some reason, it made his blue eyes narrow. “To be friends.”
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It wasn’t a great distance between the Fervent Peaks and the Chiming Wood. Nary twenty miles. By late afternoon, we saw yellow trees on the horizon. By dusk, we traveled beneath them. And while there were no sinkholes in the road—no crumbling rock faces or cliffsides—the Wood was not the hamlet, the haven, we’d expected to find.

Birch trees had fallen on the road. Some bore the serrated markings of having snapped, others had been ripped up by the roots, the dirt and bramble and earthen floor around them ripped up, too. So many of the leaves—that brilliant canopy of yellow—were on the ground, as if something had taken the Chiming Wood in its fist and given it a brutal shake.

“That earthquake.” Samuel Eichel was fretting at the front of the caravan, gawking at his home hamlet. “A terrible portent.” He spurred his horse. “Come, sire. Let us see if Eichel House is unharmed.”

The caravan lumbered forward, the light in the wood fading. A shadow moved in my periphery. I turned to face it.

There was nothing there.

Night fell and the wind rushed, the sky clear, its hue the shade of bruises—black and purple and blue. Torches were lit, and we traveled among trees, moving down the road at a hurried pace. No one spoke, the only sound among us the clatter of footsteps and the groan of wagon wheels and the wind, sounding through the trees in its usual chiming knell. But even that fell silent.

“Bad portents on the wind,” I heard Samuel tell Benji and Tory. “Very bad portents—”

“Here’s a portent,” Benji snapped. “Shut the hell up or you’ll find yourself at the back of the caravan with the horseshit.”

Samuel blanched and was quiet the rest of the way.

An hour later the trees began to grow farther apart, a glen opening up, the road no longer dirt but gravel, lined with flaming torches. A tall house came into view, the moon, like a great eye, sitting upon its turreted shoulder.

Eichel House.

We rode into the drive. At the entrance, purple banners hung from the spandrel, four figures in yellow cloaks waiting. The eldest, a stooped woman, held the Faithful Forester’s chime. She was Samuel’s grandmother, Edora Eichel. I didn’t know how old she was—she’d seemed a thousand years old when I’d first come to the Wood as a boy. Besides Maude, she was the most respected noble of the hamlet.

I had it on good authority that whenever Benedict Castor the First mentioned heavy-pocketed nobs who go to Aisling for a Divination, he’d been referring specifically to Edora Eichel.

Samuel dismounted. “Grandmother.” He turned to the house and held his breath, like the damn thing might crumble any second. “Did you feel the earthquake?”

“Yes.” Edora held out a wrinkled hand, handed her grandson the chime, then gestured to the wood. “There have been rumbles, and the trees sway, the song among them different than before.”

Benji dismounted and stepped forward. But Edora looked past him. “Tell me—where is the Diviner?”

The gargoyle raised his hand, and Sybil stood in the wagon. “I am here.”

Edora nodded solemnly. “There have been rumors—talk of a Divination on your wedding day, when you predicted this. That the stacked stones of faith and accordance would crumble and the kingdom would end as it began, fractured and bloody. Tell us: Are the winds of change blowing? Does the Faithful Forester warn of toil, of hardship? What do your stone eyes see?”

Everyone turned to Sybil. She stood higher than the rest of us, hand on her stomach and a crown on her head, peering down through gossamer, so pretty I was sick with longing. Her fingers lifted, ghosting toward her veil. Edora, the nobles, even knights like Samuel and Tory leaned forward in anticipation.

Sybil’s hand went still. She did not raise her veil.

She stepped out of the cart instead. “I do not know from whence these earthquakes come,” she said plainly, “or why they come now. What I do know is what I’ve seen. Folk are displaced, sprites butchered. A pair of the king’s knights have died for spectacle. A distant memory, it seems, since I was a witness, pupil, visitor to Traum’s wonders. All my stone eyes see now”—her mouth went hard—“is a deeply flawed world.”

She might as well have slapped the old woman across the face. Edora Eichel gasped, and so did the other nobles. Even the wind seemed to quiet, hushed by the last Diviner’s flagrant faithlessness.

And still… they looked upon her, searching her veil. Were I to lift my visor, perhaps they would comb my stone eyes as well, hungry for signs and assurances.

Benji, on the other hand, looked up at Sybil like he was about to scream.

I dismounted and brought Fig close to the cart where Maude and the gargoyle sat, all three of us wearing our idiotic heralding sashes. “I can’t tell if she’s taking the piss out of Benji,” Maude murmured, “or if she means what she’s saying.”

“Bartholomew has never been a very gifted liar,” said the gargoyle. “There is a dimness in her eyes that was not there before.”

I felt the same calamitous fear that had kicked my lungs in the Fervent Peaks when Sybil and I had sparred in the rain. If the stone objects go, and I go with them, then perhaps the lie might end.

“She still feels a part of Aisling’s system, like she’s another magical stone object.” I turned to Maude, hardly able to say it. “And you know what she intends to do with the stone objects.”

Understanding washed over Maude’s face. When her gaze lifted, it wore the same expression it had the night I’d woken on the tor: steadfast determination.

“Would that folk stopped treating her like one.” I exhaled hotly. “The fools cannot stop themselves from looking for signs that aren’t there.”

The gargoyle pondered that. “They never will.”

I glanced over my shoulder. “Not helpful.”

He lifted a fractured hand to a nearby birch, plucking away yellow leaves. “To be seen clearly is not a gift all of us are given. Some might look upon Bartholomew and see a stone object, and others look upon her”—he batted his eyelashes at me—“and see the whole world over. Some might glimpse her eyes and find a void, begging to be filled with cathedrals and systems and rules, and some might see a strange kind of freedom. Truth, and lies, can always be found when we search the unknown. But even a child learns by watching.”

He sighed, forlorn. “The story will never change unless, first, we observe it.”

Folk were still asking Sybil questions. About portents. About Omens. About belief. Her answers were brief, curt, until the king, disturbed by a conversation he could not control, cleared his throat. “The unfortunate incidents that plagued the last events will find no foothold here, Edora. The Chiming Wood has ever been a hamlet of fine portents.”

He shot Sybil a glance, then held his hand out to the nobles, the knights, ushering them into Eichel House as if it belonged to him.

Still—it was Sybil whom Edora Eichel brought first over her threshold. “Come, Diviner. I’ve prepared my home in your honor.” She looked back. Waved at Maude. “You and the other champions have honored places, too, Bauer.” Finally, she acknowledged Benji. “You too, King Castor.”
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Ten minutes later, the gargoyle was crying. “But I want to dance.”

Maude leaned over the wagon, speaking to him in a soothing voice. “I know. But those coins you won in the Peaks need a safe place, and you heard Sybil—you require rest. I’ll take you to Petula Hall. There are lots of blankets there.”

He stuck out his bottom lip and pouted. Maude took the reins. Gave me a pointed look. “I’ll be back in a few hours. Don’t do anything stupid and get yourself killed.”

“Already dead.” I smacked the horse’s bottom, and they rode off into the darkened Wood.

Inside, the air was heavy with smoke. A suckling boar turned on a spit in the crackling fireplace. A grand table had been placed along the wall, covered in candles and dried fruits and herbs. Eichel House might not have been as old as Petula Hall, but its insides looked the same—rich and brown, nearly everything made of cherrywood or mahogany. Only here, instead of books and trinkets laid out on the house’s many shelves, there were bones. Pelts. Trophies of animals slain.

I walked along the periphery of the great hall, combing the room for Sybil. She wasn’t with the king. He was over by the dead pig on the fire, onto his second or third goblet of wine, talking with Samuel, who was partially listening, partially showing the Faithful Forester’s chime to anyone who drew near.

A forester stepped in front of me. I was almost positive I’d picked his pocket at one time or another. “Where is your champion weapon, Myndacious?” he asked. “Did you use an axe from the Wood to win the melee? A sword?”

“A hammer,” Benji called, too loud.

He crossed the room. When he reached me, head barely clearing my chin, he grinned. Without so much as asking, Benji lifted my visor, showing folk of the Wood my eyes. “Stone,” he said against the tide of gasps. “Spectacular, isn’t he?”

The crowd pushed, vying to get closer, peering at me as I’d once looked upon Aisling Cathedral—in wonderment and fear.

They asked me questions. Touched and tugged at me.

“What will you do when the tourney ends?” the same noble asked.

“I’ll return to Castle Luricht.” An ugly part of me liked it, telling Benji what he’d always wanted to hear, knowing he’d never get it. “That I might be useful to King Castor in all his endeavors.”

The king’s cheeks flushed. Folk of the Wood, who had never bothered to acknowledge me when I was Maude’s squire or Benji’s knight, came up in droves, asking about the melee, about my eyes and my winnings, running their gazes and hands over the heralding sash I wore over my breastplate.

Bartholomew might have been right—it was good for folk to look at me, to break preconceived notions or form new ones—but by gods, if these idiots didn’t take ten honest steps back I was going to retrieve that hammer and break something. “Excuse me.”

I found an alcove behind a velvet curtain, a casement window beyond it. Another forester was there, fumbling to light a twig of petrified idleweed with a candle. I yanked off my helmet, ripped the idleweed from his hand, and lit it.

“Hey,” he complained, then looked into my stone eyes, blanched, and walked away.

I took a deep inhale, held it in my lungs, let it out, remembering what Bartholomew had said about not needing to breathe, and how that would likely be me one day. What a damn shame.

Five seconds later the point was rendered moot—my lungs weren’t working. Beyond the velvet curtain, I could see the grand stairwell—and Sybil Delling upon it.

She walked behind Edora Eichel, no longer clad in the plain woolen clothes they’d given her in the Peaks, but wearing the Chiming Wood’s ceremonial garb. A long silk dress the color of birch leaves, the yellow fabric fitted along the bodice and upper arms, then loose and free around her wrists, her waist, her legs. The sleeves hugged the impressive muscles along her arms and the bodice held tightly to the curves of her breasts—the contours along her abdomen and shoulders and back. Lovely and formidable, she was the beauty who lay in the shade of the tree, then rose to snap off a bough with her bare hands.

I watched through a cloud of smoke, hot in the chest, unable to look away.

Sybil spoke to Edora and several other prominent folk of the Wood at the bottom of the stairs. It was hard to see where her eyes were behind her veil, but I knew what it felt like when she looked at me, and I knew it the second she spotted me across the room.

Sybil lifted her chin. Nodded twice to Edora, excused herself, and walked to the edge of the great hall, trailing its perimeter until she stood at the brink of my alcove.

I caught her arm. Pulled her toward me and slid the curtain over the mouth of the alcove, plunging us into darkness but for the yellow light that came from the tip of my idleweed and the silver glow of moonlight from the casement window.

Sybil wrenched up her veil. Cupped my chin in her palm and brought my mouth to hers. When I exhaled, smoke slid from between my lips, and Sybil breathed it in. “Where’d you get the idleweed, knave?”

“Stole it.” I held it out to her, my voice full of gravel. “Have more. It’ll help with the discomfort. With the pain.”

Sybil’s mouth twitched in a way that made my heart stumble. “Aren’t you in pain, too?”

“Near you? Always—”

She kissed me. I dropped the idleweed, thoughtless.

“You will be.” Sybil’s hand was on her abdomen again, just above her wound. “Soon, without spring water, you’ll feel what it’s like, slowly turning to stone.”

“No doubt. But until then—” I bit the inside of my lip. Hard. Tasted blood. “Permit me.”

Sybil’s nostrils flared. She leaned in again, and I took her by the nape of the neck, pulling her recklessly toward me. Our mouths collided. Sybil let out a low sound of pleasure that vibrated up her throat and into my mouth, rooting itself in every part of my body. She ran her tongue along my bottom lip—pulled it into her mouth and pressed her teeth around it, earning herself more blood and me another delicious sound from her throat.

A violent, magnificent ache took hold of my chest. My blood smeared over her mouth, and we kissed with abandon, the moonlight in the alcove growing hazy as our torrid breaths put fog over the casement window.

The sounds in the hall grew louder, voices pressing against the curtain.

“They’ll look for me,” Sybil whispered over my lips. “The spectacle never ceases, does it, Myndacious?”

“Two more events.” It was getting harder and harder to put that veil back over her face. “And we won’t be strangers, Sybil Delling.”

When her veil fell, a tiny spot of blood stained the gossamer that sat over her lips.

Sybil squeezed my hand and exited the alcove first. I followed a minute later. The crowd was beginning to disperse, pushing itself against the walls, the floor taken over by a quartet of strangely dressed folk. One carried a lute, and the three others wore face paint. Actors—and the same minstrel who’d performed in the other hamlets.

Benji was still standing near the fire, Sybil and Tory and Samuel at his wings. When he saw me, he waved me over. “Come, knave.”

I made my way through the crowd, enduring awestruck stares and reaching for my visor—only to realize I’d left my helmet on the alcove floor.

By the fire, Samuel was explaining to the king the history of the playacting society in the Chiming Wood. Caught between an eye roll and a yawn, Benji coughed. His gaze snagged on Sybil. “I hope you weren’t too uncomfortable on the journey from the Peaks.”

He peered at her yellow dress. At her veil. “I must say you look well.”

Sybil kept her gaze on the performers in the center of the room and ignored him.

“Wine,” Benji told Samuel, and the knight disappeared into the crowd.

Tory, scowling, glanced at me, then Sybil. “Edora Eichel wants a word with you, Diviner.” She grasped Sybil by the elbow. “It won’t take long.”

I knew better than to watch her go. Still, I dropped my hand as Sybil passed, heartbeat pounding as she dragged her knuckles over my gauntlets.

Warmth touched the corner of my lips. My bottom lip was still bleeding. I brought it into my mouth, slicking blood away with my tongue. When I looked at Benji, he was already watching me. “What do you think of Eichel House? Not as grand as Petula Hall, is it?”

“I’ve no memory of Petula Hall, sire.”

“Oh, yes.” He sipped his wine and nodded at the actors. “Apparently they will be reimagining the tournament. Are you familiar with playacting, knave?”

I shook my head.

The king’s smile was thin. “This should be a treat for you, then.”

“Here.” Samuel Eichel was back, squeezing his unwelcome ass next to me and holding out a silver goblet. “There’s to be a toast at the end.”

The minstrel lifted his lute and began to play, and the actors spun around him. The performance had started.

“A colorful dream,” he sang, “the bright land of Traum, where the wind on the moors hums a tune. Where the holloways lead you awry and along, and the gowans are always in bloom. But mind the streets when the water is high, and look out for mountainous shale. The earth does tremble from time to time, and the trees in the Wood have turned frail.”

Folk shared glances, and the minstrel strummed on. “Still—wherever you ramble, from woodland to sea, pray find the young king on your way. I lent him my axe, and he counted my gold, and to his queen, the Diviner, did I pray.”

The audience clapped. Benji’s cheeks reddened, and he opened his arms, smiling and accepting the applause.

The actors moved about, pulling props from a wooden box. One spread rouge on his cheeks and nose and placed a paper crown over his head, no doubt meant to be Benji. In his hands was a bowl of grain. He stirred it greedily, smiling and cackling to himself. Then he donned a helmet and took up a stick, and so did a second actor, the two of them dancing in absurd leaps as if mounted on horseback.

“The joust did begin in the great Coulson Faire, where merchants and brigands do quip. Neither jouster nor horse was hurt by the lance, but the king’s precious gold got the tip!”

The actors volleyed toward each other, and the one playing Benji was struck with a stick. He threw himself backward, falling dramatically on the floor, knocking against the bowl of grain and spilling it.

The crowd chuckled.

“Next was the melee in the city, the Seacht—a battle of wits on display!”

The jousters threw down their sticks, ran for their box of props, and withdrew a wooden mace and a hammer. They swung wildly at each other while the actor playing Benji put on his crown once more and took up an overflowing glass of wine, laughing and pointing.

“A great pity then that no wits could be found—the king lost a knight for a knave.”

Next to me, Benji was smiling, only now his mouth seemed frozen that way.

The actor with the mace fell to the ground and flopped, and the king in the paper crown spilled his wine down his tunic. Folk in the great hall were laughing now, some even applauding.

One of the actors threw off his helmet and donned a gray cape, crouching and waddling, grunting and groaning, pretending to be a gargoyle as he and the other actor threw paper rocks.

The minstrel sang louder. “And lo, what next? The great feats of strength, held high where the Tenor is fed. Muscle and vigor are qualities fine—”

The actor playing Benji threw a rock. It struck an actor, who fell to the ground and writhed. The play king looked at the audience and shrugged. “What a shame I took off his head.”

Folk guarded their laughter behind their hands. And Benji—he wasn’t smiling now.

The tune slowed, the actors joining the minstrel in a line. “And so, dear folk, we come to the hunt, where ne’er was an axe that was beaten. Look out for the sprites, and keep a sharp eye—lest one, maybe both, are eaten.”

Applause rang. The minstrels and actors were given goblets the same as the rest of us. They raised them high. “To the hunt!”

“To the hunt!” echoed the call. Everyone drank, even Benji. I threw my head back, swallowed the wine.

And coughed.

A horrendous taste coated my tongue, bitter and rotten. I knew what it was the second I choked it down. Ox-eye.

Blood draining from my cheeks, I whirled on Samuel. “What is this?”

The knight’s hand was on the hilt of his sword. “King’s orders.”

My vision winked, my senses already dulling from that vile poison—my skull felt too large, too heavy, a pounding headache starting behind my eyes.

“Since we are in the spirit of playacting and revelry,” Benji called, his voice distorting in my ears, “let us have one more reenactment for your pleasure.” He turned to me, lips thin. “This one shall be of myself and the knave, when he graciously challenged me to spar.”

Three knights seized my arms, and Samuel ripped my sword from its sheath. But the amount of ox-eye they’d given me was far greater than what I’d had in the Peaks—I was swaying on my feet. Hardly able to walk. It took all three of them to move me forward.

The knights led me to the heart of the room. The actors scurried away, leaving the box of props. Benji rummaged through it. Found the wooden stick they’d used as a lance and threw it at my feet. “Come now, knave,” he said. “Show everyone what a talented fighter you are. Give them a proper show.”

My vision went dark. I blinked. Saw the king’s bleary shape.

Benji dropped his goblet, then drew his sword with a sudden zeal. “You’ll have all seen by now,” he said, his voice echoing through the room. “The knave’s peculiar eyes, hewn of stone, just like my queen’s. How strange, special, new you must think him, despite his ill looks and manners. Perhaps you even wonder if he is holy.”

The king jerked his sword, leveling it against the side of my neck. He pressed and I felt the sharp pain of skin splitting. “But I assure you,” Benji said. “He’s just a man.” Blood trickled down my neck. “As fallible as the rest of us.”

The king barked at his knights. “Make a circle.”

The knights exchanged glances, grasped their weapons, and boxed Benji and me into the center of the room. I could hear murmurs. But for every second that passed, the ox-eye’s grip on me tightened. I was farther and farther away, a pallid nothingness stretching out around me.

“Fight me, knave,” came Benji’s voice, hot and excited.

I slouched forward, faintly pressing against the tip of the king’s sword. When I said nothing, Benji threw his sword down, reached into his pocket, and withdrew the Artful Brigand’s coin. He tossed it, vanished, then reappeared behind me, knocking his gauntlets into the back of my head.

I hissed.

Then Benji did it again and again, using the coin to vanish and reappear, always hitting me from the side or behind, never head-on. “You almost had me fooled,” he said quietly. “Pith, Rory, I never knew what a good actor you could be, bowing like that, reverent, not a single sign of your usual grating disdain. You held so damn still when I kissed her.”

I tried to anticipate him—tried to move—but it was like wading through mud. I was hindered at every turn, my vision growing dimmer, the pounding in my head and the rolling of my stomach worsening.

