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For Aaron

My sun when the nights are lonely

My moon when the days are long
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CHAPTER ONE


When Sy Cassirer received a summons from the King of Gescany, it rarely came in the form of a letter, and never painlessly.

Fortunately, the only pain he felt when David informed him of the letter’s contents was the beginning of a tension headache.

“The king wants to be turned into a bird,” said David, who was better in the mornings and had answered the door. He rolled up the gilded scroll and handed the court page a copper bit. The page, blushing at David’s silk robe – actually Sy’s, on David; and that, barely – accepted the copper and scurried away.

“Will you dress before you open my door?” Sy rolled over and fumbled around the top of his nightstand, pushing aside several pencil stubs and a pile of empty ink cartridges before finding, under his trusted leather gloves, a pouch of tobacco. He drew it open; nearly empty. He fell back against the pillow, squinting against the soft morning light. “In your own clothes, preferably.”

“If you’d let me keep mine here, I would.”

“But then you’d never leave.” He meant it playfully, but it came out acrid as stale coffee. He blew a stray lock of hair off his mouth. “And stop opening my mail.”

“It’s a form letter,” David dismissed, clicking the door shut. “I’ll have received the same thing.”

With a grunt, Sy rose. Where were his rolling papers? He dug under a pile of overdue bills – this one from the grocer, that from the laundress – and pushed aside a stack of books on the floor. As his morning fog cleared, he plucked the top book from the stack and found the packet marking the page of the spell he’d been studying, one for altering the eye.

“Then you could have waited, couldn’t you?”

“Did you even hear me?” David waved the scroll. “King Edgard wants to be turned into a bird.”

“Scintillating,” Sy murmured, sprinkling the scant tobacco into the paper, careful not to spill a single leaf.

David folded his arms over his chest. “You never listen to me.”

“You never speak sense.”

“He’s inviting every scribe in the kingdom to create a spell to turn him into a…” David unrolled the scroll and squinted. “A phoenix.”

Sy carefully rolled his cigarette. “As I said.”

“How’s this for sense? The prize is enough to pay off the rest of your indenture.”

Watching him, Sy licked the edge of the rolling paper. “Read it aloud.”

David unfurled the scroll again while Sy dug under his pillow for his lighter. The tobacco was stale, but he savored the taste – likely his last until the pay for his next job came through.

As he inhaled, he watched David read, eyes lazily wandering from his mouth to his handsome jaw and finely cut cheeks, to his own emerald green silk robe melting over David’s hipbones. David’s morning briskness was poor company after a late night, but his pelvis was an excellent companion, by sun or by stars.

But as David read, Sy’s attention shifted to his words.

Before he could finish, Sy rose and took the scroll, his cigarette between his lips. Stamped, To the Honorable King’s Wizard. Then, scrawled hastily in a clerk’s hand, Sylas Cassirer. The remainder of the letter was machine-printed. And nonsensical. Yet there was no other way to interpret the arrangement of the words on the page.

“The king wants to be turned into a bird,” he repeated, blowing smoke on the paper.

“He’s finally lost it,” David surmised, plopping back down on the bed. Bending, he reached for the pocket of his trousers on the floor. He pulled a cigarette – hand-rolled by Äbender’s premier tobacconist – out of his solid gold, engraved case. The bold smell of Preulian tobacco overtook Sy’s dull domestic blend. “Keep him looking young, yes, to our eternal glory; but there’s no spell for unscrambling an addled mind.”

True, Gescany’s king was never renowned for his even temperament, and it had not improved with age. Most famously, even almost three quarters of a century later, reflected in the disaster of his forty-fifth birthday party, involving a dancer, a (supposedly) trained owl, untold bottles of Preulian armagnac – and, by the end of the night, three duels, a near declaration of war with the kingdom’s oldest ally, and the dancer’s missing toe found at the bottom of a champagne glass and reattached by a spellscribe. All this Sy had gathered despite the night’s mention being punishable by tongue-tying.

At the thought, Sy rolled his tongue against the roof of his mouth. One of the spells he refused to scribe, despite the price it commanded, or the price it commanded to disobey Edgard.

But Sy had learned his own way around Edgard’s foul temper. As spellscribes, both he and David knew his strange moods better than most. As Edgard’s indenture, called to take care of his most private requests, Sy knew better than anyone.

Asking to be turned into a bird – a phoenix, a creature lifted straight from myth – was a bit much, even for Edgard.

But the prize. Fifty thousand sovereigns. It was enough to entice the most skeptical mind to creativity.

And Sy possessed no skeptical mind. He’d never have made it this far if he had.

He set the scroll on a pile of old jobs and propped open his tiny window, casting the paintings and sketches on his walls in pink-gold light and filling the small space with gently lilting late spring air. A rose-colored day. He leaned over the sill and tapped the end of his cigarette, sprinkling ash over the fine fur and feathered hats of the passersby on the street far below.

“I don’t think it’s impossible,” Sy said, half to himself, pulling on his cigarette. He glanced at David. It was a competition, after all.

David didn’t seem the least interested in Edgard’s offer. Probably wise. The request itself was madness.

Madness, and maddeningly alluring. The prize, yes, but also the puzzle. Eternal life? Metamorphosis? The stuff of vivid legend, and a scribe who brought them into stark reality would surely earn his place among legend himself.

“A phoenix,” he said, the word itself tasting of gold and light. “Do they even exist?”

“You’re not truly entertaining this,” said David. When Sy did not respond, he sat up straighter. “Sylas. Be serious. What would such a spell even entail? Beady eyes and crooked feet? It isn’t as if you can give him wings. And king or no, it’s hardly ethical. A borderline violation of the spellscribe’s oath if ever I’ve heard.”