“I’ve been lying to myself,” Benji said, “thinking you’d truly forgotten the prick you were and had come to me new, full of value and zeal. But then Hamelin was holding my Diviner down in the water, and I was fumbling for the coin to save her, and you called out. I don’t even think you heard yourself, but I did. You said the strangest thing. Something the knave would never know to say.”

Benji slapped me over the face. Came forward. Whispered in my ringing ear. “Sybil.”

He clapped me over the ear and skirted away. “Six could barely walk in the Seacht until she took your blood for a Divination. You’ve given it to her since, haven’t you? The blood on her shroud just now—and on your lip.” His voice cracked and he hit me again, this time on the jaw. “Clandestine meetings under moonlight, were they?”

I spat blood on the floor. “She’s not your Diviner, asshole. She’s never been yours.”

Benji appeared in front of me and, with surprising strength, shoved me. I fell, my head hitting the ground with a bang. I coughed. Blinked—

And saw five figures. A merchant with gold rings on his fingers, a scribe in a gray robe, an oarsman in leathers, a forester with long black hair, and a weaver in a dyed woolen knit.

All of them had stone eyes.

In front of them, leering over me, was a woman. She wore silken gloves and a veil, obscuring her face from view. The abbess.

In her hands were a hammer and chisel. “The water is magic,” she said, “and so is the stone it leaches from. Let us see what we can make of it. Or what it makes of us.” She pressed the chisel into my body, lifted the hammer—

And slammed it down.

I let out a terrible sound.

Again, the abbess placed the chisel. Again, she struck it. Chunks of limestone fell, clouding my vision, pain cutting through my body. And I—I was rooted. So heavy I couldn’t move, helpless but to lie there and let her lay waste to me. From my body, she carved five objects.

Coin.

Inkwell.

Oar.

Chime.

Loom stone.

But then I blinked, and it wasn’t the abbess leaning over me but Benji, and the pain from the chisel was him hitting me over and over again with the wooden stick I’d refused to pick up.

My eyes rolled back, my vision going dark. I lurched up, throwing the king off my body, my jaw opening, a horrible rasp scraping free. “You look upon me, but you do not know me.” There they were again, the craftsmen with the stone eyes: merchant, scribe, oarsman, forester, weaver. Each of them held a stone object. I called up to them, knowing they could not hear me. “I am older than the world, younger than time, permanent as the sky, and temporal as a dream. It is I who measures Traum’s portents. I who Divines what is to come, for naught but the past can foretell the future.”

“What are you doing?” Benji hit me again over the face. “Rory—Rory. Stop.”

I couldn’t. I wasn’t Rory, but someone else entirely. “What happened before will happen again,” I said to the craftsmen, watching as they clutched their stone objects. “Tools will turn to weapons, and the stacked stones of faith and accordance shall crumble. The Stonewater Kingdom shall end as it began: Fractured. Bloody…

“But never godless.”

A mournful cry clawed over my tongue.

Everything went dark.







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

LIGHT, IN STONE
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Gasping for air, I woke in a clammy sweat.

I was in a room I did not know, and the sky outside my window was not as I’d last seen it—the sun was out, and the sky was a hazy shade of orange. The night had passed, and half a day. I was still in the dress I’d worn the evening prior, and it was damp with sweat.

When my memory found me, it came in pieces. The smell of meats and herbs in Eichel House. Smoking idleweed with Rory. Kissing him in the alcove, blood on my tongue. In the great hall there’d been actors and a minstrel. Tory had bid me come that I might speak to Edora Eichel, then—

I jolted up.

There had been another dark alcove. Tory had pulled me into it. Poured ox-eye down my throat. I’d gotten a good kick in, knocked her down hard, but the draft had been strong. White splotches of light had eclipsed my vision. I remembered little after that, except pieces of a dream where I lay on my back upon the tor, looking up at the Omens.

Head pounding, I dragged myself off the bed, pulled at my chamber door.

And found it locked.

I hit the wood. “Let me out!”

I shouted until my voice was raw. Then—footsteps, coming down the corridor. “Sybil?”

It was Maude. Relief clawed at my lungs. “I’m here!”

“Step back from the door.”

The grating knell of iron hitting iron sounded. The latch trembled, then jumped, then broke, and the door was kicked open.

Maude was on the other side, chest heaving, axe raised. Ten woodsmen stood behind her in leathers, and beside them, Samuel Eichel, whose mouth was hanging open. “That’s a two-hundred-year-old mahogany door, Bauer!”

“And a cheap lock.” Maude came into the room and grasped my shoulder. “You all right?”

I nodded. “What happened?”

“I came back last night. No one knew where you were, not even Edora.” She nodded at the foresters and her throat worked. “We haven’t been able to find Rory.”

The last I saw of him, he’d been standing with Benji.

Dread fell like a stone into my stomach.

Maude turned to Samuel. “I’ll ask you one last time. Where is the knave?”

Samuel was clutching the Faithful Forester’s chime, eyeing the woodsmen and their axes. “I’m not sure—”

“Where?” I screamed.

Of all the king’s knights, Samuel Eichel had proved the most superstitious, willing to see a sign in everything he beheld. “It would bode very poorly for you,” I said in a low voice, “if you did not tell us.”

He swallowed. “He’s in the servants’ quarters. First floor, just off the larder.”

We ran.

Another feast was being prepared in the kitchens, but the smell of ham and spiced potatoes did nothing to me—there was another smell on the air. We turned a corner, and it grew stronger: rotten flowers. By the time we reached the door next to the larder my tongue was heavy with saliva.

“Here,” I said. “I can smell the spring water.”

Maude’s axe fell, and another door was ruined. I kicked it open and let out a broken sound.

Rory was on the floor, unmoving. Beneath his head, pooled over stones, was a puddle of blood.

Maude swore, both of us crouching over him. My hands shook, but then—his neck. There was a pulse. And his chest was rising, falling. He was breathing. I looked up at Maude. Said, choked, “He’s alive.”

She grasped Rory from beneath the arms. Hauled him upright.

Blood dripped down his face like tears. Rory stirred, waking with a gasp. “Sybil?”

“I’m here.” His armor looked intact. But the rest of him… “How badly are you hurt?”

“Hardly at all.”

He was favoring his left arm. Wincing, to sit up. Rory’s bottom lip was split, his right eye already blackening. The blood on the floor had come from a cut in his cheek, nigh identical to the one Benji had dealt him the night Aisling fell. I could tell just by looking at it that it needed sutures.

I smoothed his hair out of his eyes. Ran my fingers in tender strokes up his neck. “Pith, Rory.”

He exhaled. “He knows. Drugged me with ox-eye. Had a vision. Lost my”—he coughed, winced—“mind.”

We yanked Rory to his feet. I helped Maude bear his weight, draping his left arm over my shoulder. His head slumped forward, blood from his cheek staining the silk at my breasts. “Time to go, knave,” I whispered.

The sound of rattling armor echoed in the corridor. When I looked up, the king was there.

Benji’s golden hair was tousled, his cheeks red, his eyes jumping from me to Maude, then lingering on Rory’s bruised and bloody face. His breath quickened, as if he were whetted by the notion that he could overcome his former heroes as assuredly as I’d conquered Traum’s gods.

“You’re finally awake,” he said. “For all the ways I imagined how you might get back at me, Rory, I never pictured that. You, lying on the ground, spewing holy garble and rousing the superstitious nobs like a Diviner—No offense, Six. But what I can’t understand is why.”

His fervor vanished. “Why should you say the same things Six said at our wedding? A strange game for a party of heretics to play. What. A. Performance.”

He reached for his belt. Withdrew the Artful Brigand’s coin. “I’m sorry, Maude. I can’t have you take them from me. If the Bauers have taught me anything, and surely they have, it’s that we are only as powerful as the creatures we conquer.”

Maude held tightly to Rory. “Throw that coin at me and folk of the Wood will not sit idly by. Nor the prominent families of Traum.” Her voice was as sharp as the edge of her blade. “We both know how precarious this tournament has left your standing with the nobles, don’t we, Benedict?”

He paled. “That’s your aim, then. You’d depose and deny me as you once did my grandfather.” His fist tightened around the Artful Brigand’s coin. “Would you cast the first stone, Maude?”

Edora Eichel, along with Samuel and Tory and five other knights—and Maude’s party of woodsman besides—shoved their way into the corridor. “Goodness,” Edora said. “Is that blood? A terrible portent. What’s happened, King Castor?”

Benji’s eyes rolled back in his head. But he cared too viciously for his magnanimous repute, too embedded in the spectacle to let it go now. “Fear not,” he told Edora, putting on a toothy grin. “The knave bit off more than he could chew, challenging me to spar last night. Maude has been gracious and offered to bring him to her surgeon.”

“And I’ll be accompanying them,” I said, gripping Rory so tightly he wheezed.

“Indeed. Please—take my carriage to Petula Hall, Maude.” He slipped the Artful Brigand’s coin into his pocket. “I shall join you there soon.”

Folk lowered their gazed to Maude, to me, as we passed, and we hastened through Eichel House, drops of Rory’s blood left behind on woolen carpets as remembrance. Outside, dusk was fading, night pressing over the Chiming Wood.

“Don’t take his fucking carriage,” Rory said, keeping his weight on Maude’s and my shoulders, our footsteps in the dirt that of a chimera—not three travelers, but one with six legs. “I’d rather walk until my legs fall off than take a kindness from that little prick.”

I held him tightly. “Who’s the martyr now?”

The wind called, and the birch trees swayed. “This way,” Maude said, leading us off the road. “It’s quicker.”

Shadows moved in my periphery. I kept my gaze forward. “Birke,” I whispered.

Rory nodded, wincing.

A twig snapped. When I looked to my left, a birke was there, its pale flesh sagging, dozens of black eyes watching me. I shivered, small and frightened against the dark, vast Wood. But then—light. I could see the moon and a clearing ahead, where there stood a house, tall and wide. Our steps dragged over gravel, up the stairs, and then we were there, hammering on the door that might have been the only place in Traum that felt remotely close to home.

Victor wrenched the door open. “What’s happened?”

“He took a beating—that cut on his cheek needs mending,” Maude said. “The king won’t be far behind. I doubt he’s keen to have Sybil out of his grasp for long.”

It was the wrong thing to say. Rory devolved into profane mumblings, blood spilling from his lips, his cheek. “Kitchen,” Maude told Victor. “Sew him up. Pith—don’t be a baby. Go, Rory. I’ll get you when the king arrives.”

“Go,” I muttered, knuckles grazing his. “Please.”

His concession was hard earned. He hadn’t yet dragged his eyes off me when Maude took my arm and pulled me up the stairs. “Come on, Diviner. Let’s take a look at you, too.”

She brought me to the third floor, where her and Rory’s and Benji’s rooms stood in a row, then turned a corner. We entered a wide washroom. A hearth boasted a fire; there were sheepskin rugs strewn on the floor in front of a great wooden tub.

Maude took a kettle from the hearth and poured boiling water into a bowl, then pulled a chair from the wall. I thought she’d command me to sit.

She lowered herself into the chair instead. “Hurts to stand after a while,” she said, wincing as she sat. “Never did quite recover after the birke fell on me. Walking, riding—everything seems to sit in my body more than it used to. Everything feels heavier.”

I pressed my lips together.

“Now.” Maude laced her fingers and peered up at me with insistent green eyes. “If I asked you about your injuries, would you tell me?”

The muscles in my abdomen bunched. “You know I was punctured by a spear.”

She nodded.

“There’s nothing else.”

“You haven’t had spring water in a long while.” When I said nothing, she pressed. “Does it cause you pain?”

“Yes.”

“How much does Rory’s blood help?”

“Plenty.”

“How long does the relief last?”

Not long enough. Even now, a day since I’d tasted it, a biting stiffness sat in my abdomen, pushing up into my chest. “I’m not an Omen. I have no intention of taking more blood from him than I was ever offered for a Divination.”

“We could always go back to the tor. Dig up the spring. From what I understand, for their own strange reasons, the sprites are doing that themselves.”

I fixed her with a hard look. “Like I said. I’m not an Omen.”

Her brows rose. “You’re resigned to it, then. To the pain.”

“It took Bartholomew ten years to turn into a gargoyle.”

“You’d spend a decade in agony?” Understanding deepened the lines in her face. “Or you do not expect to live that long?”

I said nothing.

Maude leaned forward, resting her forearms on her knees. “Can I tell you a story, Sybil?”

“It won’t change my mind.”

“That’s not always what stories are for.” She did not ask why I had not yet removed my veil. She simply looked upon it like she could already see my face, and said, “When Benedict Castor the First was named a heretic and thrown down in the gravel of the cathedral courtyard, he’d told me to denounce him. He wanted me to go on, searching for the Omens, to protect Rory and Benji, and I could not do that if I was in the gravel next to him. So I threw the first stone. And for nearly a year after, I slept no more than a few hours a night.

“I’d stay up, pacing this house, sharpening my axe—anything to keep from dreaming. Because when I did manage to sleep, I’d see his face. And even when I was awake, it took me a long, long time to look Benji in the eye.”

“You had nightmares,” I murmured.

“Not at all. I’d dream of the good things. Of when I was a child and Benedict was my mentor, playing swords with me or stacking books beneath my nose. I can still smell those pages. But he was dead, and I’d helped kill him. I couldn’t bear to look back on memories that would hurt me. And when I’d look at Benji—”

Maude almost smiled. “Those blue Castor eyes always did get to me. For all his faults and uncertainties, there was never a time I did not see a brighter future when I’d look into Benji’s eyes. But because I could not look back, I couldn’t look forward—I stopped looking Benji in the eyes altogether.”

She sighed. “Love is a knightly tenet, same as war, and while I’d spent my life building muscle and wielding my axe, no one told me to love is always in some way to mourn—you can never truly love anything unless you allow yourself to see it clearly. Even when the looking breaks your heart.”

Maude blinked rapidly, running a finger beneath her nose. “Eventually I slept. Dreamed of my old friend. Woke, and looked once more into Benji’s blue eyes. Even when he broke my heart, I looked, just as I looked into Rory’s eyes when the light faded from them.”

She reached out. Took my hand. “If you are determined to go, I will not look away. For whatever time we have left together, I will look you in the eyes, Sybil Delling, and you will know that I love you.”

Slowly, I reached for the crown atop my head, fingers curling around the moldings. It wasn’t a heavy thing, but it had held gossamer in place, protecting me as well as any helm.

When it fell, taking my veil with it, Maude Bauer looked into my eyes, tears in her own. “But that does not mean I will not do everything in my power to get you to stay.”

We said very little after that. Fresh clothes were brought to the washroom, and Maude helped me strip away my yellow dress. When I stood naked before her, she took a cloth and dipped it in the bowl of hot water. “May I?”

I nodded, and Maude wiped sweat and Rory’s blood from my hands, my neck. She took the fresh clothes—braies and a padded shirt and wool trousers—and helped me dress. Then she brought a comb from a low shelf, glancing at my tangled, stringy hair like it would defeat her.

And got to work.

Maude did not brush my hair like the abbess did, soothing it away from my eyes. No. She combed it from the bottom up, getting out the knots while inflicting the least amount of pain, just like the Diviners used to. Like caring for me was a craft, and it was a pleasure to do it well.

After, she brought me to the room I’d slept in last time I was here.

The gargoyle was there, wrapped in blankets, sitting on a bench in front of a tall lancet window. When I entered, he smiled. “Hello, Bartholomew.”

There were more cracks in his body. New fissures, up his neck.

I went to sit with him, and Maude shut the door.

We gazed out the window at the night sky. “Something is wrong, Bartholomew?” The gargoyle looked me over. “The light in your eyes is dimmer now more than ever.”

“Can I tell you a secret?” I said quietly.

“I love secrets.”

“I don’t think you’ll like this one.” I hauled in a breath. “The night Aisling fell, I lay very still in the highest room in Castle Luricht, thinking you and Maude and Rory were gone, just like my Diviners—that the world had come to an end. I vowed to myself I would kill the king. And after—”

I looked out the window. “There is a beautiful place. A clifftop, covered in thrift flowers. You know the one. I thought I might return there when the tournament was done, when I’d destroyed the stone objects and Benji was dead. I would climb to that cliff at sunrise. Shout loud and long until my voice echoed behind me. I’d wear my armor. Look out over the dawn and—well.”

I swallowed, voice breaking. “I was always good at drowning, wasn’t I?”

The gargoyle’s bottom lip trembled. It took him a long while to speak. “You are right. I do not like that secret.”

“I felt a sick kind of righteousness, knowing that the Stonewater Kingdom would be doomed to remake itself without its stone objects. That perhaps without its coin, its inkwell, its oar, its chime, its loom stone—without Aisling Cathedral—and without me, Traum might face its own kind of death and wake anew. Even now that you and Rory and Maude are here… I cannot stop thinking it.” I shook my head. “I can’t let it go.”

He did not like that, either. His brow fell low. “Do not make yourself into an object, Bartholomew, and do not judge in perhapses. They are as a dream—they cannot dictate your life unless you put your faith in them.”

How softly and thoroughly he shamed me. I nodded, forlorn, and the gargoyle wrapped one of his blankets over my shoulder. “Oh, Bartholomew,” he said. “You must search the world for hope like you once searched it for your Diviners.”

“I never found them.”

“But you kept looking.” He took my hand. “Do not let the light go out of your eyes.”

A tear fell down my cheek. “There’s no light in stone, Bartholomew.”

“That is true.” He peered out the window and nodded at the moon above. “And yet.”

We stayed by the window for a long time, looking up at the night sky.
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Two hours later, a banging knock sounded on the castle door. I took the gargoyle’s hand, lent him my shoulder for support, and we hobbled through corridors and down stairs, following the hum of voices that came from somewhere in the house.

I turned a corner and ran headlong into Victor.

“Library,” he blurted, then kept on about his business.

The gargoyle sighed. “I love a man of few words. Leaves the rest for me.”

We trailed down a corridor into the western side of the hall and found the library door open. Stationed across from each other like opponents, Benji and Maude sat at a table, their hands visible, showing they bore no weapons—nothing to hide. Behind them, however, were weapons aplenty. Samuel and Tory stood behind their king, hands locked around the hilts of their swords.

Rory was behind Maude, wearing a green tunic and black leathers. The gash on his cheek had been sutured, red against his olive skin. He stood in a lazy slouch, the marks of boredom upon him, but I knew better. His hands were fidgeting. They caught Benji’s eye, and when the king looked upon him, Rory grinned. Raised his middle finger.

The king flushed and turned to Maude. “What has become of my knights that were here? Rothspar and the others I sent weeks ago?”

“The ones you sent to pillage my house?” Maude’s eyes drifted to the window, and the swaying birch trees beyond. “They’re gone. Tragically eaten by birke.”

The king’s jaw jumped.

I cleared my throat.

All eyes turned to the gargoyle and me, lingering in shadow by the door. For a moment, time was nothing; I was standing exactly where I’d been the last time I’d stepped into this room wearing armor. Then, the king had lowered his sword to my shoulders, swearing me to his knighthood, heartened to hear me take vows.

Now, I walked to him without armor or crown or veil, treading over the fractured pieces of those same vows.

The gargoyle came beside me, and we stood next to the others, my back pressing against Rory’s chest. He touched the sleeve of my shirt, fingers tracing the contoured muscles of my arm.

Benji watched us, the lines of his face sharpening. He raised a hand, signaling Samuel and Tory. Maude reached for her axe.

But the king merely waved his knights away. “Wait outside,” he told them. “Shut the door behind you.”

It seemed their lot to exchange looks every time their king issued a dubious command. Samuel and Tory made twin faces of skepticism.

“It will be all right,” Benji assured them. “I only need a moment.”

The knights did as they were bidden, armor rattling as they quit the library and shut the door behind them. Benji withdrew from the table, pacing. “It’s true what they say—waiting for the blow hurts more than the blow itself. I have lost hours, days, weeks of rest, wondering if I should have killed you, too, Maude. I thought surely you would come for me as Six did that first night—an indomitable assassin in the dark. I trained tirelessly, expecting you’d come for me and close the loop: my mentor, my maker, and finally my killer.”

He rubbed the Artful Brigand’s coin possessively and looked at the four of us, Rory, Maude, the gargoyle, and me. “But now I see you all clearly. Maude, stiff with age and bones not mended; Rory, so easy to kill, so easy to bleed; a gargoyle, crumbling.” His eyes met mine. “And a queen meant to be as fearsome as a god, reduced to a hopeless, broken thing. None of you are indomitable. That was simply how I kept you in my mind.”

A sneer slid over his face. “I have come to tell you I have outgrown you. No matter your schemes with the nobility, Maude, I will outdo you, outthink you, just as I have before.” His throat caught. “But I must know.” His gaze jumped to Rory. “Last night. The entire Wood is in an uproar about your little Divination, knave.”

“I told you, Benji.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “It’s not a Divination. There’s something in the ox-eye. That draft your grandfather made—the one that comes from the gowans that grow along the tor. It’s special.”

“Ox-eye.” Benji looked from face to face as if he expected one of us to laugh.

“Here.” Rory moved to a shelf. Retrieved an old leather-bound notebook. Flung it and hit the king on the head. “The page is marked.”

Benji stared down at his grandfather’s notebook. “Where’d you get this?”

“I stole it,” said the gargoyle cheerily.

Aged yellow pages turned, Benji’s finger stopping where a thin strip of leather had been placed. He read to himself, muttering. “This proves nothing.”

“Pith, you idiot,” I snapped. “Read.”

“Yes,” the gargoyle said, nodding. “Call him an idiot. He likes that.”

Steam practically pluming from his ears, Benji read aloud. “‘Once, I found a water sprite with a blade in her stomach. She’d crawled onto the embankment and died under the generous shade of a great oak. I buried her where she lay and came back a full year later to a meadow of gowans. But the great oak! It was dying. I dug beneath the gowans and found no bones—all that was left of the sprite was a stone. It had crushed several of the oak’s roots, depriving the tree of water. Limestone, it was. Heavy and hard and without flaw—just like that which sits on the tor.’”

He snapped the book shut. “What care I for stones or gowan flowers? The only worth a sprite ever had in the Stonewater Kingdom is in death.”

“In a strange, terrible way you are right.”

We all turned to the gargoyle. He was standing with his hands behind his back, shifting weight between his feet. “Indeed, folk of Traum have always killed sprites. Even hundreds of years ago, before I was born. And I wonder, as I so often do, how did it begin?”

Maude’s voice distant. “The Bauer women drew their axes against Der ewige Mond. Sprites have been hunted ever since.”

He pondered that. “The tor has always been a place of wonderment. The spring and the limestone it leaches from is the source of our magic, our history, the pinnacle of our beliefs, built upon stones and gowans. How terribly, perfectly put that, in death, the sprite wields its greatest power.”

I put a hand on his shoulder. Felt the cracks in his body against the flesh of my palm. “What are you saying, Bartholomew?

“Oh. Can you not hear me?” He began to shout. “The tor is a dead sprite!”

He might as well have bludgeoned us each over the head. We stared at him, our stupor thicker than smoke.

The gargoyle pointed at the notebook and continued. “The old pervert king laid it out for us. I suppose we should give him the credit he is due—I do not think anyone before him ever paid so great attention to sprites.”

Rory made a face and mouthed, Pervert?

“He must have guessed, from its limestone, its gowans, that the tor was a great, vanquished sprite. Had his life not been cut short, he might have realized his ox-eye concoction was not a failure at all, and that those hewn of limestone like Bartholomew would be granted visions from it.”

Benji’s voice was thin. “You believe that the limestone on the tor, the spring that leaches from it, the stone objects… they all come from a sprite?”

“It is one of life’s strange contradictions, isn’t it?” the gargoyle mused. “That the lowest creature in the world should firstly be the highest.”

Benji’s gaze darted back and forth—I could practically hear the cogs of his mind turning. “The earthquake. Its first rumble began that night when the sprites were digging at the tor. They’re doing something to the spring. Dirty fucking sprites.”

He turned from us and began to walk away.

“Where are you going?” I shouted after him.

“If the tor is truly a sprite, then I will see it remains buried beneath the prison of Aisling’s remains. Any wretched creatures that come to dig it up will be slaughtered. You four have done your best to cast a pall over my spectacle, but the tournament continues. I am, as ever, a king who gives his people something to believe in, even if it is but a common enemy.”

Rory stalked him through the room. “What the hell do you imagine you’ll do? Kill every last sprite until Traum is a wasteland of gowan? Brutality isn’t coin, Benji. You can’t buy everyone.”

“Yes, I can.” The king’s turned, his grin all teeth. “I bought your woman with your blood, didn’t I?”

Rory exploded.

Rushing forward with such ungodly speed I hardly saw him, he slammed his body against Benji’s, the crash echoing through the library. Benji cried out, and Tory and Samuel burst through the door, all of us witnessing the staggering moment the knave finally stopped holding himself back.

Rory threw Benji on the floor, then climbed over him, fists, elbows, knees, swinging with brutal force. Benji took a hit to the jaw and grunted, then delivered a blow to Rory’s wounded cheek, opening the sutures. The sound of a scream came from behind Rory’s clenched teeth. “Motherfucker.” He raised his fist, unbridled and terrifying—

And hit Benji so hard in the jaw the king’s teeth broke.

Benji howled, Samuel and Tory and Maude and me tangling in a knot above him. And Rory—he was shouting so loudly in the king’s face I couldn’t make out the words, only the fury, the pain, trapped within them.

In the end it took my and Maude’s strength to wrench him off the king. When Benji stumbled back, his mouth was dripping blood.

Tory lowered her arm to help him, but the king scorned her, hissing as he staggered from the room, his gaze finding mine when he reached the library door. “You want to best me and my knights in a tournament, Six? Now’s your chance. I won’t stop you this time—the hunt begins at dawn.”

He coughed blood, then spat it upon the carpet. “We’ll be hunting a sprite.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

THE BURNING GROVE
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The sun rose over the Chiming Wood, and the trees reached their branches toward the sky. They looked like fingers, stretching from darkness toward the day’s first light, yearning to touch salvation.

I was in the washroom again, sitting on a stool, and Rory leaned low, painting dark strokes of wet charcoal over my cheeks. A tradition in the Chiming Wood—to paint the likeness of a skeleton upon one’s face to deter birke. And while I did not need it, it felt good not to wear my veil. To feel the tip of the brush run over my face.

“Hold still,” Rory said, sucking his bottom lip into his mouth as he focused.

“I am.”

“You’re frowning.” He ran the brush down the ridge of my nose. “Putting lines in my masterful work.”

The corners of my mouth twitched. Rory dipped the brush back into the wet charcoal. I shut my eyes, and he painted, my browbone, my eyelids, and the hollows beneath. When he was done, I looked up.

“Pretty,” Rory whispered, his eyelashes fanning his cheeks as he looked down at me.

“I want to paint your face, too.”

He let me, and I spent a full five minutes on each of his eyelids, painting them, then smudging the charcoal with my finger, wearing it in. “Where are the rings for your ear?” I murmured.

He grinned. Fetched them. One by one I put them back where they belonged.

“There,” I murmured, looking at him. Charcoal around his eyes, morning light catching along the rings in his ear… The pretense had vanished, the knave gone without so much as a farewell. This—rough and roguish, warm gravel in his voice and a flush in his cheeks—was all Rory. “We’re not strangers anymore.”

He took the brush from my hand. “Should I paint your mouth, too?”

Our gazes caught, the impact so sharp we both drew in a breath. “Yes.”

He inhaled through his nose, and ran the tip of the brush over my mouth, wetting my lips and painting them black. Then he did it again—dipped the brush and spread it over my mouth with arduous slowness.

The gargoyle limped into the room. “I think Bartholomew is painted well enough,” he said pleasantly. “Unless you are trying to do something else to her mouth.”

Rory withdrew, a crimson stain on his cheeks, perused his work, and said in a rough voice, “You’re perfect.”

“Not yet.” There was a clang, a bang, and then Maude was pushing into the washroom, carrying something bulky.

My breastplate.

I jumped from my stool. “I thought Tory had it.”

Maude nodded. “Yes, well. Took some barking and a few promising threats, but I got the entire panoply—your clothes, too, should you wish them. Diviner robe, more gossamer—”

“I just want the armor.” How strange that looking upon something as hard as steel could soften something in me. “Help me put it on.”

All three of them tended me together, taking the breastplate and applying it to my body with the precision of sculptors molding clay. I stood a little taller, fortified a little better. When they did the straps, I shifted my weight. “I’d forgotten how heavy it was.”

The gargoyle tapped it directly over my heart. “Is it too much to bear?”

I met each of their gazes, Maude’s stoic and green, Rory’s and the gargoyle’s stone, and realized none of them had ever once peered into my eyes hoping to find themselves. They had always, always searched for me. “Not right now.”
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When I stepped out of Petula Hall onto the drive, the light of dawn kissed over the shoulders of my armor. Along the road, folk from the Wood came to watch, drawn by purple banners and the promise of the hunt. They lent their reverence, bowing their heads or staring awestruck at me and Rory and the gargoyle, wrapped in his pink robe and several blankets besides. Diviner, they whispered. Champion, knave, gargoyle, Aisling. But to Maude—oh, how they smiled. The Bauer name, like the Chiming Wood itself, was a kind of home to the foresters. Men, women, and children flocked to it, lifting their axes, their hands, as she passed by, their ardor as visible as the charcoal around their eyes.

The king might have outgrown us, but devotion, loyalty, is as mighty a currency as gold—Benedict Castor the Third had always taken note of any abundance of wealth. When we joined Edora Eichel near the cusp of the trees behind her house, nobles and foresters and knights alike made room for us—even the gargoyle—and Benji did not confront us. He even tried to smile, that he might siphon some of our goodwill onto himself.

We gathered near the other foresters who’d come for the hunt. All wore weapons, leathers, breastplates, and charcoal upon their faces. Benji kept a sword and small pouch on his belt for the Artful Brigand’s coin, wore a shortbow and a quiver over his shoulders, and kept a net, like the ones they’d used in the Peaks for the feats of strength, on his belt. Still, no paint could hide the bruises Rory had dealt Benji last night. His eyes and ears were swollen, his lips split. Rory waved at him. Winked.

The king glowered, then placed his helmet over his head.

“Bitch,” the gargoyle muttered, smiling to himself.

“Hunters,” Edora called in greeting, her yellow robe catching the breeze. “Champions, King Castor, Diviner—foresters. Welcome. We begin at the rising of the sun, for the birke are weakest in the light, as are all wicked and terrible things. Your weapon is yours to choose, the rules of the hunt plain—the first to return to my house carrying the limb of a dead birke shall win the hunt.”

Samuel Eichel nodded. He, like the rest of the participants, wore a weapon on his belt—a sword. But then he reached for a leather pouch, extracting an entirely different weapon.

The Faithful Forester’s chime.

“It is my grandson’s honor to carry the chime that my family once found in our Wood,” Edora said. “With it, we learn the portents on the wind. We learn to feel what we cannot see—”

“The chime did not belong to your family,” Benji said, interrupting her. “It was gifted to me by the abbess of Aisling Cathedral. Your grandson carries it now as a token of honor that I have bestowed upon him.”

He stepped up to the aged woman. “Your daughter Helena Eichel put me on my knees when last I came to your hamlet, just before she was consumed by sprites.” He unfurled his fist, displaying the Artful Brigand’s coin. “It is my pleasure to find a birke of the Wood in her name and butcher it—and my campaign shall not end there. It will carry on, Aisling Cathedral avenged and the hamlets cleansed of their infestation and blight. Every day shall be a hunt against sprites.”

The knights cheered, and the king’s voice hardened. “It is also my pleasure to accept your fealty to me, Edora Eichel, as I once pledged mine in the sacred grove.”

Wincing, Edora lowered herself to her knees in front of the king. When Benji spoke, his voice came out tinny, distorted in his helmet. “You have done fine work in your hamlet, hunting sprites. But the task is not done. Never forget, it is not you who brings greatness to the hamlets, but me, the Omens, and my Diviner who speaks for them.”

Edora tried to get up but couldn’t, her wrinkled face lined with pain. The nobles gathered around her, but Maude got there first. She lent her hand, her strength, and when Edora rose, her eyes were not on the king or me or even the stone chime—but to the person who’d bestowed kindness upon her. “Thank you,” she said.

Maude nodded, then turned to the crowd. “A tournament is a spectacle, and the hunt is a sport. But that does not mean you are entitled to view it. The birke are dangerous, especially in numbers. Wait along the road where it is safe.”

All eyes were on her as she told of the safeties, and dangers, of the hunt. Rory came up behind me as she spoke. “Benji is up to something,” he murmured. “Be on your guard.”

“It’s not about the hunt.” My eyes were on Samuel and the stone object in his hand. “It’s about that chime.”

Rory’s hand slid down my arm, something heavy slipping from his hand to mine. I didn’t have to look to know it was the stonemason’s hammer. “You’ve got wool in case he rings it?”

I drew in a breath. Nodded.

Rory’s voice rumbled against my ear. “If you’re not out of there in two hours, I’m coming in after you.”

“No matter what happens”—I turned to the gargoyle—“you stay put. I don’t want there to be a single more crack in your body when I return.”

He looked up at me like he had no idea what I was saying, only that he was certain it was wrong.

“Diviner.”

I turned. Tory Bassett was there, hand on my elbow. “A word.”

She took me to the edge of the trees, peering narrowly over my shoulder at Rory and the gargoyle, who made no attempt to hide their intention to eavesdrop.

I looked down my nose at Tory, noting the weapons on her belt. Spear, and dagger. “You’ll be joining the hunt, I presume.”

She nodded, her gaze skirting over my eyes, then landing on my breastplate and staying there. “You seem improved. Is your injury… Are you…?”

“What do you want, Tory?”

It took her a moment to speak. “The wedding. I knew what Benedict had in mind—we all did. We’d stayed up that night, stripping the trees near Castle Luricht of beech leaves and antagonizing the sprites. The king wanted to make a show of how rotten sprites were after what they’d done to the cathedral—it seemed the right thing to do. A little excessive, but…”

Her gaze fell to her belt. “I hadn’t realized how many would attack, or the condition of their hunger. They came in a fury. I was trying to ward them off when you threw the king’s coin. My aim slipped.”

For all our time together, the only certain thing I knew about Tory Bassett was that her loyalty could be bought with the loom stone. Pith, I didn’t even like the woman. I put a hand to my abdomen, surprised by the feeling of utter betrayal. “You threw the spear.”

Finally, she looked up. “I was trying to keep you safe. I still am, Diviner.”

Her dark eyes peered over my shoulder, and I turned. Down the tree line, wedged between Samuel and a party of foresters, Benji was watching us through the dark slit of his visor.

“I thought he would be furious with me when I injured you,” Tory whispered. “You almost died, and yet he was eerily heartened. I haven’t been able to shake the feeling that the only thing you ever truly needed protecting against, Diviner, was him.”

Caustic, I whispered, “The king only ever wants things that are useful. When they are not, by impulse or calculation, he discards them. He did it to his own friends, then again to Dedrick, to Hamelin. Watch your back, Tory.” I tightened my grip on my hammer. “It would be a shame to see him do away with the one decent knight in his company.”

“Decent?” Her thin lips curled. “Does that mean you forgive me?”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. You fucking skewered me. But if you still have it in you to keep me safe”—I held out my free hand—“by all means, join me in the hunt.”

Tory looked down, her brows as tight and skeptical as ever.

“It’s not a holy object,” I told her. “Just a hand to shake.” A second chance.

Slowly, like it was an animal that might bite, Tory took my hand. Shook it. A purple flag waved, and Tory and I moved to the line of participants, wedging ourselves between foresters and the king.

“You really think you can take down a birke, boy-king?” I whispered to Benji.

He didn’t reply.

I looked back one more time to Rory and Maude and the gargoyle—

The purple banner waved again, and the hunters dispersed, Benji, then Samuel Eichel, slipping away with the rest into the dark stomach of the Chiming Wood.

I put the wool balls in my ears, clenched my hammer, and followed, Tory at my heels.
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Branches swiping at my face and arms, brambles tangling and snapping along my legs, Tory and I ran through the Wood after Samuel Eichel. He was fast—faster than I’d expected, and while the other hunters crouched low and moved slowly, Samuel hurried, rushing through the Wood.

Left, then right, he weaved, moving up and down ravines and jumping over trees felled by earthquakes, his steps crunching over a sea of yellow leaves. Winded, growing more irritated by the moment, I had half a mind to shout at him, then knock that stupid chime from his hand, but then the Wood thickened, birches growing closer and closer together, and I lost sight of him.

“Shit.”

“What?” Tory asked.

“Samuel’s gone.”

“What do you want with Samuel?”

“His chime.” I looked back at her. “I’m going to destroy it.”

Her mouth fell open, uncharacteristic shock smoothing out the furrow between her brows.

“You don’t have to come along,” I told her. “Then again.” I touched my abdomen. Made an exaggerated sound. “One might suggest that you owe me, Bassett.”

She didn’t, or couldn’t, argue with that.

The morning light dimmed, snuffed out by the canopy of leaves and branches above my head. The trees were taller, some so close together I had to turn sideways to get between them. Other animals hadn’t been so lucky—there were bones, antlers, of animals who had died between these trees. I’d been here before. This grove was sacred to folk of the Wood. The exact same place we’d stolen the chime last time. The story doesn’t change, echoed the abbess’s voice in my mind.

The air grew denser, the sharp scent of nettles filled my nose.

Smoke was billowing ahead.

We cast around the sacred grove, searching for Samuel. Hadn’t there been a wooden dais, and stacks of idleweed around it? Hadn’t the sprites been drawn to it last time? I had no doubt if I found the burning idleweed, I would find Samuel Eichel. But then a breeze flipped through the trees, pushing smoke in my face. I coughed, eyes burning.

There was no seeing ten feet in front of me. I put my hand out to catch my bearings upon a birch tree—

And touched flesh.

“Pith.”

Tory jumped. “What?”

“Shut your eyes.” The tree—no, the birke—I’d touched was shivering, its pallid skin rippling. One by one the dark knots speckled over its flesh opened. The sprite looked at me, then Tory, with dozens of black eyes.

I hid my hammer behind my back and tried not to scream. “You won’t like these,” I said, pointing at my own stone eyes.

When the birke blinked, its eyelids made squelching sounds.

Tory was holding so tightly to her spear her gauntlets groaned. “Diviner?”

“Shut up and stay still.” I cleared my throat. Looked up at the sprite. The creature was taller than all the surrounding trees. “I mean no disrespect,” I hedged, voice wobbling, “but would it be all right if I climbed you?”

The only answer I got was dozens of wet blinks.

Timidly, I reached out. Touched its flesh. When nothing happened, I put another hand on the birke, this time upon one of its bough-like limbs. It remained still. I did it again and again, until I found myself off the earthen ground and ten, twenty, thirty feet in the air.

The birke did nothing, save watch me with its dark, terrifying eyes.

Tory was a little speck on the ground. “Diviner?”

I pushed through yellow leaves, hauled myself onto one more branch, tasted fresh air. I was above the smoke now, the vantage clear enough to see yellow flames flickering in the distance, just north of me.

Pyres of idleweed, burning.

“I can see where Samuel’s gone.”