Sy was barely listening, his thoughts drifting among the pink clouds outside his window.

“The Lichtenwald,” he ruminated. “That large forest between here and Preule. It’s said to be full of strange magic, is it not? Strange, hermetic magicians? Strange creatures, perhaps?”

David’s incredulous laugh brought Sy back to the ground. “Set aside Edgard’s obvious lunacy, and yours. You’ve never stepped foot outside Äbender in your life. You’d have your throat cut by brigands within an hour.”

“You’re right. A madman’s ravings.” Even disregarding David’s infuriating logic, and indifference, all he said was true.

But what would such a spell entail?

After a final, thoughtful inhale, he carefully tamped out the cherry of his unfinished cigarette on the windowsill, saving the remainder. He’d need it later.

Beside the bed, the apartment’s lone armchair embraced his clothes, where, the night before, he’d carefully laid them to await his return. He pulled on his shirt – white, with dusky gray embroidered stripes radiating from the stiff collar like a gloomy sunburst – then his favorite pair of rust-colored trousers. His uniform, as much as their profession required one, rust as ostentatious a color as their profession allowed.

David took the hint, gathering his own clothes from the floor with his cigarette still in his mouth.

“Will you go to the meeting?” Sy asked offhandedly as he buttoned his shirt. “A week from today, is it?”

“Of course. With a prize this preposterous, every scribe and scam artist in the kingdom will be there. It’ll be the talk of all Äbender for weeks.”

Sy nodded, fastening the buttons on his cuffs. Though the sun had barely risen, he was sure Edgard’s request currently spread through the city like her own rays of light, enlightening eyes more eager, and less dismissive, than David’s.

Or than he pretended. “It does make you think he’s serious,” Sy prompted.

“The opposite. He’s gone stark raving. I wouldn’t miss this for the prize itself,” David concluded, tamping his cigarette, the tantalizing gleam of scandal in his eyes.

Yes, in certain quarters of Äbender, scandal was worth its weight in gold and silver, and traded most by those who had no need of either.

Sy had dire need of both. Atop his behemoth vanity, which doubled as his desk and took up most of the small apartment, sat another disagreeable correspondence. Wanly, he plucked his latest job offer from under a piece of practice paper. He’d been over it a dozen times since it arrived almost a month ago, but he skimmed it yet again, as if hoping, this time, the words would rearrange into a friendlier shape.

No luck.

The letter floated to the vanity-top as he peeked in the dusty mirror and pushed his lank, chin-length blond hair behind his ear to affix his favorite earring, the finest thing he owned. Gold-plated and cut in the shape of a laurel, each leaf made of carnelian, it climbed up his ear from lobe to tip. It accentuated his amber, gold-flecked eyes – eyes which, when deployed artfully, tended to make difficult clients more amenable. Clients such as Duchess Abigail Skeylor.

He drew a long breath, then, holding it, announced boldly, “I’m paying the duchess a visit.”

For the barest second, David paused buttoning his shirt. “Careful with that one. The season’s ending. She’ll suck you dry.”

“I know how to handle her.”

“Is that why you’ve been putting her off for weeks?”

“I must once more insist you stop snooping through my mail.”

Before his words had died, David grabbed his wrist. With practiced fluidity, he unbuttoned Sy’s cuff and rolled up his sleeve, exposing the puncture mark, a perpetual wound on his inner elbow, never healed long enough to scar. A wound David shared. As of late, Sy’s seemed to heal a bit slower each time.

Frowning, David ran a thumb over the yellow and violet bruise, still mottled from his last job.

He glanced up sharply at Sy. “Well enough to be bedridden for days after?”

Sy pulled his arm free and rolled his sleeve back down, buttoning it primly. “I’m doing the job she sent me. Nothing less, and nothing more.”

“You forget how persuasive she can be.” His eyes drifted to the open palm of Sy’s left hand; to the mark carved in the soft skin of his palm.

Turning his hand over, Sy plucked his gloves from his nightstand. Fingerless to the first knuckle, made of soft, pliable leather, he never left home without them. He pulled them on.

David still watched him. “Hasn’t Edgard called?”

“Not recently, no,” Sy said shortly, pulling his good pair of boots from under his bed. And thank the skies for that. “Anyway, his payment goes directly to my debt. You know that.”

David’s frown turned sardonic. “You’ve been doing charity again.”

“It isn’t charity if I’m being paid.”

“For the sum you demand, and the price you pay, yes, it is.”

Sy turned his eyes to the ceiling. This again. “My blood’s as good to a drunk as it is to a duchess, and coin is coin, whoever I earn it from.”

“And when you serve that crowd, you earn far less than you’re worth.” David put his coat over his arm and lifted his satchel from where he’d set it at the foot of Sy’s bed, and crossed the two steps to the door.

But, hand on the knob, he lingered. “I’ll see you at dinner tonight?”

“If dear Duchess Abigail elects to pay cash, then yes,” Sy said, tightening his boot laces.

“I can pay for you again if–”

“That won’t be necessary.” Clipped; perhaps, by the silence now skulking between them, too clipped. “I’ll see you at dinner,” he said, softer.

Once the door clicked shut, he opened his wardrobe, moved aside his spare boots, and pulled up the false bottom. Searching in vain for a miracle within its depths, he found his most treasured possessions: the official copy of his license declaring him a king’s wizard; a nearly empty bottle of expensive perfume, a soliflore of hyacinth which he donned only on special occasions; a disturbingly large spider; and a velvet purse containing…four copper bits.

He sighed.

From his vanity, he unearthed a blank piece of parchment and a fountain pen, swept a bevy of empty ink pots aside, and scrawled. Only the impression of letters appeared.

“Damn,” he murmured, grappling for another pen, then another. Even the cheap wood and steel-nibbed pen he used only for spell practice. All empty. He pulled open the top drawer of his vanity – full of ink wells, each one dry as bone dust.

He’d spent too much ink practicing for this job. Too much practice, perhaps, but the spell was intricate. Each client demanded nothing less than perfection; some clients demanded more. Duchess Abigail Skeylor, one of Edgard’s favorite cousins, was a client whose ire it was very unwise to risk.

Thankfully, he was accustomed to not wasting a drop.

He could not conjure ink from thin air, but he could repair a faulty device. Though he’d polished this pen’s nib only the week before, he checked it again, careful not to prick himself on the point, sharp enough to slice skin. No visible damage. He pulled out his scribing kit, a nondescript leather satchel kept stored under his bed. Automatically, he reached within and gripped the magnifying glass, then examined the tip of the nib. The tines were splayed.

Less a matter of practicing too much, then, but pressing too hard. A bad habit he’d worked hard to correct at the Sangfeder Academy of Inscription Arts, but which tended to reemerge in times of stress.

But that was excellent news – splayed tines, he could fix, and it meant he would not have to knock on every door in the vast apartment building to beg and barter for the use of a pen.

He pressed the tip carefully on the edge of the vanity and rolled it until the magnifying glass revealed the tines had realigned, then hurriedly penned his message, making the thinnest line of the end of his name, Cassirer, before the last of the dark ink, finally and irretrievably, ran out.

Outside, he didn’t need to search far to find a boy looking for work, but finding a boy whose appearance and accumulation of dirt would not offend the recipient proved a bit of a challenge. When he did, Sy placed the missive and two of his last pieces of copper into the boy’s hands and directed him to Äbender Heights. The boy was initially skeptical of Sy’s offered sum, but his eyes went wide as moons upon hearing his destination, surely anticipating the tip awaiting him on the other end of the endeavor. He scurried quickly away.

Back upstairs, Sy recovered his kit and cataloged his supplies. The pen itself, gold replacement nibs of various sizes – all aligned, he noted – tourniquet, cotton balls, bowls, vial of grain alcohol, drawing board. Though the pen’s barrel was spotless, he inspected it once more; one fleck of debris could ruin a spell.

He counted his needles. Only two left, and his bandages, threadbare from excessive washing and covered in faded dark brown stains, looked a bit tragic. Abigail wouldn’t like that. Perhaps he could use one of his handkerchiefs, instead. He pulled open a drawer in his vanity and considered a violet one, wondering if the dark color would hide the stain. He thought he had one in burgundy; he dug deeper.

Beneath the colorful mess of silk, he found a wrinkled, yellowed page of paper. He quickly reburied it. Then, stirred by thoughts of immortal flight and golden sunrises, pulled it back out.

In the early days, fresh from Sangfeder and buoyed by youthful excitement, he kept careful track of his debt, listing every job, accounting for every copper bit in his possession, chasing every cent. Between the cost of rent, and food, and fuel for heat in the winter, and inscription supplies, and dinners to maintain his connections, and clothes, and the trolley, and, seven skies forbid it, a night off once or twice, there was not much extra coin to pay toward his indenture.

Still, he kept careful count, cut costs where he could, put every spare cent toward the number that determined where he could live, what he could eat, how he could speak and dress and act. It shadowed every facet of his life, coloring his conduct, his company, even his personality in ways he had never dreamed. Only its elimination would set him free, and, as a younger man, that had been all he wanted. To be set free.

It was why he took it on in the first place.

But as the years went by, and the number did not grow very much smaller at all, no matter which way he tortured his budget, he resigned himself to what was to be the rest of his life and started spending his spare earnings on things that brought him pleasure, improved his demeanor, his appearance. This gained him wealthier clients, clients who had not been impressed by his talent until they were also impressed by his looks and his charm. Clients who paid enough to keep a roof over his head, and a little extra – enough to buy things that brought beauty into his life. Tickets to the symphony, a bottle of perfume, fresh cut flowers. To pay for his own dinner and drinks. To buy his own silk robe.

To spend time in another’s company, by sun or by stars, and imagine the number between them did not matter quite so much.

And he stopped keeping track altogether.

But fifty thousand sovereigns. That would just about cover it.

Unfortunately, David was right about one thing. He couldn’t exactly manage it alone.

Half an idea flitting about his skull, he pulled the last two copper bits from his purse in the wardrobe and shoved them into his pocket.

Within the hour, the duchess’s personal messenger arrived with a note. Dearest Sylas, I would be delighted to host you. Please do come at once.

With a sigh that lifted a strand of blond hair from his forehead, and a longing glance at his abandoned cigarette, Sy straightened his shirt collar, adjusted his cuffs and his earring, strapped his satchel across his shoulder, and set forth for Äbender Heights.
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CHAPTER TWO


The walk from Upper Bunting to Äbender Heights was almost disgustingly pleasant. Sy’s tiny apartment in Upper Bunting put him close enough to Edgard to be at his beck and call, but far enough to be able to afford a roof. To the south and the west, and parts of the north – really, anywhere Edgard could not see from the palace windows – the streets became less picturesque. But to the east of the palace, the streets were blindingly white, stately and serene.

That way was Äbender Heights, the city’s premier residential neighborhood, empty most of the year. All along the way, every street was paved, every pathway bereft of litter or solicitors, every vendor safely ensconced behind a varnished shop front or restaurant awning charmingly adorned with blooming flora and pastel ribbons and wrought iron gaslights.

A soft, almost cloying scent drifted on the wind. Past the ten-foot iron gate into Äbender Heights, blossoming cherry trees lined the avenue, littering the pristine stone in a riot of pink. Petals drifted around Sy like snow. He caught one in his gloved palm, feelings its softness with his bare fingertips before letting it flutter to the white stone pavement. He let a small smile slip past his lips. It might still be a rose-colored day.