I climbed down, praying I was not putting my foot in some essential part of the birke’s body that might cause it to withdraw its graciousness. But the sprite did not move, and even when I dropped to the ground before it, panting and sweating and more terrified than I’d been in a long while, it did nothing to harm me. It just watched my stone eyes, and I its dark ones, both of us strange creatures in an even stranger land. “There are hunters about,” I whispered. “Mind yourself.”

I took Tory by the arm. Laughed just a little when she let out a yelp, then led her north. “You can open your eyes now.”

The paths between the trees narrowed, bones that had been strung into crude chimes clacking as we passed. Fingers tight around my hammer, I kept my knees bent and my steps light, combing the smoke until the orange flames of the pyres grew stronger, the smell of idleweed bolder.

There. Between two burning pyres—a dais. It was broken, split down the middle.

In front of it lay the great birke Maude had killed. From its body, gowan flowers grew, tiny specks of white against oppressive smoke and its violent pyre.

Samuel Eichel stood atop the dais, holding his chime, waiting.

“If he rings that thing,” I warned Tory, “your mind will scatter. Put your hands over your ears.”

She already had her hands over her nose, trying to keep the idleweed smoke at bay. “You won’t hurt him, will you?”

“All I want is that chime.”

She nodded. “I’ll come up from behind.”

Tory crept away between trees, and I went forward.

Eyes shut, nostrils wide, Samuel remained on the dais, breathing in the idleweed while I did my best not to. He seemed strangely at ease for a man on a hunt, his gaze pointed inward and not outward as a predator’s ought to be.

I could see Tory now, paces behind him. If Samuel tried to flee, he’d run right into her. Closer and closer I drew, to the dais. And I should have seen it coming. Should have read the signs. But I was so concentrated on the Faithful Forester’s chime—

That I never saw the arrow.

It hit Tory just beneath the jaw, chainmail screaming as the arrowhead broke through her coif and into the flesh of her neck.

Light flickered, and the Artful Brigand’s coin flew, shooting past my head and stirring my hair. Benji appeared out of nothingness. Caught it. Reached for my ear—and yanked out one of the balls of wool.

“Now, Samuel,” he shouted.

The sound of a chime echoed discordantly through the Wood. My thoughts fell away like a crumbling floor, the knell knocking loose every terrible thought, every painful memory, I’d ever had.

I was a child, drowning in Aisling’s spring, bruises on my chest from where the abbess held me down. Then I was a woman in the Diviner’s cottage. One’s shape was still embedded in the mattress, but she was gone. Then—Castle Luricht. I lay on the Artful Brigand’s floor, certain the only thing I had left to live for was death.

The ringing of the chime ended.

Slowly, my mind picked itself back up.

I lay on my back on the broken pieces of the dais, coughing. Samuel stood above me. I could see wool in his ears. Benji was there, too. My hammer was in his hand, and the net on his belt was gone.

No. Not gone. It was wrapped around my arms, my legs, locking me in a misshapen heap upon the dais. I jerked against my constraints. Spat out obscene language and called Benji every horrible name I could think of.

The net held.

Benji took off his helmet. Removed wool from his ears. “Pith, Six. Don’t struggle so.” He crouched. “I didn’t want it to be like this. I really did dream that you and I, the boy from Coulson Faire and his holy Diviner, would be different kinds of sovereigns. That Aisling’s power would fall to us. But no matter what I do, I seem destined to be like every other king in Traum. Temporary. Clearly I have gone about everything in the wrong way.”

He shook his head. “Folk already think sprites destroyed the cathedral. When I tell the nobles those vile creatures are responsible for the earthquake, too, they will rally to my side, no matter what occurred in this tournament.” He lowered his voice. “And when they learn that a birke consumed their precious queen, the last Diviner… well. If they cannot gain faith in our spectacle, they will find it in my bloodied sword.”

He rose to his feet. Threw my hammer down upon the dais. “I’ll be sure to give Rory your final regards. Come, Samuel.” He gestured for his knight to take the wool from his ears. “Lead us out.”

Samuel didn’t move. He was peering over his shoulder, wool still in his ears, nostrils wide as he sucked idleweed into his lungs. Only now his gaze was not pointed inward, but outward.

To Tory. She lay on the ground behind the dais, still clutching her spear, eyes wide and unseeing, an arrow in her neck and a puddle of blood beneath her.

Slowly, Samuel plucked the wool from his ears. “Sire?”

“I’ll explain after.” Benji rolled his eyes, muttering, “Superstitious nob,” under his breath. “Now, which way out of here?”

Samuel balked. “What about the Diviner?”

“Leave her.”

“You said your intention was to stop the Diviner from competing in the hunt. There are birke about.”

“That’s the point, I’m afraid.” Benji pushed past his knight.

“Benedict—”

“For the love of gods, Eichel—do as you’re fucking told or I’ll rip that chime out of your hand and give it to someone who will.”

Samuel did not move. He held the Faithful Forester’s chime to his breast. “This chime belonged to my mother, and yet you gave it to me like a gift, as if you had not been the one who took it from her when she perished. But it was not a gift, was it? I see that now.”

He began to shake, and when he did, the chime whispered in tune. “There have been so many signs, so much strangeness, starting all those weeks ago when we came to Aisling Cathedral for your Divination, King Castor. Five ill portents you garnered.” His brow lowered. “Just like your grandfather, the heretic.”

Benji’s eyes widened and his lips thinned. How disgusted he looked to find out just how flimsy loyalty, even when bought for a hefty sum, truly was. The king shoved Samuel, who fell backward, crashing into one of the pyres and knocking it asunder. Sparks flew and flames jumped, and in no time at all, birch leaves upon the earth lit in flames.

A fire began in the sacred grove.

I didn’t think. I just rolled off the dais, tumbling down the hill toward the edge of the blooming fire. Tory lay there, half of her face hidden by a pool of blood, her hand still gripping her weapon. I wiggled next to her, then rolled, pressing the net tethering my hands against the jagged blade at the end of Tory’s spear.

Meanwhile the king and his knight were still on the dais, flinging words. “The wind tells us how to feel what we cannot see,” Samuel shouted, “and I’ve felt it for a while. It is not simply sprites or earthquakes that raze the Stonewater Kingdom, Benedict, but you. Everywhere you go, death and destruction follow.” He gestured to the spreading fire. “You cannot even move through this sacred space without harming it. You are as my grandmother and the other nobles suspect: ill-fitted to rule. When we return to Eichel House, I shall tell everyone what you’ve done to Tory and the Diviner.”

Benji pulled an arrow from his quiver. Fit it to his bow—

Samuel struck the chime.

My thoughts jumped away. But even as memories of the tor and Diviners and gargoyles juddered through my mind, a pain lingered in the corporeal world—a blistering agony along my wrists.

When my mind righted, I jerked up. The fire was spreading rapidly, engulfing the sacred grove. It had singed my clothes, my hair. My wrists were still pressed up against the blade of Tory’s spear, the net around them smoldering. I shut my eyes. Clenched my teeth. Harnessed all the strength I had and yanked.

The net ripped. I was free.

Benji had thrown down his bow and drawn his sword, and so had Samuel. They were fighting now with stone objects and blades, struggling to handle both. But then Benji managed a decent throw. He catapulted through the air, flickering, then appearing behind Samuel. Just as he had to Dedrick, to Rory, he lifted his blade at his knight’s side. Swung—

My hammer collided with his sword, its raucous clang louder even than the chime had been. Benji dropped his weapon. Looked over my head.

And let out a shriek. “Birke!”

A great creature with limbs like boughs, with sagging, pallid flesh and dozens of black eyes, moved through the grove, its roots wriggling as it came toward us with alarming speed.

Benji levied his coin.

“No!” When I swung, hitting him over the breastplate, the king was thrown back. He fell into dirt. Looked up at the birke and the fire raging around us. Lifted his coin once more—

And flickered away.

I coughed, gasping, and so did Samuel. He took my arm, then raised his sword. “Stay behind me, Diviner. I will kill this wretched thing.”

I tried to shout after him, but smoke clogged my throat. Samuel Eichel rushed forward. He believed in portents, and it must have taken a deal of bravery to throw himself into flames when there was not a single sign that he might make it out unscathed. But he was a man of the Chiming Wood—he had learned since boyhood to keep hitting the tree until it fell.

He struck the birke on its lowest bough, and the creature let out a creaking, crying sound. When it swung its limbs, catching Samuel around the waist, the impact was so great that Samuel was catapulted ten feet back, crashing into the blazing inferno that had once been the dais.

He began to scream.

I rushed forward. Got as close as the fire would let me. It wasn’t close enough. “Give me your hand, Samuel!”

Distant calls clashed against the cracking sound of burning wood, voices echoing in the distance. They were saying my name.

“Sybil! Where are you, Sybil?”

“Sybil!”

Maude, and Rory.

But I was still reaching for Samuel, and he was still caught in the flames. He fell to his knees, writhed, then collapsed upon the ground.

I got on my hands and knees. Threw my arm into the flames, my hammer extended. “Grab hold. I’ll pull you out.”

But he didn’t. He couldn’t. The last thing Samuel Eichel did before his screams stopped and his body went still was toss free the Faithful Forester’s chime. It fell in a heap at my feet, its last notes mournful. I lifted my hammer. Swung once more.

And shattered the chime into a thousand pieces.

“Sybil!”

They were calling me. Desperate.

I turned away from Samuel’s body. But for every direction I turned, there was no path, only flame. The birke was gone, and the air was so dark with smoke I couldn’t see. Couldn’t breathe.

“Rory.” I gasped. “Rory—I’m here—I’m—”

A gust of wind cut through the scalding air. I winced against smoke, tears burning in my eyes.

And saw the gargoyle, hobbling through the fire.

His right wing was raised, and though flames licked up and down his body, destroying his robe, he did not flinch, for fire is nothing to stone. He caught me around the middle and wrapped his arms around me. “Come, Bartholomew. I shall spirit us away like I did last time.”

He sprang into the air, beating his wing.

He did not make it far off the ground—hardly five or so feet. Still, laboring, he brought us out of smoke and into clean air, daylight washing over the both of us.

Maybe it wasn’t always such a bad thing that history repeated itself—that we all got a second chance. Hadn’t this happened before, just like this? We’d flown from danger, destroyed the Omens, and we would destroy the stone objects and a wicked king, too. Perhaps things could be better than they’d been—

The wind picked up, catching in all the fissures in the gargoyle’s body. He faltered, new cracks spreading through his shoulder and back, climbing like veins into his remaining wing until it, like the entirety of his abdomen, was littered with chasms. He let out a cry, limestone dust filling the air, and between birch trees, like I once had in dreams—

We fell.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

I WILL SHOULDER ANY WEIGHT YOU GIVE ME
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No winner was named, no heralding sash given, no gold claimed; the hunt was forfeit, the tournament in the Chiming Wood without a champion. The fire spread, taking not just the sacred grove, but Eichel House as well. Edora Eichel, the king, and his knights sought refuge in the village.

Victor brought Fig, and she carried a cart, and we placed the fractured body of the gargoyle in it and brought him back through the Wood. “Why are you crying?” he murmured as we took the winding road to Petula Hall.

Tears fell down my cheeks. “For you.”

The abbess had been right. The story doesn’t change. Terrible things happen again and again and we must bear them as a stone bears a chisel, allowing ourselves to be chipped away until we succumb to cracks.

We reached the house at midday. Maude’s mattress was stuffed with the finest wool, and the gargoyle was laid upon it as gently as Maude, Rory, Victor, and I could manage. And still, pieces of his body—now entire limestone chunks—dislodged in the process.

“Oh gods.” I wrapped him in linen, desperate to hold him together. “Does it hurt?”

“Yes.” He shut his eyes and began to hum.

The fall in the sacred grove had shattered his other wing. And it, like a load-bearing pillar, had taken portions of stone from his back, his right arm. I was merely bruised. He was irrecusably broken.

And I didn’t know how to stomach that. So I did what any desperate person might.

I shouted. “You should have stayed back like I asked! How could you be so careless?”

“Would I sit still while you burned, Bartholomew? I am your squire!”

I threw my hands up. “I don’t wish for a dead squire—I wish for you, and for you to remain.”

The gargoyle pouted and did not look at me. A minute later, he began to sniffle. Maude came to sit beside him, wiping soot from his face, and I, unable to bear the sight, retreated to the window and looked out.

The day had gone. It was night now, the sky a blackened haze fed by the flames and smoke that still rose from the sacred glen. The Chiming Wood was burning, the trees and leaves that had fallen in the earthquake perfect food for fire. “We killed Traum’s false gods, and this is what happens?” An ugly cloud of derision pressed over me. “What was any of it for?”

“Sybil,” Maude said gently.

“The hamlets break. Burn. And maybe they deserve to. People who put their faith in false gods and grasping kings should reap what they sow.” It sounded so ugly as I said it out loud. “Let the hamlets fall as Aisling did. Maybe, when everything is gone, things will finally have a chance at getting better.”

“Don’t fucking say that.”

Rory, who’d been slouching against the wall, straightened, his face marked by ash and a vicious scowl, the line of his shoulders taut. He looked like a soldier, my despair his foe. “You can’t think like that. There will be no change—no chance—unless we remain to pick up whatever bits of Traum are left to us. Please, Sybil.” Rory crossed the room like I was the painted center of his target. “It won’t always be like this.”

“Rich, from the man who wears pride and disdain and godlessness like armor.”

He kept coming. When Rory’s shadow fell upon me, my hand shot out, catching against his chest and stilling him in his tracks. “Don’t,” I demanded.

His voice was rough. “Don’t what, Sybil?”

Don’t lecture or coddle me. Leave me to my scorn. It’s all I can bear.

Rory waited, his breath uneven. “Go,” I said, dropping my hand. “I want to be alone with Bartholomew.”

It took Maude calling his name, but eventually Rory did go, shutting the door behind the both of them.

“Oh my.” The gargoyle cleared his throat. “How embarrassing for you.”

“What?” I snapped.

“I seem to remember a young king who, in this very room, was cruel to his friends in the face of despair.”

I collapsed to a seat beside his bed. Put a singed hand to my ash-covered brow. “I’m no better than Benji, is that it?”

“You are better. And you’d do well to remember that.” He tapped my head too hard, no doubt trying to be comforting. “Perhaps if you endeavored to see the world clearly, you would not be so forlorn.”

“Seeing it clearly is what makes me forlorn.”

It was the wrong thing to say, because he put his hands over his face and sobbed, and it made me feel so terrible I’d have broken off a piece of my own body to make him stop. “Oh, Bartholomew,” I said. “I’m so wretched. Everything is.”

That made him sob harder. “I blame myself.” He sniffled, tiny crumbs of limestone falling from his ears. “Before I was your squire I minded you upon the tor. Indeed, I am responsible for how stupid you’ve become.”

“Bartholomew!”

He put his hands down and stopped sobbing at once. “You think everything is horrible and hopeless and too heavy to bear? I cannot stop you from thinking that. But ask yourself what you believed before you told yourself that lie, and you might see there is more to the story. That life, wretched as you call it, has greater significance than your limited sight might ascribe.”

Shame scorched my cheeks. “I can’t remember a time when I did not think life burdensome in some way.”

The gargoyle rolled over in bed. “That, my sweet, stupid Bartholomew, is my entire point.”

A minute later he was snoring, as if our argument had been a glass of warm milk. I stomped out of the room, down the corridor and stairwell. I found Maude in the kitchen, talking to Victor and Edora Eichel and a crowd of other foresters. “Ox-eye,” I blurted, like it was a kind of illness I’d contracted. “I’d like some.”

Maude didn’t ask why. She just raised her brows and said, “Benji’s grandfather kept a store of his concoctions somewhere. Check the larder.”

To the larder I went. Twenty minutes later I found a vial of brown liquid that, when I unstopped it, stank of ox-eye. The damn thing was likely long past its prime, but if sprites never decayed and gowans came from sprites and ox-eye came from gowans… whatever. I brought it out from its dusty shelf, stomped to the nearest solitary room, smacked the vial on a table, and paced in front of it.

He’s wrong, I thought, staring at the dark liquid. I’m not shortsighted. I am as I ever was—only now the Stonewater Kingdom has put its corrosive hand on me.

The ox-eye would show me just how damned the world was. All the visions had ever done was show me the terrible, violent things that had happened on the tor, and isn’t that where Traum’s story began—there, upon the tor? The longer I stared at the vial, the more certain I became that the gargoyle was wrong and I was the voice of reason between us. Life was a burden and hopelessness was its tax, just as a toughened palm was the cost of hard work. Hadn’t I earned my calluses?

But Bartholomew got to me, that sly creature. He always found a way to keep me wondering. I snatched the ox-eye off the table. Unstopped it. Poured it into my mouth, made a retching sound.

And slipped into a vision.
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I was Sybil Delling no more, but a great, unmoving creature, looking up at Aisling Cathedral’s reaching ceiling.

All was silent. Then, the sound of echoing footsteps, growing closer, and a softer, mournful knell. A child, crying.

“Enough, Bartholomew. The Divination will begin soon. Get in the water.”

There were more sobs. Two figures came and stood above me. The abbess, tall and rigid and hidden beneath her veil.

And a little boy. He wore a silken robe, its sleeves too long for his arms. There was blood on his mouth. His hair was the color of wheat, his skin a sickly gray. When he looked down at me, his bottom lip trembled.

I couldn’t see his eyes. They were covered in a tear-soaked shroud.

The abbess was speaking. Saying words I knew well. “For in the end, we are all supplicants. Whether craftsman or king, knight or foundling or Diviner—faith is the same. It, like Aisling Cathedral, holds up the hamlets.”

Slowly, the little boy lay over me, his weight a feather. “I don’t wish to do this anymore,” came his trembling whisper. “Would that things were different.”

“This is how they must be.” The abbess leaned over him. Pressed her hand onto his chest, offering no comfort, no kind word, but one resolute command. “Now dream.”

She pushed him into my blood. I felt his struggles, arms grasping at nothing, legs kicking, and though no one could hear me, I cried out, a long, mournful wail, as if the magnitude of my sorrow might save him.

The boy drowned.

The vision shifted—suddenly the boy was gone. There was a girl in his place, standing under the looming cathedral ceiling. She, too, was trembling, but she did not cry. The abbess told her to get in the water, and she waded into my body and was held down, struggling, bubbles fleeing her mouth. I cried out, weeping for her, forlorn that the only creatures who touched me were children in pain.

It went on like that. Girls, all different but each afraid, held down and drowned by the abbess’s hand, and for what felt like an eternity, I stared up at the cathedral ceiling in such abysmal despair I’d have paid my life just to be rid of it.

Then, long after all the drownings had begun to blend together, one was different. The girl in the silk robe was handed into the tub, held down, drowned, but this time it was not the abbess’s silk glove that brought her out.

It was the stone hand of a gargoyle.

He brought the little girl out of my body and held her in his arms, his wings flickering in my periphery.

“Settle yourself, Bartholomew,” he said softly. “Your dream is at an end.”

The little girl wept, and the gargoyle hummed an out-of-tune song. “Would that things were different,” he told her softly.

It happened again. There would be a drowning, a Divination, a great show of power. After, the gargoyle would hand the girls—some were women now—out of the water and hold them, staying with them until they woke, his gentleness the grandest gesture that cold, unfeeling place had ever seen. “Would that things were different.”

It kept on that way. So many girls, then women, drowning, dreaming, the abbess harnessing my magic, my body, to procure portents and signs. I cared not for the falseness of her stories—how could she tell the truth of who or what I was if she did not know me? I lay still, as I always did, forlorn every time a Diviner drowned, heartened every time the batlike gargoyle pulled her from the water.

Another girl came. She had cropped silver hair that hung limply over her face. She was not yet in a silk robe. Not yet wearing a shroud.

I knew, just to look at her, that she was dying.

“I’m Sybil.” Tears fell down the girl’s cheeks, her voice echoing in the cathedral as if a hundred girls were crying. “Sybil Delling.”