As he approached the duchess’s white-faced and black-gabled manor, however, he felt his smile start to fade. Adjusting his earring, he pasted on a better smile: a brighter, more impressive one. A smile not his own, one equal parts approachable authority and subdued deference. His finest accomplishment, perfected over years. Though his spell work had always been impeccable, and he wouldn’t have gotten far without it, that smile did more to earn him clients than the finest education money could buy, than hard work, ever had.

Sy expected Hugo’s wrinkled smile to greet him at the door, but a stranger answered and led him inside. The new footman walked with a subtle but distinguishable limp. Hugo was always good for a chat; this man was silent.

Sy let his curiosity get the better of him. “Where is Hugo? Promoted, finally?”

“Dead,” said the new footman. “Sir. Of pneumonia.”

“Ah,” Sy said, startled at both the news and the man’s bluntness. “I’m – I’m very sorry to hear that.”

“We’re all very sorry,” said the new footman. “I am, however, quite grateful for the employment.”

“Of course,” Sy agreed, suddenly even more uneasy, and nostalgic for the man’s silence.

The new footman brought him without ceremony to the sitting room, where Duchess Abigail Skeylor awaited, tea already in hand. Even familiar with her beauty as he was, Sy’s breath caught a bit at the sight of her. It was more than her immaculate looks. Her brown eyes sparkled with rest and delight. Her cheeks glowed with a diet rich in fat and candies, red meat and luscious fruits. Her aura radiated a pure ecstasy only simple happiness could buy. Simple happiness, comfort, and a bottomless coffer.

And, of course, a touch of magic.

She wore a gorgeous tea gown of white and blue silk damask, the bodice and skirt embroidered with turquoise and what could be paste but certainly looked like diamonds. Effluent tiers of lace spilled from her shoulders. Her earrings, also turquoise and diamond, took the shape of bows.

Today, her hair was the color of a golden sunrise, glistening when she turned with highlights of pink and blue. One of Sy’s own spells, penned the last time he had visited. Duchess Abigail professed to trust Sy – and only Sy – with the responsibility of her beauty, and he must admit: she was a vision.

My greatest work of art, he thought bitterly, sitting directly across from her. The colors in the room should clash, but if there was one thing Sy admired about Abigail, it was her way with color. Bright canary armchairs crouched on a deep burgundy carpet embroidered with ruby and gold florals. Her cherry wood tables and chests were decorated with artfully arranged glass lamps, lace doilies, glass flowers, vases of various shapes and brightly painted porcelain figurines.

The pink trees outside the floor-to-ceiling windows cast the room in a dewy rose glow. While she chatted, filling him in on all the gossip since his last visit, his gaze rested on a new painting on the wall behind her. Broad strokes and vague colors. A landscape of the latest style. Damn, what was it called? He used to know these things. He wondered if he knew the artist.

Beneath it, a tiny yellow parakeet perched in an iridescent mother-of-pearl cage, hopping about and chirping incessantly, drawing his attention back to the room. If he was feeling fanciful, he could almost imagine it was calling for help.

“I do think,” said the duchess, finally, batting her eyelashes flirtatiously at him, “I would like them the color of the cherry blossoms.”

He forced on his smile. “A wonderful choice. It would complement your hair beautifully.”

“And the spring flora,” she chirped. “I am so glad you came today. We’re leaving for the country next week, you know.”

Yes, he was keenly aware most of the city’s wealthy would be relocating soon – and taking their wages with them.

He continued smiling.

“I know it’s so vulgar to talk about money,” she said, her bejeweled dress glistening in the sunlight as she readjusted her knees. “But I do of course have the promised sum prepared.”

She gestured at a side table, where a pleasantly fat black velvet purse awaited. So did a hand mirror. She lifted the mirror and admired her brown eyes, one of her only features yet unaltered. A note of apprehension crept into her voice, but she did not allow a wrinkle to cross her smooth forehead. “It is a difficult spell, you said?”

“It is, but not outside my capability,” he assured her. He pulled his kit from his satchel. “But as with any spell upon the eye, I will remind you of the risk of blindness. Nothing I can’t fix within a minute or two, but it could be uncomfortable.”

“Beauty is pain,” she said bravely. “And Nicolette has just had her eyes turned sky blue and wants everyone to know she thinks she’s quite fashionable. She’ll faint when she sees mine.”

Nicolette. The name rankled him before he remembered why: Nicolette Herceg, a countess, and one of David’s frequent clients.

He drew a breath. “You’ll be more beautiful than the spring herself.”

Without further ado, or chatting, he hoped, he removed the necessary components from his kit. A petri dish, a vial of distilled water, a glass eyedropper. Last, his pen.

It was a handsome tool. Made of gold and glass, etched with fine filigree, as dangerous as it was delightful. Most of his clients asked to examine it before he began. In order to keep their references, he could not refuse his clients much; but this, he steadfastly forbade. If a regular fountain pen was temperamental, this one must be handled with the delicacy of the rarest feather. Never mind the risk of a malfunction while spelling; he simply couldn’t afford to replace it.

Abigail had seen it – and been denied the pleasure of handling it – frequently enough that she no longer asked.

He uncapped the pen, exposing the gleaming point of the solid gold nib, sharp as a lancing knife. His thumb slid down the lever on the underside until it clicked into place, switching the nib for a needle.

The next steps came without thinking. Roll up his sleeve, tourniquet his upper arm, expose the soft inside of his elbow. Dab the cotton in alcohol, feel the cold press against his skin, careful not to wince if the bruise was still fresh. Clients did not like to see a spellscribe wince. Unscrew the end cap, revealing the plunger. Find a vein not recently punctured. Hitch his breath.

Insert the needle into his still bruised skin. Draw. Slow, and even. Spellscribes needed steady hands for more than writing.

As usual, Abigail watched, eyes wide, as the glass chamber of the pen slowly filled with his wine-red blood. Many clients avoided watching this part, or even demanded he do it in another room. For her, it never lost its macabre glory. Though she was prim and pampered as a pastry, Sy suspected watching him gore himself was part of the thrill for her.

The parakeet chirped noisily, its wings flapping uselessly against the bars of the pearlescent cage, but he ignored it, focused on the slowly rising tide of blood. There was no point in filling the barrel completely; he wouldn’t use it all before it began to coagulate, rendering it useless. Still, he needed enough to allow the blood to stay fresh and red as long as possible, enough to force the blood through the nib. Enough to allow for mistakes. Part of the reason he never made them – he always accounted for them.

After wrapping his arm, he clicked the slider and dislodged the needle before sliding it back up, replacing the nib.

He released a breath, and glanced up at Abigail, her brown eyes still wide.

Next, he removed a scrap of calfskin vellum, the finest writing material money could buy, usually reserved for religious and legal documents. Any paper would do; in his academy days, after a late night punctuated with too much brandy and an ill-considered nose reshaping, he’d even seen a successful spell written on an old newspaper used to wrap fried fish. But vellum was the most effective, and more importantly, impressive. Most of his work – the kind that paid well – was in the aesthetic.

He placed his mahogany drawing board on his lap. Secured the vellum in the silver clip.

Then, slowly but deftly, careful not to miss a stroke, he began to write the spell.

A smudge, a single stray, hair-thin scratch, one stroke out of order, could end in her eyes turned purple, or bloodshot, or inside out. He penned each glyph, shining red, one over the other, meticulous. Change, eye, color, pink. Cherry blossom. Like a petal in his palm.

It was delicate, intricate work. When it was finished, it would look identical to any paraglyph that any properly trained scribe had crafted. But there was an art to it, as well, something that couldn’t be taught. Something in the crafting of it that produced a finer result. Whatever it was, Sy had it. It was why Duchess Abigail made such demands on him. It was how someone from his upbringing had become a scribe in the first place.

When it was finished, he inspected it for mistakes. Satisfied, he set the paper in the petri dish. Last, the finishing touch, one final piece of himself: his breath.

As he blew on it, the vellum disintegrated. In its place, the dish filled with a sparkling crimson dust, like pummeled rubies, or sugar dyed with crushed strawberries.

For something like hair, or skin, he would simply brush the spell upon the surface, make a paste if necessary. For an internal fix, it could be consumed in a tea.

For her eyes, the most effective means was a dropper. He poured the vial of distilled water into the dish, mixing it with the dust, making it nearly liquid again. He dipped in the eye dropper, squeezing and sucking up what once was his blood, what was now magic.

He brandished it, regarding the duchess, her brown eyes still wide and fixed on the red liquid. “Are you ready?”

She nodded, then tilted back her head.

He hovered the dropper over her awaiting eye. He squeezed. One drop, then another.

Her eyes screwed shut, and for a horrifying moment, he held his breath.

But when she opened them, her eyes beamed a pretty, confectionery pink. She immediately reached for her hand mirror and peered at herself.

“Oh, Sylas,” she squealed, delighted. “They’re marvelous!”

“My pleasure,” he said, unable to keep his eyes from the purse on the table. It was more than enough to last him another month. He should take it now and run. She was so pleased, perhaps–

“But you know,” she said, peering at herself in the mirror, “it could match my hair better, don’t you think? Perhaps cherry blossom was not the right shade.”

He suppressed a sigh. He’d almost let himself believe she would be satisfied.

“Nonsense,” he said. “It’s a subtle effect. Much more striking than an ostentatious blue.”

“Oh Sylas, you must understand,” she said, her pink eyes wide and pleading. “It can be so difficult to know what I want to look like until I see it myself. I haven’t the imagination.”

To keep his rebuttal where it belonged, Sy did his best to imagine a tongue-tying spell upon his own tongue.

As he packed his materials, she pressed on. “And then, no one else is as skilled as you. It would take a lesser scribe all afternoon to accomplish what you did in five minutes.”

“I’m afraid I really must refuse.”

“But I so rarely see you. And with the Midsummer Gala approaching–” Her lips pressed together. She had more imagination than she let on, for he knew she was imagining all the attention Countess Herceg would receive at the last event of the season; attention she felt would be better directed upon herself. “Why, I simply can’t afford to look anything less than perfect.”

“My lady, you look perfect already,” he said. “I have taken great pains over the years to be sure of it.”

“Sylas,” she said, with an air of confidentiality, as though they were good friends. Knowing what came next, but powerless against it, he paused his packing and looked up at her. “You know, I do sympathize. I know how difficult things must be for you, in that tiny apartment of yours. Coming from where you do, making your way among such esteemed company. And with your…well.” She nodded at his gloves, as if mentioning what lay under was an unspeakable affliction.

Vulgar.

Then, she withdrew her checkbook and an ink pen from a drawer in her side table. As always, she had been prepared.

“I’m willing to compensate you generously, of course.” She flipped open the book, scrawled her name, and his, on the first blank check. “For your time, and your…resources.”

He eyed his pen, where his blood was already congealing. He would have to clean it out, thoroughly, and draw more. For each spell, he would have to draw more. He only had two needles left; he’d have to reuse at least one of them. But summer was nearing; his highest paying clients would be leaving the city until nearly the end of the year. All except Edgard, who rarely left the palace, let alone the city.