“Would you like me to take care of you, Sybil Delling?” the abbess asked.

“Yes.”

The abbess pushed the girl into my body with the hand of death. The girl cried out, sucked my waters into her lungs, and went still.

After, when the abbess had pulled her out and soothed her hair and called her names that so often abounded in the cathedral—strange, special, new—the girl reached up with both arms, wishing to be held.

The abbess stepped away. “Nobody’s going to carry you here, child. You’ve got to hold yourself up; you’ve got to be a big strong girl.”

The abbess left her lying on the chancel. Coughing and sputtering for air.

“Settle yourself, Bartholomew,” the gargoyle told her. “Your dream is at an end.”

The girl shook her head, the anguish in her voice so heavy it might have drowned her twice. “I don’t think I can do this.”

“That would be all right, Bartholomew.” The gargoyle hummed his usual tune, and the girl trembled. He wrapped his arm around her. “Would that things were different. But if it is too much to bear, take heart: I am made of stone. And if you do not feel you are strong enough”—I could hear the little smile in his voice—“I will shoulder any weight you give me.”

After that, the girl did not cough so loudly during her Divinations, and she did not flail in the water. She let the abbess press her down, as if desperate to prove there was no weight her own shoulders could not bear, as if she was already made of stone.

But then I heard her, speaking to the other girls with shrouds over their eyes. She was not stone-hard with them, but gentle as the gargoyle had been.

She told the Diviners stories. There were many, but some she favored most.

“We’ll go to the Cliffs of Bellidine and look out over the Sighing Sea. We’ll shout, loud and so long, and our echoes will sound behind us. We’ll lie under the stars on beds of pink thrift flowers and stain our teeth with wine. We’ll sleep, but never dream.

“We’ll see the hamlets. Study their customs, their crafts—even their sprites. I’ve heard rumor of sprites as big as trees—as big as mountains.”

I liked that part.

“It’s a wild world out there, strange and magnificent, and we’re going to see it. Everything will be so entirely beautiful. We won’t always be here, trapped on the tor, drowning again and again. Things will change,” she’d whisper to whichever Diviner she spoke to. “They’ll get better. They just have to.”

They’ll get better, I murmured to myself. Strange that a creature as ancient as I might taste the words of a person so young and be fed. They just have to.

And suddenly Bartholomew and the Diviner were gone, taking their tales of hope with them. The cathedral was empty. I was alone, staring up at the stone ceiling, tragic and forlorn again.

But then—she returned. She could not see me, did not know me, but she came back, wearing neither silk nor gossamer, but armor. She bore a hammer and chisel, and with them she broke down my cruel wardens, hitting the abbess and the cathedral again and again until they were dust.

I shouted, a long, beckoning call I had not uttered since before my own death. A sound long forgotten. The tor shook.

The cathedral began to fall.

The Diviner ran, taking Bartholomew and her companions with her, and the ceiling fell in on me, stone crashing into my body. I was in the dark again—buried beneath rubble, unable to see even the moon through the cathedral’s stained-glass windows.

I lay still, alone and forlorn.

But lo—the rubble shifted. Through the cracks in the stone above, a light shone. The moon, peering through the cathedral’s rubble, such a tiny glimmer of light, and yet it filled me with a dizzying kind of longing.

Someone had heard my call.

They came in droves. In flocks. With slow, arduous precision, the cathedral’s rubble was hauled. The lid of Aisling’s tomb finally lifted, and I was surrounded by dozens, hundreds of sprites. Thin and panting and murmuring in that mournful language no human of Traum had ever understood, they looked upon me.

After all this time, they knew me.

I saw the sky again after centuries in the dark—oh, to see the moon. To see her light! A beautiful shade of silver, the color of my savior’s hair.

I did not hum to the world—the sound was not a minor tune. When I cried out this time, the sound of my freedom was a deep, rolling call, full of fury and sorrow and gladness and hope so absolute it rattled the world. Trees trembled, rivers shivered, and mountains bowed. A great quake shook Traum with an iron fist, rolling on and on until its tremors came back to me like an echo.

I stared up at the night sky and the moon it held, my oldest companion, and wept.

There was light to touch, yet.

Things to dream of, yet.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

THE END OF TIME, THE START OF TIME
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When the vision ended, I was already running, fighting the blur of tears. I climbed Petula Hall’s stairs. Sprinted down corridors. Found the hallway with three doors and wrenched open the first. “Rory?”

He wasn’t there. His room held every bit of clutter known to man, but not the man himself. I went to Maude’s room to find the gargoyle.

He wasn’t there, either.

More tears fell. They’d waited weeks behind my eyes, and there was no strength in the world stout enough to keep them from coming.

“Are you lost, Bartholomew?” said a familiar craggy voice.

I turned. The gargoyle was paces away, sitting upon a bench near an open window, looking out on the dawning sky.

I ran like I’d once run to him on that cliffside by the sea. This time, I think he understood, because he did not ask why I was crying. He just opened his arms, and I fell into them, wrapping my own around him and pressing the broken pieces of him together with all the strength I could summon. “No.” I sobbed into the cracks of his chest. “I’m not lost.”

We sat upon the bench, looking out over the Chiming Wood, and I told him of my vision. How he’d been right, the tor was a sprite—an ancient sprite who had been there all the while. The limestone rock was her body, the spring water her blood, the cathedral her prison—and the earthquake her call. Her hope.

“The world needs to know,” I said. “But where to start? Pith, everyone still thinks sprites destroyed the cathedral.”

“Perhaps, someday, someone very brave will change that story.”

Outside the window, it was almost dawn. The fires had burned out, and while many of the birch trees had been consumed, a few remained, their thin top branches dancing in the wind. “I don’t want you to leave me,” I whispered to the gargoyle. “I don’t want sprites to die that the kingdom might have something to believe in. I don’t want the hamlets to break or burn. But lately I’ve looked upon the world and seen only myself, bereft of goodness and faith.” I shut my eyes like a woeful child. “Traum used to be a great hand, held out to me, full of promise and beauty. But now the world is full of cracks.”

He petted my hair. “Flowers grow in the strangest of places, Bartholomew. Even cracks.”

I wept into his bandages, the fissures in his back, his arms, his shoulders, deeper than ever before. “How much longer do we have together?” I whispered.

“What an impossible question.” He put his hand to his chest. “But I think, somewhere in the cathedral of my body, a stone heart lingers. I imagine when the cracks reach it, my story will finally come to a close.”

It felt like the end of time thinking about his death. There would never be a sword so mighty—no coin or inkwell or any magical instruments so valuable—never be a soul so pure, as that which belonged to my precious limestone gargoyle. “What is your whole name?” I asked him. “Your family name.”

“Is Bartholomew not my family name?”

I shook my head.

“Oh. Then I suppose I do not have one.”

“Would you like to have mine?”

His stone eyes widened, like I’d offered him something as unattainable as the sky. “Bartholomew Delling,” he whispered, trying it out. Then, louder, his voice catching in the breeze. “Bartholomew Delling.” His chest swelled. “It is, I think, a perfect name for a peculiar boy like me.”

The wellspring behind my eyes never dried; more tears fell.

The gargoyle sighed, and the sky grew pinker. “Dying is not a hopeless endeavor. The trees will grow back,” he murmured, looking out over the Chiming Wood. “The current will ease. Mountains will crumble and new ones will rise. The end of time is also the start of time.”

When I snuggled closer, he jumped, turning to me in surprise. “Oh my—you’re still here, Bartholomew? He’s waiting for you. Hurry and go.” He gave me an excited shove. “You’re running out of time.”

I blinked at him. “You just told me the end of time is also the start—”

“Don’t hurt yourself thinking on it, just go!” He smiled, nodding at the corridor beyond. “Before the water gets cold.”
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Steam plumed from beneath the washroom door. I put my ear against the wood and heard a rustling, the sharp clang of chainmail hitting the floor. My pulsed quickened, thrumming in my wrists, my chest, the base of my tongue.

I didn’t announce myself. I’d slipped past the door, and maybe he wouldn’t hear me, and if I lost my courage and couldn’t tell him I was sorry for being hopeless, he’d never know I’d been there.

But then I stepped into the washroom. Peered through steam.

And lost the will to leave.

Rory’s armor, chainmail and shirt, lay on the floor. I was confronted with his bare back. My gaze roved downward, stopping at the dimples that cusped his spine just below his waist. He might have been a statue, a sculptor’s muse put to stone, carved with such meticulous care he almost didn’t look human.

But then there were the marks the king had left on him. Bruises, some red, others dark purple, splotchy and angry up and down his back, merciless and sizeable.

Halfway to undoing his pants, Rory went still. His head turned, and when he saw me standing behind him, he drew in a sharp breath. His gaze flittered down my body, then lifted to my eyes, searching.

I closed the door behind me. Came and stood before him. Steam from the tub had wet Rory’s hair, and it clung to his dampened face, charcoal and ash from the fires running down his cheeks. Just like his back, there were marks upon his front. A split brow, the sutured cheekbone, the swollen bottom lip. He was a mess. Filthy and bloody, smelling of smoke and sweat.

I wanted him so badly I couldn’t breathe.

Rory reached for my face, drawing his thumb down my cheek. I gestured at the tub. “Can I join you?”

His gaze softened, the corners of his lips lifting in an almost smile. I couldn’t tell if he thought me silly or exquisite. “Of course.”

My fingers lowered, ghosting over the bruises upon his chest, his ribs, his stomach, ending along the trail of hair that disappeared into the hem of his trousers. “Your pants.”

Rory let out a rough sound and caught my wrist. His hand slipped down my cheek to my throat, where he gave the neck of my breastplate a tug. “Your armor.”

We worked the straps together, freeing me of my iron encasement. When boots and breastplate and leathers fell away, leaving me in a thin linen shirt and padded trousers, my body so much lighter than before, the relief was immediate. I took deep, greedy breaths. Let the washroom’s damp air fill my lungs.

Rory listened to me breathe, his own breaths quickening.

I took his hand. Brought it down my neck, over my breasts, to the cuff of the shirt. “Take it off,” I murmured.

His voice was low, overheated; the coals at the bottom of a hearth. “I might rip it.”

“So rip it.”

No almost smile would do—Rory pressed his teeth over his bottom lip and grinned. He took my collar in both hands. Yanked me closer, the tips of our noses grazing. Then, in one calamitous yank, he tore my shirt in half. When he lowered himself to his knees to take off my trousers, his hands flexed, like he’d considered tearing those as well. But then his touch slowed, and he drew one leg, then the other, down with a reverent kind of delicacy.

He helped me step out of them, and then it was my turn. I offered my hand. Rory took it. Raised himself to a stand, and I hooked my finger on the hem of his trousers. “Rip them, too, if you like,” he murmured.

He didn’t think I would. And maybe it was because I held his gaze as I did it, but when I took both hands and tore, ripping the seam of his trousers from waist to knee, Rory’s grin widened, his cheeks darkening to a brilliant crimson.

There was nothing between us now, just steam from the bath and a taut, familiar awareness. This time, there was no doubt. When he looked at me, eyelids soft, chest heaving, I was certain that, in Rodrick Myndacious’s strange, pallid eyes, I was exquisite.

I leaned in, grazing my lips over his, my cheeks passing soot and tears onto his face. When we pulled back, we were both filthy. “You’re a mess, knave,” I whispered, wiping at his cheek.

He glanced at the bath. “Then clean me, Diviner.”
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The tub was wide enough for the two of us, its depth not so different than the hot spring at the base of the Fervent Peaks or the spring atop the tor.

Rory handed me in, and I folded my legs beneath me, tense at first in the water, then gradually loosening. Rory settled in with far less constraint, practically throwing himself in and resting his back against the edge, water spraying as he draped his arms on the rim of the tub.

Eyes shut, he moaned, the sound hitting me directly between the legs.

He shoved hair out of his face and opened his eyes. Whatever he saw on my face made the pulse in his neck jump. “Come here.”

I held out my arm. Rory caught it, and I glided through water, pulled by his insistent hand until I was atop him. Like an instrumentalist long acquainted with a ballad’s key, my body knew what to do. Hands bracing the tub on either side of Rory’s head, my thighs opened and I straddled him, pressing down and rolling my hips, earning another delicious moan.

Rory, strung in the same key, hardened against the crux of my legs. He brought soap and a cloth from the side of the tub. Dipped both into the water. Brought the cloth to the nape of my neck and began washing my skin, freeing it of dirt and ash. Just as he’d once spread wax over my clothes, measuring me for armor, his work was entirely efficient—a craft to do well. And for every place he washed, he asked first. Face, arms, legs—

“Hair?”

I nodded.

He raked his soapy hands through my hair, working my scalp until my eyes rolled shut for bliss. When he was done, he rinsed the suds away, and I took the cloth from his hands. “My turn.”

I washed charcoal and ash from his face, his hair—his neck and arms and chest. And while the water grew dirtier for every swipe of the cloth, I marveled at how soothing it was to sit atop him, he holding me and the bath holding him, our bodily strength entirely superfluous; all it took was water to keep us up.

I dipped Rory’s head back, washing away the final suds of soap from his hair. And because the moment was so kind, and he felt so good beneath my body, my hands, I leaned down. Pressed my lips against the column of his throat. Kissed him.

Rory’s lips parted and he sighed. It wasn’t a sound of lust, or relaxation, but something else. Something softer. Cheeks going red, like he hadn’t meant to—like it’d surprised him, the noise he’d made—Rory looked up at me.

“What?” I said.

His chest heaved, his pulse jumped, but his mouth stayed shut.

I ran my pointer finger past his lips, pressing it over the tops of his crowded bottom teeth. “What, Rory?”

Nothing still.

My heart fluttered. “Are you—”

“I’m in love with you.” He sat up, breath rushing out of him. “I’ve been in love with you. I didn’t tell you before, because—because for a time I never had anything to fill my hands, and what I did get I gorged myself on before it could slip away. And even when I might have been brave enough to tell you how I felt, I didn’t have the language. The enormity of my affection… there’s no describing it. But I’ll break apart if I don’t try.”

He clasped my cheek, his voice thick. “I love you, Sybil Delling. More than anything. And whatever becomes of this world, I’ll spend the time I’m afforded without an ounce of pride or disdain or godlessness.” His thumb brushed my lips, his gaze imploring. “To know you is to forget all three. And I know that you think Traum has no need for its stone objects or false gods, but there is not a world that exists in which I have no need for you.”

My tears fell into the water, a fleet of tiny ripples answering. “I want you to know me.” Somehow, my hand ended up exactly where it should. Over Rory’s heart. “I’m in love with you, too.”

He reared up, catching me with the force of an anchor clasping to rocks.

We kissed each other, two heretics tasting worship. Water spilled from the tub, our movements turning reckless, and then Rory’s arms were under me, and he was pressing up to his feet and lifting me out of the water.

I wrapped my legs around him. “What are you—”

He kicked clothes out of the way. “I’ve needed this for too long.”

Hands flexing over my bottom, he brought us to the far side of the washroom by the hearth, setting us roughly down upon a sheepskin rug. Rory climbed over me, frantic that our mouths shouldn’t be apart, and assailed my lips with kisses, the taste of copper lingering on his split bottom lip.

I sucked it into my mouth, faint notes of spring water swimming in his blood. Rory moaned, then lowered himself, kissing my neck, my sternum, the undersides of each breast, trailing down my abdomen. He kissed my navel, my scar. “Tell me if it’s too much.”

I rolled my hips. “It’s not enough.”

Rory grinned against my skin. A breath later he had his shoulders between my legs. Taking hold of my hips, clasping firmly, he dropped his face over flesh and hair. Took in a long, deep breath.

And ran his tongue up my center.

An animal noise tore up my throat, even the nerve endings in my scalp sparking to life. Rory laughed, his low voice reverberating through my body. Then he did it again, this time with an arm slung over my pubis, adding pressure, weight, to the absolute shock of feeling between my legs.

Rory put his tongue on me like I was the world’s table and he a man starved, keeping his pace steady, noting what strokes made me quicken—repeating them until I was writhing and breathless.

I dug my hands into his hair, fingers curling like claws, mind scattering; I was everywhere and nowhere, laying on my back on the sheepskin rug and floating five feet above it. Voice strangled, I said, “If I can’t come like this—”

“You don’t have to come.” Rory raised himself onto his forearms. His cheeks were red, his hair in his face, his gaze as imploring as when he’d told me he loved me. “I just want you to feel good.”

He put his thumb in his mouth. Bit it. Then he lowered himself back down, where he sighed, dragging his bottom lip up my sex to that swollen bead above and covering it with his tongue. And all while he lapped at me, his hand traveled up my body, over my stomach, clasping my breast before it trailed up to my neck and rested on my throat.

He didn’t apply pressure. He just slipped his thumb between my lips, past teeth and over my tongue, giving me the spring water in his blood—and my mouth something to do while he worked on me.

I ran my tongue over the calloused spiral of his thumbprint. Whatever vital thing I hungered for in his blood was there, the taste hot and floral. I licked it. Nipped it. Sucked on it.

Rory said my name, dragging out the l with a long, lazy stroke of his tongue. “Wrap your legs around me, Sybil.”

It took me a moment to remember how to speak. “I’ll crush you.”

Rory pressed his teeth along the inside of my thigh, biting, then kissing sensitive skin as he slipped his middle finger into me. “Good.”

I pressed my thighs to the sides of his head, holding him to me. Rory consumed me, soft and persistent, lapping me up as he moved his finger in and out of me. And a lifetime would have been too quick for all the things I wanted Rodrick Myndacious to do to my body, but it took only a few painfully short minutes before the muscles deep within my core began to clench.

Rory must have felt them, because he swore, his voice taking on even more gravel. “That’s it, sweetheart. Just like that.”

“I’m already there. I’m—” I didn’t know what I said, if it was profane or prayerful, only that the sounds coming from my throat were desperate and loud and entirely unrestrained. Rory kept his palm over my throat, a moan coming from his own when he felt the reverberations of my cries.

The soft hue of dawn outside the window was nothing to the blinding light behind my eyes. When my soul found its way back into my body, my thighs fell apart, and I sank into the rug. Rory kissed my sex and didn’t slip his finger out of me until all the rolling clenches had relaxed.

I was too soft, too languid to move. He picked me up off the sheepskin rug and carried me out of the washroom and into the corridor, kicking open his bedroom door, the two of us tangling in sheets as we fell onto his bed.

Rory pinned me against pillows, kissing up and down my neck. “I could do this forever.”

I brushed hair from his face and looked into his eyes. “Is that what you want?”

“To know you and kiss you and fuck you for lifetimes?” He cupped my cheeks, making my lips pucker. “What do you think?”

I pulled his hair.

Eyelids heavy, Rory looked down at me with such unwashed adulation my chest ached. “Life is strange after death. But there is spring water, should we choose to go back to the tor. You and I will have a lot of time. That is not a bad thing,” he murmured. “Because it will take time for things to get better in Traum. But they will, and we will help them get better.”

“Knight, knave, and now optimist.” I reached between us. Took him in my fist. “A man of many endowments.”

He smiled against my mouth and kissed me until I was thoughtless. The sun rose in the window, and when Rory held me against him, pressing himself into me, I felt the obliteration of my hopelessness. I was not a stone object, and I need not disappear so that the story might change. I was still here, and I could rattle the world yet.

Rory gasped against my neck, our bodies perfect counterbalances, hips and hands and lips giving and taking. Cheeks burning, breath shuddering out of him, he looked into my eyes. “Tell me you’ll remain with me.”

I confessed, and didn’t lose a whit of strength for it. “I’ll remain with you always.” I kissed the bruises on his face. His cuts and scars and the rings in his ear. “Tell me you love me.”

“I’ll love you always.”

The exquisite oblivion of the little death found us, and we held each other and slept, ending as we’d begun.