She’ll suck you dry, David had said. But David was being dramatic; Sy knew he was more than recovered from his last job, and if he kept Abigail happy, he wouldn’t need to take another for weeks. A chance to fully recover. A chance to spend one summer at ease.

David. His eyes returned to the blank check. His thoughts, to the stack of bills on his vanity. To the piles of ink wells, empty as skulls. To dinner, that night, with David, and the other King’s Wizards from their cohort. David paying for him, covertly, so the others wouldn’t know, again and again, and never asking anything in return.

Never asking for anything more.

He pasted his most charming smile back on his face. “Where shall we begin?”

After changing her eyes from cherry blossom pink to sunrise pink, to fuchsia (alarming), to amethyst (romantic), to cerulean (not sky) blue, and back to cherry blossom, with multiple hair changes to match – and, just to be safe, crafting spells for the tickle in her throat, the dulled sheen of her fingernails, a bout of indigestion she’d been dealing with for days, she swore it, and the suggestion of sunspots on her cheeks from her jaunt to the seaside earlier in the spring – Duchess Abigail finally relented, handing Sylas his new coin purse, a check for services rendered, and a cold cake from the kitchen because, as she informed him in her sweetest voice, he looked “quite pale.” He ate it dutifully, he fingers shaking slightly when he attempted to grasp the handle of his teacup.

Escorting himself to the doorway, he secured the check in his satchel.

Enough to get him through the summer.

But what, he wondered, if he did not need enough to get him through another summer? What if he had enough to be free of this life for good? What if Edgard’s request, mad though it was, was possible? There was no spell for such a thing. Complete transformation, into a magical being, at that. But all spells were new at one point.

Couldn’t one be crafted?

The prize. It was enough to get him out of his indenture. He could start saving. He could anticipate a future. He would never have to answer to Edgard again.

And what will you do, he chided himself. Paint? He couldn’t even remember the style of the painting in Duchess Abigail’s sitting room, and though she was quite concerned with appearing to be fashionable, she was hardly the barometer of trends in artistic expression. He still sketched from time to time, but ten years had passed since he’d last put brush to canvas; he was sure he was at least half a dozen movements behind now.

Perhaps he could take up calligraphy.

The new footman held the door open for him, but Sy stopped in the doorway. “Your leg. Does it pain you?”

The footman hesitated. “At times.”

“From the war?” Sy prodded, pulling out his kit. In his stints in Lower Bunting over the last year, he’d treated his share of veterans of Edgard’s latest gamble against the Marchess Empire. If the footman’s limp was from an injury, it would be taxing to heal, but not impossible, particularly if it was recent.

“No, no, you must not expend yourself.”

Sy regarded him dryly. “I’m quite beyond that point, my good man. It won’t take a moment.”

“I’m sure my lady wouldn’t like it,” the footman protested.

Sy paused, his sleeve half-rolled. “Why ever not?”

“She says she admires how hard I work despite my limp. It reminds her of her vast privileges and keeps her humbled with gratitude. It was why she hired me.”

Stunned, Sy dropped his arm. The footman ushered him out the door. “It’s alright, sir,” the footman went on, his voice formal, and now a little louder. “I couldn’t ask for a better position.”

“Call me Sy,” he attempted, reluctantly rolling down his sleeve. “We’re to become quite familiar with one another.”

“It isn’t my place, Mr. Cassirer,” he said, shaking his head. “And you do me no favors by pushing the subject.” He lowered his voice. “Be sensible, man. She’ll insist on paying you for the service and take it from my earnings before she puts me on the street.”

“My apologies,” Sy managed, now on the pavement. “May I have your name, at least?”

The footman regarded him carefully. Though Sy was hardly a gentleman by pedigree, he was by education, and the man could not refuse him. “My name is Geoffrey, sir.”

He made to shut the door, then paused. “And…it wasn’t from the war.”

With that, the door closed.

Sy took a deep breath, filling his lungs with the syrupy smell of cherry blossoms, which now made him rather sick. The sun was setting; he’d been there all day. He would not be back here until late in autumn, when the cherry trees were nearly naked. But he would be back.

He stuffed his hand into his pocket, feeling his two copper bits.

Just enough to put an advert in the paper.

To make it to the offices of the Äbender Chronicle before they closed, he had to dip into his new purse to take a trolley. On the way, he composed the advert in his head.

Wanted: skilled tracker to aid in finding an uncommon beast. Uncommonly dangerous. Pay commensurately uncommon, and uncommonly commensurate.

Vaguely worded enough, he hoped, as he scrawled the message for the clerk, that he would not alert anyone to his true purpose, but specific enough – and enticing enough – to attract only the best of the profession. Not anyone too dangerous, he hoped, or else double-crossing them for the prize money would be far more unpleasant than it needed to be. He couldn’t afford to share it. Neither could he afford to risk this gamble alone. He would promise them a third of the prize, perhaps more if they were shrewd, then…well, he would cross that bridge when he came to it.

Satisfied, he checked the time. The others would be gathering for dinner soon. He had time to stop home and freshen up – perhaps add a bit of color to his cheeks, he thought, pinching them distractedly, or there were sure to be comments, questions about how he’d spent his day.

But as he stepped outside the office, the paraglyph carved into his palm began throbbing with pain. Like the leftover heat of a harsh burn, it radiated from his palm and up his wrist, making his arm, already weak from the day’s labor, ache.

He curled his fingers into the leather of his glove, as if to calm it. But there was no calming it. Nothing would calm it but answering.