Washed clean.







The Duel


A martyr might yet defeat a tyrant.








CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

THE UNKNIGHTING OF BENEDICT CASTOR THE THIRD
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Petula Hall, that great house that belonged to Maude’s mother and grandmother and all the Bauers before her, kept its doors wide open. Folk displaced by the fires came like lost sheep, seeking refuge.

Tory Bassett’s and Samuel Eichel’s bodies were found in the Wood, held together by their armor. Samuel, like Dedrick and Hamelin before him, was placed in his family tomb, and Tory’s remains were brought along with foresters and knights and Edora Eichel, all of whom journeyed from the Chiming Wood to the Cliffs of Bellidine. As for Benji—

He rode with them, not resplendent but downcast, his head low, his blue eyes bleary, his fist locked around the Artful Brigand’s coin as he held tightly to what might very well be his final vestige of power.

He’d failed to deliver on his promises and return tournament gold to the nobles who’d spent it. He’d lost the inkwell, the oar, the chime—killed his own knights. In a kingdom of superstitions and portents, Benedict Castor the Third had become a bad omen.

Once, Benji and I had run past birches and brambles, wielding blunted swords, laughing and dueling, heeding Maude’s threatening calls only when the sun had fallen over the trees. Now, those trees were ashes. And for what he had done to Sybil, trying to martyr her in the Wood two days ago—any remaining faith I had for him was in ashes, too. His time was at hand.

And I knew, just as I’d known with his grandfather, what came next.

“They await him in the Cliffs,” Maude said. She, Sybil, and I peered out a window on the top floor of Petula Hall. With so many trees burned down, we could see for miles. We watched together as the king’s caravan made its way west out of the Chiming Wood. “Edora and I have arranged it. Regius Ormsby and Otto Lange and Avice Fisher will meet us there.”

“You’ve done it, Maude,” Sybil murmured. “You took down the king of Traum.”

“There is work left to do, my girl.” Maude tapped the hammer in Sybil’s hand. “There’s the coin left.” Her face hardened. “And the nobles will want to replace him with a king that is most useful to each of them. The work is not over, I fear.”

She left to get Bartholomew, and Sybil and I began to put on armor. “How’s the pain?” I asked her.

“I’m sore all over.”

My face went hot, and she laughed. “Not from that.” Her hand ghosted over her abdomen. “The pain isn’t sharp like before. More like… heavy and stiff and aching.”

Sybil saw the concern on my face. “Help me with my armor, Rory.” Then she smiled, her face entirely without strain, hefting my apprehension away. “I want to wear all of it.”

An old habit, naming the pieces of armor. I dressed Sybil with slow, steadfast veneration. “Pauldron, rerebrace, vambrace, gauntlet, greave…”

Sybil’s veil and crown lay with her other belongings. “What about those?” I asked.

She glanced down. Bent low and retrieved the crown. Slowly, Sybil placed it on her own head. “One final spectacle,” she murmured.

I couldn’t help it. I always needed to kiss her. “And after?” I asked, pressing my lips against hers.

“Whatever you wish, Rory. The world is yours.” Color bloomed in Sybil’s cheeks, and my heart stuttered. “Ours.”

Ten minutes later, we were both armor-clad. Maude had failed to coax a snoring Bartholomew out of bed, and Sybil had taken up the task.

Maude and I bade farewell to Victor, who grunted, then suffocated us both in a crushing hug, and went to ready the horses. I ran a hand through Fig’s mane, and the old glutton lifted her head from the marigolds she’d been devouring and gave me a wet kiss, pressing her muzzle over my cheek.

Maude retrieved her own horse, and we moved onto the drive where a cart waited. She glanced once, then twice back at the house as if she’d forgotten something.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Listen,” she said.

I heard the voices of the visitors echoing in the house, the irregular heartbeat of dozens of footsteps thumping through the corridors. Someone was laughing near an open window, and the gargoyle’s craggy voice echoed. “Mind your lecturing tone, Bartholomew! I am not to be truffled with.”

Maude smiled. “I don’t think anyone ever laughed behind those walls until you and Benji came. It was always such a quiet house.” Her grip on her axe was easy, a soft contentedness no one besides we few who had spent our lives looking into Maude Bauer’s face would recognize. “I like it better like this.”

We rode a mile behind the king’s caravan with layfolk and other such travelers.

The minstrel had hitched a ride in the wagon behind us and strummed his lute, his song echoing down the road. Actors and audience were gone; this time, he seemed to play for himself. “A colorful dream, the bright land of Traum, where the wind on the moors hums a tune. Where the holloways lead you awry and along, and the gowans are always in bloom.” He sighed. “But what use are knights when the fish are all gone? What help are weapons to flame? No chime, ink, or oar ever swept my damn floor, and no dream gave a poor man his claim.”

One note, then another, he kept to his craft. “So wherever you ramble, if you ramble at all, take care to lend out your hand. No coin the king paid e’er lent me much aid, but a kindness is gold in this land.”

We rolled down the road, all of us bearing a heaviness that was not the crushing weight of resignation. Maude looked out on the gaps in the trees where the fire had blazed. “The Wood was so full of life barely a month ago,” she said. “Now death has come.”

The gargoyle, whom Sybil had wrapped in an obscene amount of bandages, then blankets, sat propped up in the cart. There were cracks in his eyes now, and still he, too, looked out over the decimated Wood. “And who, I wonder,” he asked, “visits after death?”

I put my arm around Sybil, and she sighed against my neck. “Those of us who keep living, I imagine,” she murmured.

[image: ]
We reached the Cliffs of Bellidine at sunset, and it stopped my heart how beautiful the sun looked as it set over the Sighing Sea, painting the hamlet a far softer orange than the fires that had raged behind us.

But the pink thrift flowers that grew along the cliffs were not so vibrant as they should have been. They had faded, and the grass around them was dead. I did not see any speckled sheep, and none of the windows in the crofts along the road where lit.

Maude’s brow tightened. We carried on, turning down the road and into the humble town where the inn and several other stone buildings sat.

No one was there.

“Do you think they all went on holiday?” the gargoyle asked.

“There.” Sybil stood in the cart and pointed south. “Smoke, coming from the beach.”

We found folk of the Cliffs of Bellidine gathered around a pyre.

The earthquake had not spared a single hamlet—the bluff above the beach was uneven, pieces of the cliffside broken, roots dangling. There were giant fissures in the rocks. Some were so wide I could see the dark mouth of the cavern system within the caves where the Heartsore Weaver had once dwelled. Every time a wave came, knocking against rock, pieces fell into the sea.

We had to leave the cart and horses and travel down on foot.

Sybil and Maude and I lifted the gargoyle from the cart, supporting almost the entirety of his weight. He began to wiggle. “I am capable of walking, Bartholomew—”

He fell along a dune and ate a mouthful of sand. Maude hid her smile behind her arm, I choked on a laugh, and Sybil put her hands on her hips. The gargoyle pouted, then sneezed, and we carried him down to the beach together.

The king’s caravan had already arrived. Benji stood, boots buried in the sand, near the pyre with his knights. The king had reached the final hamlet, but it wasn’t a tournament that awaited him. There were no purple banners or songs or jubilant calls. There were no adornments at all, save the pyre.

Benji seemed so small, pale and wretched, there upon the beach.

I looked away.

Next to the king, Edora Eichel held the hands of foresters. Nobles from the other hamlets had gathered as well. Regius Ormsby was there, wearing a vibrant orange robe and standing with five other noble merchants. Otto Lange was with a handful of scribes, and Avice Fischer with four accompanying oarsmen. Nearest to the flames, holding a singed breastplate and weeping, was Tory’s mother, Brenna Bassett.

One by one, the nobles put a piece of armor onto the pyre. Breastplate for Tory, pauldron for Samuel, gauntlet for Hamelin, and helmet for Dedrick. I realized then what it was.

A funeral pyre.

Maude hurried through the sand toward Brenna Bassett. “I’m so sorry, Brenna.”

The older woman reached out and clutched Maude’s hands tightly. “Thank you.”

“How does your hamlet fare?”

“We’ve retreated to the beaches until we can assess how deep the damage goes into the caves beneath the Cliffs. Several crofts were destroyed in the quake. The roots of our thrift flowers were disturbed, severed, and all our sheep have scattered.” Brenna Bassett sighed. “It will take more than our hardiest tapestries to weave this hamlet back together.”

“Tell us, Diviner,” a weaver called, wringing her hands together. She searched Sybil’s eyes. “What say the Omens of this disaster? What portents does the Heartsore Weaver lend?”

Folk of the Cliffs came forth to listen, and the nobles on the beach held Sybil so tightly in their gazes I worried she might begin to miss her veil.

Sybil faced them instead, looking common folk and nobles alike in the eye. “Disasters have befallen each of your hamlets, and disaster is not a spectacle—it has nothing to prove. It would not be honest to turn your loss into a tale of my own foresight, and it would be false besides. There is stone in my body, and my eyes are touched by magic—but I saw none of this coming. I do not know what will happen next.”

She drew in a breath and waited. Folk leaned closer, as desperate to listen to the words coming out of Sybil’s mouth as they’d been to look into her eyes or watch her drown.

Slowly, her voice grew louder. “But I’ve heard it said: History may be hewn of stone, but the future grows in its cracks. If this tournament has taught me anything, it’s that the Stonewater Kingdom can change—will change—if we are brave enough to see it clearly. So I bid you: Look. Look for signs among yourselves, your crafts, the folk around you. Look to those large or small or otherwise forgotten, pious or impious”—she smiled at me—“knight or knave. Look into all of Traum’s cracks, and maybe you will find the sign even my stone eyes long to see.”

Sybil’s gaze was not cast out to the Sighing Sea, but back at the land of Traum and all its broken pieces, gazing upon it with a kind of wonderment. “That things can be better than they’ve been.”

I smiled, heart bursting for love.

“Bravo, Bartholomew,” the gargoyle called. “Bravo indeed.”

Maude nodded, searching the faces of the nobles. “That is exactly why we’ve all come, isn’t it?”

One by one, the nobles nodded.

One by one, they turned from Sybil and faced the king of Traum.

“Benedict Castor the Third.” The lines of Brenna Bassett’s face did not shift. Steadfast, she told the king, “We of the noble families have come together in accordance, and have decided we no longer wish for you to be our sovereign.”

There was nothing at first—no movement or sound, save the gargoyle’s mirthful giggle and the constant hush of the waves upon the shore. Benji, who held the Artful Brigand’s coin so tightly his knuckles cracked, was as unmoving as a statue. Then, blue eyes darting from face to face, he let out a fractured laugh. “You can’t be serious.”

“But we are,” said Edora Eichel. “Your tournament has cost us all a great deal, and though it is not your fault that an earthquake has plagued the kingdom, leading to death and displacement”—she shook her head—“it is a very bad sign.”

“Don’t be a superstitious crow,” Benji spat. He looked to Sybil and the gargoyle—to me and Maude. “Listen—it’s the sprites. They destroyed the cathedral, attacked Castle Luricht! They are responsible for the terrible things that have occurred, they who have caused the earthquake—”

“Sprites did not kill my son,” Avice Fischer said.

“Nor, I suspect,” Otto Lange added, eyeing Benji, “did they kill my nephew.”

“Sprites did not lose the abbess’s stone objects or risk our wealth in self-aggrandizing tournaments,” Regius said, “and they did not burn down the homes of so many in the Wood. Fortunately, King Castor, your champions do not share your recklessness with coin. They have returned our investments to us with interest.”

Benji’s mouth fell open. “What are you talking about?”

Regius glanced at Maude. “She gifted me her winnings.”

Otto turned to me. “The knave returned his winnings an hour after the earthquake.”

Avice had a hard time looking at the gargoyle. Perhaps because he’d gotten sand in his nose and was making a horrifying face, trying to hold in a sneeze. “The feats of strength winnings were delivered back as well,” she muttered.

“Petula Hall has been offered as shelter, not just to my family,” Edora said, “but to any who lost their homes in the fire.”

Benji’s mouth was still open, but he didn’t speak. For fury or fear, the king could not grapple with what lay before him. Suddenly, like his body did not know what to do, he laughed. “Then all is well, you imbeciles. All that was spent was returned, with interest.”

“Can you return our children?” Avice said, her voice so cold it put a chill in the air. “His nephew, her grandson? I know you are a man of Coulson Faire, but there are more important things in this world than coin, Benedict.”

The knights stirred behind their king. They’d sworn vows to him, but I knew as well as everyone on that beach what noble vows were worth in the Stonewater Kingdom. They were as the tournament—nothing but a spectacle. One by one, the king’s knights withdrew from him until there was nothing and no one guarding Benji’s back save the unforgiving waves of the Sighing Sea. I watched my former friend’s cheeks go pale, my own aflame with righteousness and my stomach sick with pity.

Maude came up first. She held out her hand. Pressed it on Benji’s shoulder so hard he flinched. Beneath her iron strength, the king fell to his knees. Then Maude caught his wrist and, like a scolding mother removing something unsafe from a child’s hand, ripped the Artful Brigand’s coin away.

Benji let out a choked sound. But the nobles were there, and he’d held so tightly to the notion of his own magnanimity that he did not fight Maude. He went still, and the nobles stood like adjudicators, ready to seal his fate.

“Have you been a witness, pupil, and visitor to the kingdom’s peoples and kept peace within the hamlets?” Avice asked.

“Have you rejected pecuniary reward and all mercenary endeavors?” said Otto.

Brenna’s voice was firm. “Have you acted only upon charity and what best suits the kingdom?”

Benji’s face was like the flames of the pyre: bright red. “Have any of you? Of course not. No one in the Stonewater Kingdom sees the importance, the virtue, of noble vows.”

“Perhaps that is a sign they should no longer be said,” the gargoyle pondered, scratching limestone dust from his chin. Sybil stilled his hand, then held it tenderly.

“The title of king no longer fits you, Benedict Castor the Third,” Brenna said with slow, biting clarity. “You need no longer wear it.”

Benji’s eyes were bloodshot, his mouth a severe line. “And so you would oust me, just as the world falls apart? Who will replace me?”

The nobles turned to Maude. I could tell just by the way they stood that the disloyalty they’d flung at the king was spent—when they looked upon her, there was hope in their eyes. “Maude Bauer,” Brenna Bassett said simply, “shall be our new king.”

Sybil gripped my arm, a smile unraveling over her face, and the gargoyle let out a triumphant cheer. Maude looked over her shoulders at us, at the nobles and folk of the hamlets—and she was just as she’d been that night I’d woken on the tor. Severe and fearsome and braver than all the world.

“But first.” Otto reached down. Snatched the crown from Benji’s head. “We must depose the last.”

Benji stared up at Maude, tears in his blue eyes. “Will you cast the first stone, Maude?”

“There will be no stoning,” Brenna Bassett said. “Tory was a hard girl to know, Benedict Castor, but she was my daughter; I could tell just how wont she was to please you. Perhaps that is why she allowed you to think we of the Cliffs, who abhor violence, would suffer a duel to finalize this tournament of yours.”

Brenna’s gaze dropped to the arming sword on Benji’s belt. The one he’d killed me with. “But now I find myself inclined to give you what you wanted. The duel shall commence. Let your sword be your final weapon, King Castor.” Her breaths came rapidly, tears pooling in her eyes. “May it be a quicker death than the one my daughter endured.”

The whites of Benji’s eyes were red. “Against whom will I fight?”

My hands began to fidget. “I’ll do it,” I told Sybil. “I’m already the bad knight, the knave.” My throat felt too tight. “I should be the one to kill him. I can do it.”

Sybil looked into my eyes. “I know you can. But for fuck’s sake, Rory.” She dropped a delicate finger over the gargoyle’s shoulder. Stood on her toes. Looked into my eyes, then kissed me. “Permit me.”

Sybil stepped forward and the crowd parted. “Me,” she called out over the beach. “He’ll be fighting me.”
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There was no dais, no elevated box, no arena. Knights and nobles, merchants, scribes, oarsmen, foresters, and weavers of the Cliffs climbed to the bluff above that they might get a clear view of the beach. No coin was paid, there were no purple banners, no cheering crowd or beating drum. Folk were solemn. Here, in the Cliffs of Bellidine, where love and heartbreak were revered, there was no pretending the spectacle would be a balm over the calamity that had befallen them.

The duel was precisely what Benji had wanted: fixed combatants and a fixed outcome. He stood alone now upon tracks in the sand in the center of the beach, waiting for that outcome. Brenna Bassett, Sybil, Maude, the gargoyle, and I remained in the sand with him. Not in solidarity—

But to make sure that outcome was delivered.

Back straight, wind in her hair, Sybil clutched her hammer, an unmitigated symbol of power, a portent—or promise—of violence. She traded final words with Brenna Bassett.

I stood with Maude and the gargoyle near the king. Benji didn’t look at us. He was peering at the sea.

I tried to keep an even voice. “Do you remember the day your grandfather died?”

“Pith, Rory. What does that have to do with anything?”

“Do you remember?”

I could barely hear his voice over the waves. “Yes.”

“I told you not to look back, Benji. And you haven’t.” It didn’t matter how tightly I leashed it—sorrow broke through and my voice cracked. “You’ve never looked back. You march forward, never noting who you trod upon. And even when the world crumbles in your wake, still you do not look back.”

“What would you have me do? Stop and smell the fucking flowers?” The king’s laugh was small. “You never understood, either of you, what it was like growing up, knowing everything I did was for show. I had to be malleable, pious, virtuous. I did everything I could to make the noble families like me, because it was they who would make me king, and we couldn’t take up the mantle and kill the Omens and change Traum unless they looked at me and saw exactly what they wanted to see.”

He turned, his blue eyes finding me over his shoulder. “What of myself did I ever have to look back on when I spent my whole life trying to be everything to everyone?”

Salt air pushed my hair, my tears, from my face. Time meant nothing. I was still a foundling nobody, and Benji was a child, and I would carry him away from all the things that might hurt him. But then I saw Sybil standing ahead of me and remembered: I was not a nobody, and though he still looked it from time to time, Benedict Castor the Third was not a boy. He had not been in some while.

“Would that things were different,” the gargoyle murmured.

“If it means anything,” Benji whispered, “I never dreamed it would end like this.”

Maude was still holding the Artful Brigand’s coin. She did not offer Benji her hand or her words, but she did look him in the eye, love—and heartbreak—written in the lines of her face.

Brenna Bassett called up to folk on the bluff, her voice catching the wind and echoing along the beach. “The Diviner’s weapon of choice is a hammer. The king shall bear his arming sword. Here on the beach, they shall fight.”

“Until I am dead.” Benji’s breath shook. “She’s a coward not to say so.”

Except no one, not even Maude, was brave enough to say it.

Sybil came forward, facing Benji head-on like she once had the Omens, her spine straightened by resolve. Slowly, feet dragging, Benji did the same. The sun set over the Sighing Sea, its final rays of light hitting Sybil’s armor, her crown, her visage so bright she was a beacon, astounding and terrifying.

Hammer in hand, the queen of Traum stepped forward to kill the king.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

ONE LAST SPECTACLE
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Wind pushed my hair from my face, but my crown did not shift.

Benji and I stood opposite each other upon the sand, a king and a Diviner who had both reached the pinnacle of their ambitions. Benji, who had wanted so desperately to give folk a common enemy—never dreaming it would be himself—and the Diviner who’d vowed to kill him.

We stepped forward, bereft of helmets, looking intently into each other’s eyes. “How is it?” Benji asked, his voice threadbare. “The wound in your abdomen? Still in pain, Six?”

“My name is Sybil.” I cracked my neck. Bent my knees. “Yes. I’m in pain. Yet here I stand.”

“Exactly where you want to be, I imagine.”

“It didn’t have to be this way, Benji.”