Edgard was calling.
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CHAPTER THREE


It was no legend – ask anyone who built their shelter from its trees, who, sent on some unlucky errand, must traverse its ever shifting paths. The Lichtenwald teemed with wild magic, more and wilder the deeper you went. If you ever found its core, its throbbing, beating heart, it would envelop you like the darkest part of the sky. The dark of its leaves swallowed the unsuspecting, made meat of the bravest hunters, ran rampant with creatures both natural and otherwise. And yet, ask anyone: there was no creature in or under its leaves more cunning than the sly, slinking, subtle red fox.

No creature except Anya Degen.

Rationally, she knew the farmer came to her because she was his only option for miles around. Even other hunters by trade tended to avoid this particular hunting ground unless they had no other choice. And technically, her hunting was more poaching, and therefore not strictly legal, if you cared for such definitions.

Most in the countryside, being poachers themselves, didn’t.

Some did, however, which could make selling her kills in town a bit tricky. The king’s foresters, city folk who rarely made it into the actual forest, had no qualms about harassing townsfolk they suspected of harboring the true scourge of the countryside: untaxed venison. But to those who received their sustenance from the Lichtenwald, their hunters were poachers in the way a squirrel gathering acorns from the ground beneath its nest – without a permit, of course – was poaching from the oak; the way the oak poached sunlight from the sky.

But even if anyone was inclined to hold Anya’s wobbly legal definitions over her head, they wouldn’t, because they knew no one else in all of Gescany could bring them the richest meat, the plushest pelts, the strongest antlers, beaks and bones for grinding into fertilizer or medicine. It wasn’t a matter of pride. It was simply a matter of fact.

As was the fact that the best jobs she’d been able to get in recent years, as more and more of the countryside was tamed, were less stopping wild boar from terrorizing the fields or plying the butcher with prime venison to hawk to prosperous farmers, and more begging the tanner to give her even a cut-rate on yet more rabbit skins, or picking off overly ambitious skunks from poorly fenced vegetable gardens.

Still, as she sat waiting for her quarry to chance by, she liked to imagine the farmer had come from leagues and leagues away solely to solicit her services. Anya Degen, huntress extraordinaire. The others at the lodge would laugh at her, Perrine especially, for using such a fancy word, as they always did when she let her childhood vocabulary slip out.

But it was the only word that would do, for it was the truth. And if such things ever happened – if desperate farmers ever left their huts, trekking for dusty miles in order to beg for help, to sue for the aid of the most adventurous hunter in the land, their last and only hope – they would happen to her.

But such things didn’t happen; not in the Lichtenwald. Few were fool enough to venture into its depths in the first place. They paid Anya to, as they had paid Johanna before her, and she charged extra for it.

Though fear of the Lichtenwald was so great she could easily charge double without raising an eyebrow, she charged the farmer appropriately. It was plenty, still. She could finally afford to pay someone to properly fix the hole above her stove.

Once she caught the fox, of course.

A fox was no easy sport, even if you had a horse and a hound. Anya had neither, and her decades old shotgun had seen better days. A rifle would be better suited, but, well, you worked with the tools you had.

She had been out there for hours, waiting for the sun to set, for the wind to turn. She’d turned down easier jobs for this – trapping marmots that kept sneaking into the Baumanns’ granary, picking off rabbits from Old Thom’s cabbage. Easier, and less paying – and these days, she needed the extra coin almost as much as she craved, at long, long last, a challenge.

The farmer said he’d run his hound after the fox, but with the hound being more the guarding sort than the hunting sort, and pitiful at both, that excursion had been fruitless. Meanwhile, the fox had made its way through half the farmer’s flock of hens. He’d grown desperate enough to sell Anya the other half at a pittance, if she asked it.

But she asked only the appropriate sum: less than a bear, ten times a badger – and a dozen eggs. Her own chickens, likely perturbed at their oft absent caretaker’s neglect, had stopped laying.

With no hound and no horse, she’d brought only her bow and two arrows – one kept nocked, and one in her quiver. The slightest sound, like the click of her shotgun’s barrel or of arrows clacking together on her back, could alert the fox to her presence, and the sneaky fellow would alter his route, though not his destination; not with the pickings being so good. She’d have to start from scratch, and she’d already spent days looking for signs of the shifty beast. And anyway, arrows were cheaper than birdshot. Carrying only two kept her sharper, more sparing.

Twilight painted the woods purple. Another reason no other hunter would ever take the job – foxes were nocturnal. The Lichtenwald, even the skirt of it, was as dangerous in the day as it was in the dark, but fear of the dark was not something easily reasoned out of. It had to be earned.

Anya was not afraid of the dark.

She’d circled the perimeter of the farmer’s property on the tree line and now crouched in the shadow of a rowan tree. She waited there, feeling the warm wind caress her neck and whip a few strands of her brown hair across her sight. The forest was peaceful tonight. She could smell the wet stone of the nearby stream. And, on the wind, from deeper in the forest, another smell. Indescribable, but a bit peppery, a bit piney. The scent of magic.

An east wind. Perfect; that put her downwind from the briar patch where, the night before, she had found a smattering of bloody chicken feathers.

Bad luck. She heard Johanna’s voice in her mind, pictured her chopped gray tresses under her favorite wide-brimmed hat, now sheltering Anya’s head, spitting her disapproval in the mud. An eastern wind’s an ill wind.

But good luck for me, old mother, she thought, plucking a leaf from the tree above her, kissing it and sending it flying.

She turned her attention to the forest floor. She kept her stride wide and stepped on moss and stones when she could to muffle her footsteps. A light rain had fallen that morning, so the ground was slick. She stepped lightly and purposefully, quickly and quietly. The shape her boots were in, it might have been better to go barefoot, but while the earth was awakening to summer’s trumpet call, the ground itself was wet and cool.

As she stretched a leg over a puddle, the smooth, worn bottom of her boot slid along a wet stone and nearly put her flat on her face. Stumbling, she caught herself.