“I know, I know.” He touched his brow, saluting me—

And lunged.

His sword slammed against my pauldron, sending me jolting several steps back.

He was stronger than I’d thought he’d be.

Several paces away, the others were shouting. “Pay attention, Sybil,” Maude cried.

“Sweetheart.” Rory’s hands were in the air. “Move your fucking feet.”

That gargoyle, who seemed heartened by the noise, began to clap. “Hit him, Bartholomew! Hit him where the moon doesn’t shine!”

I regained myself. Watched Benji’s feet, his shoulders, his eyes. This time when he swung out to hit me, his gauntlet caught nothing but air.

But then he kicked, catching me in the abdomen. Not even my breastplate could stifle the shock and reverberations that resounded through my body—the ache in my abdomen went hot with pain.

I fell onto my back in the sand.

The king moved with such violent haste, like he still had everything in the world to prove. He swung at me again and again. I rolled, sand flying around me, feeling the kiss, then the bite, of the top of his sword slicing the back of my neck.

Blood pooled in my coif, dropping hotly over the padded shirt beneath my breastplate, and I hauled myself up. When the king swung once more at my neck, I wielded my hammer and caught his arm, the answering knell a sharp clang that echoed over the beach.

Benji stumbled back. Struggled to keep a firm grip on his sword.

I was already running, wrapping my arms around his middle and throwing him down like a stone upon sand, then clambering on top of him.

Benji dropped his sword. He wriggled to reach it, but his arms were too short and my weight upon him too great. The king beat his fists over my back. Wrenched his legs, trying to get out from underneath my weight—anything to dislodge me. When that didn’t work, he slammed his forehead into my mouth, the blow so excruciating I lost vision, pain shooting into my nose and upper lip.

Benji’s fingertips were on the hilt of his sword now, and Rory, Maude, and the gargoyle were shouting. I didn’t hear them, didn’t heed them. When Benji grasped his sword, there was nothing to do but to take the hammer in my hand and, like I had a thousand times before—

Swing.

My hammer crashed against Benji’s left hand, the impact so great it bent his gauntlet. A vicious crack resounded, Benji’s fingers, along with the hilt of his sword, utterly broken.

The king screamed. With the fingers of his uninjured hand, he reached into his bent gauntlet and extracted a small knife. I’d seen it before—his precaution on our wedding day. Now, it was a bold and biting threat. Reckless, Benji swung it at my face, and I rolled just in time to save my nose from being carved away.

I fell onto the wet, kicked-up sand. When I looked up, Benji was already on his feet, fleeing as fast as he could to the dark mouth of one of the caves that led into the caverns beneath the Cliffs of Bellidine.

I hauled myself up. Felt the bite of salt air in my nostrils and the cut inside my mouth where my teeth had pierced my upper lip. Hammer still in my hand, I spat blood upon the beach, proffered Rory and Maude and the gargoyle the briefest glance—

Then hurried after the king.
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There were no glowing silkworm sprites to light our way this time. No life at all in the dark, dank caverns beneath the Cliffs of Bellidine. Only the occasional fissure in the rock above allowed daylight to peer in. I traveled by its leave, my eyes slow to adjust to the darkness.

Rocks tumbling in the distance, water dripping into pools, the natural noises of the caverns were like ghostly footsteps, echoing far and near. My pulse warred against them, and I gritted my teeth, straining to hear.

Farther I went, the cavern walls tight as a throat, then wide as a stomach. There was no path or firm direction. All I could do was listen.

There, in the distance. A rustle. The echoing clink of chainmail.

Benji appeared around a dark corner, swinging his knife, slamming his gauntlet into my jaw. I stumbled back, hand on my face, coughing and seething.

Benji stood before me, admiring his work.

“You’re stronger than you look,” I said, spitting blood onto his boots. “I’ll give you that.”

“Spare me, Six. You were never a good liar.”

We circled each other, treading through puddles of dank seawater, leaving footprints in a trail behind us. He swung at me again, but without the dark corner, no element of surprise, he was vastly out of his depth. My arm was lifted, hammer already poised. I struck him over the breastplate, knocking him back, denting his armor and leaving him gasping for breath.

I did not stop. Hot air shooting from my nostrils, I chased Benji with my hammer, my steps a resounding clack like the Heartsore Weaver’s footsteps had once been.

We tore through the cavern, he retreating, I advancing, never giving the other a moment’s pause. We turned a corner, and the space opened into three tunnels. Above it was a worn, faded weaving. The worm grows. The cocoon is boiled. Those that remain become moths.

My feet took me where I needed to go. Forward and unflinching, like a beast moving through its own lair, I led Benji straight down the third tunnel, where I knew what waited ahead.

A pit in the earth, camouflaged by darkness, iron spikes jutting out of it.

Several times Benji’s knife drew close, near enough to draw sparks off my armor, but never enough to harm, blocked by my hammer or foiled when I moved my feet too quickly. But then, as we neared the lip of the pit, I let the king get in a hit. His blade slid between my rerebrace and couter, disturbing the chainmail at the crook of my arm and making me flinch.

Benji exhaled loudly, half a second of triumph.

It was all I needed.

I rushed forward, shoving him back with all my might. Benji lost his footing, then his balance. He must have felt the yawning chasm of the pit behind him because he turned his head, eyes wide, noting that there was nothing between him and several jagged pikes save air and the stench of fusty water.

I caught his injured hand, ripped him away from the edge of the pit, and threw him on the ground, delivering a devastating blow to his armor, denting his breastplate like the pikes below had once dented Rory’s.

Benji gasped. Writhed on the ground and struggled to breathe.

“You win, Six.” His voice was unrecognizable, spit pooling in the corners of his mouth. “Even if I kill you and manage to free myself, the name Castor will fade to nothing. But it will take the Stonewater Kingdom decades, centuries, to forget the idea of you.” He was grunting. Gasping. “What was any of it for? What was…”

He was whispering, his words as spectral as a ghost. I crouched over him, waiting to retain the last words of Benedict Castor the Third—

Benji slid his knife beneath my breastplate, sinking into the flesh, then muscle, just above my scar. Blood bloomed, and I screamed behind my teeth. The king let out a hot breath, pushing harder against the handle of the knife, watching as it slid farther into me. “At least, in dying,” he said, gasping, “we will finally be equal.”

He’d lost every leg of the tournament, every hamlet and every friend, but this—besting me one final time—was the one thing Benji truly thought he would win. He pressed the blade into me with all his might, smiling, letting out quick, ravenous breaths—

The blade stopped short.

Benji’s smile faded. He redoubled his efforts, grunting as he tried with all his might to press the knife to some fatal place in my body, but the blade would not move—would not go any deeper. There was pain—gods, it hurt—but it was nothing to the consuming bite Tory’s spear had once dealt.

I looked down. Let go of Benji’s arm. Even now, with all his strength behind him, he could not push the knife any farther.

I barked out a laugh, reached up, and hit the king so hard over the chin his eyes rolled. He fell back onto the dark cavern floor, skull crashing over stones.

I picked up my hammer and stood over him. When I ripped the knife from my body, its tip was coated in limestone. I threw it into the pit and put my bare foot over Benji’s throat. “Swords and armor are nothing to stone.”

He thrashed, and I held him down, choking the air out of him. It would be as close as he ever got to drowning. “Your armor has dented, your sword has broken. And you, Benedict Castor the Third, will diminish.”

Benji’s face went a horrid purple. His eyes popped, then immediately shut. He wasn’t dead, just unconscious, his chest still rising and falling. And I could have done it. Could have raised my hammer a final time and killed him when he slept. But then I saw the blood, pooling beneath his head where his skull had struck stones, and I watched him take shallow breaths beneath the dent in his armor. No. I would not have to fell my hammer again. The duel had finished, the spectacle concluded, my vow to kill the king ending as it had begun—in the dark.

Benji’s time was nigh.

I leaned down, laboring to lift him and sling him over my back. I carried him out of the caves, both of us bleeding into sand. When I stepped out onto the beach, familiar shapes waited in the distance. Rory, Maude, the gargoyle.

They began to run. Rory got to me first, taking my face in his hands and searching it for signs of injury. “Are you all right?”

I grunted, still holding up Benji. “He’s not dead yet.”

Maude reached us. Her hair was wild, her green eyes full of pride.

Fast as the striking serpent, Benji’s hand reached out. He caught the Artful Brigand’s coin and yanked it out of Maude’s hand. She shouted out, and I dropped the king onto the sand.

“Everyone,” he said, looking up at us and gasping, “deserves a second chance.” Benji tossed the coin—

And vanished.

The air went out of Rory and Maude and me, all of us turning in jerking motions, searching for the flickering coin and the king attached to it.

“He doesn’t have much strength left, and that breastplate is crushing him,” I said in a rush, looking out over the landscape. There wasn’t a single sign of the king. “Where would he go?”

The gargoyle, hobbling, finally reached us, panting. “Don’t just stand there dawdling, Bartholomew! Make haste! We’ve got to get back.”

All three of us turned to stare.

He looked at us as he often did. Like he thought us tragically dim-witted. “The story always returns to one place,” he said. “It always returns to the tor.”

I looked into Rory’s stone eyes and he into mine, the both of us realizing at the same time. “He’s after the spring water.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

MARTYR
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We returned.

Rory on horseback, Maude driving the cart, we fled the Cliffs of Bellidine, fighting the wind and our greatest foe—time. I rode in the cart, bracing myself against its rim, holding tightly to the wood as we rattled up the holloway road.

The gargoyle was there, too. “Take me with you,” he’d said on the beach. “Take me back to the tor. I’d like to see it again.” He’d looked down at his fissured legs, sinking into sand. “Though, I confess, I don’t think I can walk.”

“I’ll carry you, Bartholomew.” I’d put my arms around his cracked body, and though it cost me strength and a great deal of pain, I’d lifted him out of the sand. “I’ll carry you wherever I go.”

The cart hit a bump. The pain in my body cried out, and the gargoyle held in a whimper, limestone dust filling the air. My racing heart dropped. “You still have more time, don’t you?”

There were cracks in his entire face now, his eyes, his ears, his teeth. When he blinked I did not know if he saw me. “Of course.”

It was the first time he’d lied to me.

The day passed, and the shadows grew longer. Night fell upon us, its companion, the moon, hardly a sliver in the sky. The road steepened. A great hill, cloistered by a stone wall, appeared, and we drew nigh like it was our north star. When I looked up, I saw the exact spot on the wall I’d stood with the Diviners when we’d peered down upon the king’s caravan.

Up we went, an ascension into the clouds, and then the path straightened. A broken iron gate awaited us, and so did a field of stone that had once been five looming statues. The gravel courtyard opened, the visage of that once noble cathedral brought low coming into view—rubble and stone and glass its gravestones.

When the wind whispered through grass, I could smell it. That sweet, terrible rot. The spring.

And then, there were the bodies. Dozens—hundreds—of dead sprites, killed by arrow or sword or spear.

“They were trying to help her,” I said, pressing my hammer against my chest.

“Who, Sybil?” Maude asked.

“The voice from the ox-eye. The spring, the tor. She cried out when the cathedral fell. They came to help her…” I turned to the gargoyle. To Rory. “I think I know who she is. Or was.”

“Look,” Rory said, pointing ahead.

There were more. Dozens—hundreds—of sprites, not dead but full of life. They looked so beautiful, so fearsome, all together, all of different kind. Some were jagged and gray as shale, advancing on all fours, snapping and snarling like dogs. Others took to the sky, winged and taloned, some as small as hummingbirds and others the size of falcons. There were birke, too. Among them, standing near the limestone spring—

Benji.

“Benedict Castor.” Maude’s voice ripped over the tor.

The king turned. Saw us. “I’m taking my second chance, Maude,” he managed. Arm trembling, he tossed the Artful Brigand’s coin, and a nearby shale sprite exploded into a mess of jagged pieces and hot viscera. Benji gasped, wrenching at the straps in his armor he could not undo, the dent in his breastplate slowly robbing his lungs of air.

“I will die with spring water on my lips.” He picked the coin from the sprite’s body, wincing for the blood. “When I wake, I will not be temporal as a king, but someone permanent. Essential. Strange. Special. New.”

A winged sprite dove, clawing him over the face. The king screamed. Tossed the coin into the air. It missed the sprite, then fell into the grass. “Except these bloody stupid creatures won’t let me get to the spring!”

“Give it up, Benji,” Rory shouted. “You’ve been beaten at your craft.”

The gargoyle huffed. He pulled a chunk of limestone from his shoulder, closed one eye in concentration, and threw it with such outstanding force it knocked Benji off his feet.

“Bartholomew!” I bellowed. “Don’t throw your own godsdamn stones!”

Maude and Rory and I rushed forward. With hammer and axe and bare fist, we swung at the king, and every time, gasping for air, he tossed the coin and evaded us, drawing closer, closer to the spring.

The tor began to shake.

“Earthquake,” Rory shouted, bracing his arms around me.

Only it was not an earthquake. An enormous earthen boar, with bromegrass and rocks upon its back, hooves upon its feet—tusks as large as trees—had risen. With terrifying speed, it came upon the tor, its shriek so loud it put wool in my ears.

The mountain sprite lowered its muddy snout and broke through a wall of the cathedral’s rubble, its great orange eyes fixed on Benji.

“Useless, wretched things. No merit, no name…” Benji held his ground, and I crept closer, my steps even despite the oncoming sprite, my balance honed. Meanwhile the king was peering down at the Artful Brigand’s coin like it was his final friend. He lifted his gaze, eyeing the mountain sprite, the creature but another victim of the king’s insatiable want for power. “It will not be me who diminishes.”

He did not see me come up behind him until the coin was out of his hand. Benji put up an arm, but my hammer was already falling, already striking the king on his temple, planting a mark upon his brow; a red flower with devastating roots. Benji’s skin split and his skull fractured. Blue eyes going blank, arms and legs falling limp, the king slumped to the ground and did not move.

The earth was still trembling—the Artful Brigand’s coin had missed the mountain sprite. Relieved of his target, the creature lumbered by, his breath stirring my hair and making the king’s body tremble. I watched the sprite run through Aisling’s ruins. When he called out, echoed by the other sprites upon the tor, the sound was so wailful and long it sounded like a minor tune.

Everything felt sullied. Everything felt clean.

Rory screamed.

I turned.

I thought the coin had simply missed its mark, the mountain sprite spared by the king’s poor aim.

No.

The coin had not hit the mountain sprite, because Maude had put her body between Benji and the great creature, and when the Artful Brigand’s coin flew, it had struck her in the place she was most vulnerable, beneath her arm, reducing half her body to fragments of flesh and bone and armor.

Maude staggered, looked down at herself, then hit the ground.

Rory was still screaming. He lunged for Maude before she could fall. Blood poured from the left side of her body, coating him in red. “I’ve got you, Maude. It’s all right, you’re all right.”

The Artful Brigand’s coin lay among stones, and among stones was where the gargoyle found it. He looked back at Maude. Let out a low, tragic sob, put the coin between his teeth—

And shattered it with one bite.

Maude’s knees gave out, her head falling back, her green eyes drifting to the mountain sprite in the distance. The faintest smile graced her mouth.

Rory fell on his knees, and so did I, both of us trying to hold her together. I saw on Rory’s face the moment he truly understood. “Maude.”

Behind us, Benji lay on his back, gasping. “Sybil? Rory?”

Rory’s face twisted. He looked down at Maude, regretful to leave her even a moment, but then he set her into my arms, moving on his knees through grass to get to the king.

Benji grasped at his arm, pale fingertips slipping over the blood on Rory’s armor. “Bring her back.” He coughed, eyes flickering, then rolling. “Bring me back. The Stonewater Kingdom may be in pieces—but a kingdom is still an object of power, and power has to go somewhere. Let us be the rulers the Omens could not. Put the spring water on our lips. Bring… us… back.”

Rory looked Benji in his blue eyes, tears marked on his cheeks. “No, Benji.”

The king would not have it. An inch from death, and still he would not be made to feel small. He tried to shout, but it came out a low, choked breath. “I want my second chance.” He jerked, then went horribly still, the world behind his blue eyes disappearing, his final whisper as meek as a prayer. “Everyone deserves a second chance.”

Rory put his hand over Benji’s eyes and shut them, then crawled to me and Maude, leaving the king alone beneath the night sky.

Maude was struggling to breathe. “I love you.” I wept over her. “I love you.”

Rory’s hands shook. “Maude?” I’d never heard him sound like that. Like a frightened child. “The spring water. I know you don’t think we’re meant to come back… but do you think, perhaps, you’d…” It took him a long time to say it. “Would you come back to us, Maude? Please?”

“I’m sorry, my boy. This time… I cannot do as you ask.”

“But you’re king, Maude.” He began to cry. “Everything is going to be better because you will make it so.”

Maude was but a shadow, the light in her green eyes fading. Her axe had long fallen. Now, she used the last of her strength to reach for Rory and me. “Tell them I did not die a sprite killer…” Her voice was as soft as the petals of a gowan. “The name Bauer means something yet.”

The wind picked up, taking her final breath with it, and when Maude Bauer lay still upon the tor, the whole world lay still, too.

I looked up, bleary with tears. “Where is Bartholomew?”

He had been there only a moment ago. Now, the only creatures who moved upon the tor were sprites.

I rose, shaking. “Bartholomew?”

There was no answer.

I began to run.

Through ruins and rubble I rushed, my feet smashing over stones, bromegrass whispering over my greaves. Small iridescent sprites giggled above me, darting down to touch my hair. “Where is my gargoyle?” Another mountain sprite lumbered by. “Where is my friend?” I pleaded.

Then I saw him. He was sitting where the sprites had moved the rubble, running his fingers through gowan flowers, silhouetted against the night sky. Relief clutched my heart. I called out his name.

He didn’t answer. Slowly, he picked himself up off the ground. There were cracks throughout his body, going all the way down to his fingers. His left ear was gone, both knees utterly shattered. But the worst damage of all was the enormous fissure, cutting up the center of his chest, right where his heart rested.

My throat closed. “Bartholomew!”

He did not answer. He just turned, limping, then stumbling, pieces of limestone falling from his body.

“Wait,” I called, running after him. “Wait.”

The gargoyle’s path was straight and narrow. No matter how terribly he stumbled, he made his way to the heart of the tor. There, the spring waited.

“Wait, Bartholomew,” I cried again. I could almost reach him. “You’re my squire—we cannot be apart!”

He did not heed me. He was breaking into pieces. “I’m ready,” I heard him murmur. I’m ready, came his echo upon the wind.

He climbed over limestone. There, above the spring, water that was oily and dark and smelled of rotten flowers—

He fell.

The sound of body hitting the water was not a splash, but a calamitous crack, and I knew he had broken apart. Tears falling, heart ripping, I rushed forward, bruising myself on stones. When I looked into the spring, all that remained in the water were ripples.

Rory called my name.

It didn’t matter that I was wearing armor. There was no thought at all within me other than I haven’t said goodbye, and when I entered the water, it wasn’t like a Divination; no one handed me into the spring. I jumped.

The water took me into its frigid womb, and I lost my breath for the coldness of it. I dropped beneath the surface, feeling desperately in the dark for the gargoyle’s body. My fingers scraped against the spring’s stone wall, and though my armor dragged me down, and my knees hit the bottom of the spring, I didn’t find a single sign, nor a stone piece, of Bartholomew.

He was gone.

I opened my mouth. Screamed his name. When the water rushed in, it carried itself down my throat and into my lungs. I coughed. Thrashed. A hand breached the water, and I knew Rory was there. He would never let me drown again.

But it was too late.

Bubbles fled my mouth. I slipped into oblivion. Into nothingness.

Into a dream.







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

THE ETERNAL MOON
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I lay upon a flat bed of grass, the same moon hovering above me as the one I’d seen over the tor. Only now it was distant. Bleary and farther away. Everything was blended in a pale, liminal haze.

The spring, Rory—the sprites—were gone. Not even the stone pieces of Aisling Cathedral’s broken body remained. When I looked down at myself, I was naked. Skin and hair; muscle, fat, bone. My armor had vanished, but not the scar on my abdomen. I was bare.

And entirely alone.

I stood. Called out. “Bartholomew?”

A shadow shifted in my periphery. I turned. There was nothing there.

I began to walk, the grass soft and warm beneath my feet. The light around me brightened, then flickered. When it began to fade, my body remembered what it was to Divine—what it was to fall through dreams. I braced myself, expecting pain.

None came.

The light around me flickered again. This time, when a shadow moved, I whirled to meet it. A figure stood behind me. It wasn’t Bartholomew.

It was an ox, made entirely of stone.

I put a hand to my throat. “Who are you?”

The ox was muscular, with great ears that fell from the back of its skull. It had no horns, its prominent feature a large hump protruding from the back of its shoulders. When it spoke, its voice was that of an aged woman. Deep and frayed and resounding. “Which name would you like?”

I labored to swallow. “Whichever you’ll give.”

The ox blinked. Even her eyelashes were made of stone. “Once, I had no name. Trees and rock and water and wind, who gave birth to all manner of creatures, called to me in our language, but none saw fit to give me a name, for I was the only of my kind for a long while. Then, in what you might call a hundred lifetimes, folk came to the land. They spoke a new language, and it had many titles. They gave Traum to the land, and I was auroch. A great, gentle beast of burden. But then time went on, and that name was forgotten, and so I was but ox. Eventually, like all the other creatures of the land, I became sprite.”

I stared at her in utter awe. “You’re Der ewige Mond.”

“The Eternal Moon. Yes. I do believe a king called me that once. It will fade with time like the others, and I will be as I was before. Nameless.” She blinked, long pale lashes tapping against her stone cheeks. “Something a Diviner knows a little about, I think.”

“And you’ve been showing me visions.” I did not know what to say. A Diviner, entirely ill-prepared to dream. “So you’re”—I fumbled with the words—“a god?”

The ox’s nostrils widened, and she sighed. Tenderly. Pityingly. “What is a god without believers, and what is a believer without a story to believe in? I am but an ancient creature, like the moon, seen but never known. And while my body is full of magic, and those who drown in my blood are gifted visions by the oppressive hand who drowns them, I have never given you a vision, Sybil Delling. All I’ve ever shown were my own memories.”

She must have seen the turmoil on my brow because her voice softened. She asked, “Would you like me to tell you the story?”

What answer could I give but yes?

“Once, I lay upon fields of bromegrass, and the world grew around me. My mind was full of knowledge, my limbs swollen with strength, my heart beating a contented rhythm. I looked up at the moon and the moon looked down at me and we were the same: ever changing, always constant.

“But the world shifted. Folk came to the land of Traum. Craftsmen. First, they revered me. For my wondrous size, the strength and strangeness of my body. But before long, my wandering nature put them ill at ease. To them I was a holy figure, mercurial in my comings and goings. Better I was in one place; folk were tired of wearing the face of goodness all the time.”

She sighed. “They climbed upon me. Put their weapons in my body. I lay down, and stayed that way a long while, turning to stone, gowans blossoming from my back. Centuries later, a carver of stone came, hitting me again and again until he hit my heart and found the spring of my blood, waiting there. Not long after, another carver of stone was born in my waters, and she would become your abbess. I do not think she realized that the limestone upon the tor was my heart and the water leaching from it was my blood, but she learned quickly enough how strange both were, even though I tend to think all hearts are transportive and destructive in their own ways—all hearts carry what some might deign to call magic.

“She carved pieces from me. Built a cathedral over me, and the weight was so vast it made me still. So very still. Children dreamed and drowned in my heart blood, and there was naught I could do to reach them. But then you came, Sybil Delling, and you razed the cathedral, and for the first time in centuries, I felt my body stir.”

“The earthquake,” I said, held captive by the story. “What of the ox-eye? Was that—” It was awe inspiring. A little sickening. “Was I eating you?”

“You were made in my water. Made of me. To have my memories, too, is the least painful thing anyone might take.”

I peered into the liminal space, searching it as I’d once searched the hamlets for my Diviners—desperately. “What about Bartholomew? What’s become of my gargoyle?”

She was quiet a long time. “I think you already know.”

I shut my eyes. Shoved the heels of my palms against them and wept, my sorrow hitting me again and again, striving to break me open.

A cold, gentle muzzle drew up my arm.

Far away, a voice echoed. Not within our pale space, but beyond. It was Rory, calling my name.

The ox and I turned our gazes upward. “You understand by now,” she told me, “that you and your knight up there are the last of your kind. You will live very long lives, even if you no longer drink my water. You will age slowly. One way or another, in ten years or one thousand, you will be as I am. Entirely made of stone. Perhaps after, in another millennium or two, you will sleep, and never dream. But until that day comes”—she fixed her solemn gaze upon me—“I’d like you to mind the tor. Let it no longer be a bleeding heart or a stage for drowning and dreaming. Let it be a place the old language might hum, uninterrupted. Those who know me, sprites of the wild who still remember, will come to listen. One day, folk of the hamlets will come, too, and hear the story of me, of the Omens, of Aisling Cathedral and its Diviners, of kings and knights, knaves and sprites—of all that has happened. And after, perhaps…”

She hummed, and it was a minor tune. “Perhaps the Stonewater Kingdom’s tragedies will not so readily repeat themselves.”

“The tor is not safe for sprites,” I murmured. “None of Traum is. It hasn’t been in a long while.”

“Not since Bauer women of old put their axes in me. Yes, I know.” Her voice softened. “But things change. The name Bauer means something yet.”

She turned as if to go.

“And who do you wish to tell the story?” I called after her. “Me?”

She looked back. Shook her head.

“Rory, then?”

“Mercy, no.”

I frowned.

“Your young king was right. Power always has to go somewhere. And I think,” she mused, “this particular story of gods and sprites and kings, Diviners and knights, must have its embellishments. Oddities. Absurdities. No one really believes a story if it’s entirely true, do they?”

I held very still. “Did you have someone particular in mind?”

“Indeed I do.”

Frail as the wings of a moth, my heart lightened.

Rory called again, his voice louder this time. The dream was coming to an end.

I reached out. Put my hand upon the ox’s muzzle. “And I’ll see this person soon?”

“Oh, I should think so. But first, you must do as I tell you.”

She leaned in, whispering in my ear, her muzzle softer than I thought stone could be. I listened, tears brimming in my eyes.

The ox stepped back, then, turning away and moving slowly, she began to disappear into the pale nothingness. “He’s a very peculiar boy,” she murmured. “In all the time I’ve looked upon the world, and that is a very, very long time, there has never been a soul quite like his. I doubt there ever will be. Young yet old, wise and full of curiosity, fearsome but gentle—childlike in his wonder. A strange, beautiful contradiction. And who am I to say, but often I’ve wondered…

“What is a god, if not that?”
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I woke, and Rory was there. He held me to his chest and dropped tears in my hair, and I stayed in his arms until we both fell asleep in the grass. An hour before dawn, I was awake. I took the hammer from my belt. Found an iron rod in the rubble of the cathedral. Brought it back to the spring and the limestone it leached from, and I did what I’d done since my death, as if I’d been reborn to do it. I lifted my hammer, my newly made chisel—

And swung.

From the body of Der ewige Mond, I extracted a great chunk of limestone.

Rory woke and watched me work. The day through and then into the night, I chipped and carved away the stone with slow, gentle precision. By then my muscles were stiff, my abdomen sharp with pain, my eyes sore for concentrating. I was coated in limestone dust, wearier than I’d ever been.

And full of hope.

Rory let out a breath. “He’s perfect. A little smaller than before…”

“I didn’t want to take too great a chunk from her body.”

“And you’re sure it will work?” he murmured. “The other stone objects were nothing like this.”

“The limestone is her heart, transportive and destructive and full of magic. It will work.” I turned to Rory. Smiled. “Have a little faith.”

We stood back, looking upon the statue I’d carved. And I was glad, for all the time I had not looked upon Traum clearly, that had never been the case when I’d looked upon a certain batlike gargoyle. He was just as he’d been before, but without a single crack.

“What an arduous process it is to wait,” Rory murmured.

The first thing that moved was a stone wing. Then a finger stirred. Slowly, his nose wrinkled, and when the batlike gargoyle blinked, opening his eyes, it did not matter that the moon was but a sliver in the sky—its light shone in the pallid stone of his gaze.

He looked out at the horizon, then, slowly, his eyes turned to Rory, then me. “Oh.” His bottom lip began to quiver, fangs peeking out. “It’s you, Bartholomew.”

Tears streamed down my face. “You know me? You—you remember me?”

“Of course. I am the most remembering creature I know, and I’d know you anywhere, Sybil Delling.” He reached out, took my hand, his fingers trilling excitedly. “It’s good to be home.”







The Beginning of the Story


One hundred years later








CHAPTER THIRTY

A PECULIAR GARGOYLE UPON A HILL
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On a cloudless day at the end of summer, I sat on the stone wall high upon the tor and looked out over Traum. I could see miles of sprawling hills, and when the wind caught my hair, I perked my ear to it. A voice was calling. A moment later, I saw her.

A young woman in a gold crown, wandering up the road.

Daylight filtered through branches and leaves and fell on her armor in bright speckles. Her gait was comfortable—she was in no hurry. As she walked she whistled a minor tune, then began to sing.

“A colorful dream, the bright land of Traum, where the wind on the moors hums a tune. Where the holloways lead you awry and along, and the thrifts are always in bloom. The water is sweet and the sprites are so fair, and the fields all blankets of brome. How many have wondered and wandered out there, and determined ne’er to go home?

“But wherever you ramble, from woodland to sea, pray stop by the spring on the hill. There, Bartholomew Delling did once beckon me, and his secrets, like wine, he did spill.”

I rose to my feet. Flexed my bare toes over ancient stones. “She’s here,” I called over my shoulder.

A minute later, a batlike gargoyle appeared at the bottom of the wall. “Bartholomew?”

“The king has come. Where’s Rory?”

“Here.”

Rory weaved through the row of seedling apple trees. His hair had grown long, tied haphazardly by a strip of leather. When he put his hand up to tuck an errant strand behind his ear, his three gold bands caught in the light. They looked even brighter now that the right side of his face was speckled with limestone.

Rory rolled his shoulders. Bounced on his toes. “About time.”

I slapped my hands against the wall and lowered myself down to the ground, where I bent, searching the grass until I’d plucked three perfect blades. “All right, boys. Short straw to Divine.”

The gargoyle clapped. “Oh, I hope I get it this time!”

He got it every time. Rory and I cheated to make it so.

When he got it again, the gargoyle was in such a delighted tizzy he stepped on three shale sprites, basking in the sun. He ran to the spring, sitting on its lip, and flicked a regal finger at Rory and me. “Bring the subject forth.”

“She looked young,” I told Rory sternly as we walked to the old iron gate. “Be good.”

He caught my hand. Kissed my palm—then nipped it. “I’m always good.” A minute later, he was hiding behind the wall near the gate. “Tell me,” he called in a deep voice, “who comes to hear the tale of Bartholomew Delling?”

Slowly, the woman came.

Rory jumped from behind the wall, frightened the poor soul so much she yelped.

“From which hamlet do you hail?” Rory asked, holding back a smile as the young woman collected herself.

She steadied her crown. “Coulson Faire.”

“The fair Faire,” Rory said, nodding in appreciation.

“The fair Faire!” cried the gargoyle in the distance.

“Folk of the Faire like to bring us gifts.” Rory leaned forward in a slouch. “What wares have you? What token of payment?”

The king reached into her pocket. “What manner of payment would you like?”

“Your name will do.”

“Oh.” The young woman flushed. “I’m the fourth king since the Quake. You must be the knave.”

“We deal in familiarities here. I’m Rory. The gargoyle, you know, is Bartholomew Delling.” His gaze lifted, a smile teasing his lips. “That beauty over there is Sybil.”

I came up from behind the wall, and the king yelped again. All this time later and folk were still amazed to see me in a breastplate and not a white robe. I leaned down. Plucked a gowan flower from the tor, then handed it to the king. My limestone fingers grazed her skin. “What name would you give?” I asked her.

“I’m August Roane. I was chosen by the nobles for my”—she scratched her head—“well, they called it inquisitive spirit, which is a vague way of saying they appreciate the research I’ve conducted on sprites and contributed to the Seacht libraries.”

“A scholar king.” Rory wiggled his eyebrows at me. “Haven’t had one of those in a while.”

“The fact that my family is wealthy likely didn’t hurt the selection process.”

“Aaand there it is,” Rory said, smiling wryly. “You’ve come for a Divination, I suspect.”

The young woman nodded. “To hear history from those who lived it is a strange, wondrous thing.” She reached into her satchel and retrieved a notebook. An inkwell with a stone stopper. A quill. “Do you mind if I write it down?”

“Not at all.” I opened my palms. A beckoning. “You’d better come in.”

The gargoyle greeted the king as he greeted every visitor who came to the tor. With a smile.

The young king took a seat upon bromegrass, readied her writing tool, and the gargoyle drew in a deep breath. “You know this story, Bartholomew, though you do not know all of it. I’ll tell it to you as best I can and promise to be honest in my talebearing. If I’m not, that would be all right. A story is a kind of spectacle, I think. A strange, shimmering display. How you look at it determines its meaning—it is not for me to say if belief inspired by spectacle should be counted as honest.”

“I think,” Rory said, leaning up against the wall, several hummingbird sprites landing in his hair, “a story is like the moon. Every night, she is a little different, but ever beautiful, and ever to remain.”

Another sprite soared above me, dropping its shadow upon the tor. “I think,” I said, grinning, “that a story is a kind of gargoyle. A multifaceted body, hewn facts and falsehoods—and made stronger for it.”

“Pray,” the gargoyle sputtered, “who is telling the story? Hmm?”

I put my hands up in mock surrender and went to stand by Rory. We’d heard the story hundreds of times, and yet it was never twice the same. Decades had passed well that way, with sameness and newness together.

The gargoyle began.

“Once, a creature lay naked upon fields of bromegrass, and the world grew around her. Her mind was full of knowledge, her limbs swollen with strength, her heart beating a contented rhythm.”

He went on, telling the king about Der ewige Mond, of sprites and the land of Traum before it had been cast into five hamlets. He told of who he was, of the boy who became the first Diviner, and then the first gargoyle, and now the first gargoyle remade.

His craggy voice moved high and low, firm then soft, depending on what part he was in. He told the story of the abbess, then the Omens. Soon, he entered my lifetime. How valiant he made it sound, us taking up the mantle, how sweeping the romance between Rory and me—so much so that when the king looked back at us, Rory pulled me in for a kiss, making me laugh and the young king flush and the gargoyle bat his eyes and murmur, “Dreamy.”

He told of Aisling’s demise—that it had not been sprites who destroyed the cathedral like was once thought. The young king’s eyes widened, like she could not fathom how such a formidable structure had yielded to a knight, a knave, a Diviner, a gargoyle, and a king.

He told of Benji. Of his boyish quality. His hunger for power turning to something dark. He told of the great quake, of Der ewige Mond, calling out after so long in the dark, and of the sprites, who did not trade in names and still never forgot their fallen companion upon the tor, who came to her aid.

He told of the tournament that changed everything. Even minds.

The king scribbled in her notebook, and the gargoyle went on. “Benedict Castor the Third was buried like his grandfather had been—in the earth upon the tor. King Maude Bauer met death that a sprite might live, and she, who had been king only a day, did more to rewrite the story of Traum than any bearer of the crown before her. Songs of her death were sung, their tenor changing the fabric of the kingdom like an insect metamorphoses in a silken tomb. Slowly, then all at once, the heinous acts of cowardice, hunting and hurting sprites, were no more.”

He sighed, looking out over the horizon. “We wrapped her in the finest of silks and carried her body back to the Chiming Wood, where we lay her down in the grass near her family home. A circle of foresters stood around her, dropping handfuls of birch seeds that fell upon her grave. There, new trees took root, and an entire forest of birch trees, a home to all sprites, all folk, was born of one indefatigable woman.”

I took Rory’s hand and he nodded. That part of the story was our favorite.

“In the end,” the gargoyle said, “it was not about ridding folk of their gods or sponging them of belief. The Omens were never forgotten; their banners still fly today. And while there are folk aplenty who look and listen for portents, for signs, there are those who see coin, ink, oar, chime, and loom stone and think only of their own crafts, for it was coin, knowledge, strength, intuition, and love that got folk through the perils of the great Quake. Those objects are no longer symbols of Divinity, of gods or dreams, but of resilience and the unflagging faith—”

He sighed contentedly. “That things can be better than they’ve been.”

The earth trembled. A pair of mountain sprites and their young shoat were passing by.

“And now you know,” the gargoyle told the king, “how wont history is to repeat itself in the Stonewater Kingdom. In any kingdom, I imagine. We must, like a sprite, remember, lest history be buried in stone. But take heart: There are firsts of their kind in any kingdom, too.”

He grinned at Rory, at me. “We three are evidence of that. And besides, there are times, I think, when it is all right to do the same thing over and over. To know someone, to care for them and remember them well, despite hardship or despair, is a kind of history we ought to repeat. To be generous with compassion, sparing with violence, and when the light shines upon us, to never, ever look a mouth horse in the gift.”

I smiled and did not correct him.

The gargoyle paused like he often did while pondering. “To know the world is, in some part, to mourn it, and to live after death… Now that is strange magic, and an even stranger fate. And while we don’t all get our second chances and life often proves a battle, I have wondered and pondered, and now I am certain: My story is the same as all of Traum’s. I would never have truly lived if, first, I had not died. Death, after all, is its own kind of rebirth.”

The young king peered over her shoulder at Rory and me. “What of your own deaths? Will you live on, drinking from the spring, slowly turning to stone?”

“We will live,” Rory said plainly, “until Traum no longer has need of our craft. We will tell the story. Mind the tor. Keep the sprites who come here safe. We’ve always kept them safe.”

I turned my gaze over gowan flowers and onto the horizon and felt time fall away. I was just a girl, standing with the people I loved, looking out onto the world with wonderment. “Eventually,” I murmured, “all three of us will succumb to time. One day, we will turn to stone. Fissure, falter, fade away.”

“But you will not be gone.” The king tapped her notebook. It was already half full with scribbles. “I’ll make sure of it.”

Rory laced his fingers in mine. I felt the smoothness of limestone, and the tiny cracks therein. We’d talked about it many times. How one day, we would be as that great cathedral was. Nothing but dust. And when we did go, having known coin, knowledge, strength, pain, intuition, love, heartbreak—life and death—our ending would come here upon the tor, where stories lived on.

Where death was not surrender.

The king turned to a blank page and held her quill at the ready. I wondered which tale of her new kingdom she’d ask for next. The one when the Diviner went toe to toe with the Ardent Oarsman in the Fervent Peaks? The foundling boy who defied all odds and became a knight, then a knave?

No.

She turned to the gargoyle and asked him the same question the last king had asked, and the next one undoubtedly would, too. “Why do you call everyone Bartholomew?”

Oh. He was happy. His fingers had begun to trill. “Once, the name Bartholomew meant very little. But time has a way of circling back to itself—with little alterations, of course. I like to think now that the name Bartholomew is like you or me; its worth is yet to be defined, and thusly full of promise.” He smiled, his fang peeking out from behind his lips. “I like to give it away. After all…”

He looked up at Rory and me and the world beyond us, ending as he began and beginning as he ended. A strange little boy, telling a story upon the tor. “Every day is a new flower, a second chance—a rebirth—when you are Bartholomew.”
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