Perhaps new boots before that hole above her stove, then. If her clumsiness hadn’t sent the fox running. She bit the inside of her lip, scanning the blue ground for signs of movement.

Then – in the corner of her eye – a slip of movement in the growing darkness. A pair of quail startled away from their nest. There, low to the ground, quick. Something was approaching, and did not stop for tiny quail eggs. He had a much finer feast awaiting.

There he was, making his nightly jaunt, off from the briar patch, straight for the farm. The fox had not yet smelled or seen her. She crouched.

As it trotted closer, quietly as she could, she drew her bow. The second arrow was there if she missed, but it would be much harder to catch it running away, and it wouldn’t come back this way. Her hours of work would be for nothing. She must make this shot, straight between its eyes.

It was headed straight for her. Good luck, see?

Her arm aching, her arrow drawn, she took a moment to appreciate the creature she was about to kill. Its pelt was beautiful; uncommonly beautiful, even for a fox. Vibrant. Almost glowing. Perhaps the farmer would pay extra for the skin.

She loosed her arrow.

In the second before it pierced the beast’s skull, the fox looked directly at her. She could almost swear it looked afraid.

She kicked her door open, tossing her sack of coin onto the rickety table.

“More than we even suspected, Goose,” she said to the pheasant mounted to a shelf on the wall. Her very first kill, and most constant companion these twenty years. “He did want to keep the pelt. It was a beauty; you should’ve seen it. Practically walked right up to me. Almost too easy, all things told.”

Kicking her muddy boots to the floor, she shut the door and set the basket of eggs gently on the table.

“You’re not long for this world,” she said to the hole over her stove, roughly patched with mud and large, flat maple leaves.

She loosened the laces of her jerkin and removed her quiver with its lone arrow. “Nor are you,” she said to an egg plucked from the basket. “But since it’s your last night, I’ll give you a vote: soft-boiled, or hard?”

If Perrine was there, and not a hundred miles away, she would roll her eyes at Anya for wasting a perfectly good egg on something so dull when there was wild garlic outside and flour in the cellar for a fine, simple quiche. If Johanna was more than a ghost on Anya’s shoulder, she would tell Anya soft-boiled was for hard days and hard-boiled for soft.

“Soft-boiled, then,” she said, then frowned. It was not a hard day. She had won a victory. A victory demanded celebration.

She glanced at the stuffed bird on the wall. “You’re quite right, Goose. We do have a bit of butter.”

She turned to the egg. “You’re outnumbered. Fried.”

Johanna would scold her for wasting the butter, but if she was at the lodge, she would celebrate, boast all night of her success. Johanna had never understood it, the boasting, the self-congratulation. Meat is for eating, hide is for selling, and pride is for fools, she always said, using or selling every scrap of each of their kills, with the exception of the trophy of Anya’s first kill mounted onto the wall.

But Anya lived for those winter nights. The others would jeer, cast doubt on every inch of her story – some of which would be fluffed up, of course, but only the details – and then pour her a beer anyway.

“I do think there’s a bit of beer left in the cellar,” she mumbled, feeling around her nearly empty cabinet. “If the mice haven’t gotten into it, little topers.”

Still holding the egg, she pulled out the plain white butter dish. She lifted the lid. Completely empty. Not even a smear of grease on the chipped porcelain.

“Oh.” Carefully, she set the lid back in place. “Maybe there’s some in the cellar. But…no, that’s right. I used the last in my oats the other morning.”

That had been her first mistake. If you had fine things at all, you didn’t waste them on ordinary occasions. You saved them for when it counted. Otherwise, when it counted, you were left with less than nothing – a lack.

You oughtn’t worry for fine things at all, really. Fine things made you soft, dulled your edge. Or, like a fox’s pretty pelt gleaming in the twilight, made you a target for something sharper.

“But you do get tired of dreary oats,” she rationalized dully to the stuffed bird on her wall.

The bird did not answer.

For some reason, this caused a lump to form in her throat.

“Bite and beetle, it’s only butter.” She forced a laugh at her foolishness, wiped at her dry, burning eyes. “What’s wrong with me?”

As if in answer, a soft wind tickled the back of her neck.

Wind? Frowning, she turned. The door had swung open. “Am I to pay for a new door, then, as well?” she grumbled as she went to close it.

Someone sniffled. “Did that stingy farmer pay you enough for that?”

The egg shattered with a wet, sickening splat on her floor. Automatically, Anya reached for the knife kept strapped to her belt and spun around.

A young woman stood at her table. Anya nearly gasped. Aside from her sudden appearance, she was stunningly beautiful. Her smooth, autumn-gold hair was braided down her back. Her sleeveless dress was midnight blue, almost black, and it clung to her every smooth contour elegantly, particularly where the deep neckline plunged. Her shoulders were wrapped in ermine. Dusty rose lips pouted beneath shining blue eyes. She may have been the most beautiful woman Anya had ever seen.

And beautiful women were just about the last thing you wanted to see in the Lichtenwald.

She looked pitifully sad. She held a fox skin, still wet and red inside, in her hands. An uncommonly pretty fox skin.

Her own skin prickling in warning, Anya brandished her knife. “Get out of my house.”

The woman fell dramatically into one of Anya’s kitchen chairs. “Don’t you want to know why I came? Or even my name?”

But Anya had a gnawing suspicion she already knew this woman’s name. She wondered if she would have time to grab and load her shotgun – and knew, if her suspicion was correct, she would not.

Mira, the witch of Bosquet Mire. Evil things befell those who stumbled too close to her hidden estate. Eyes turned to bulging egg sacs. Skin purpled with spreading rot that corrupted all it touched. Skulls sucked hollow as a decaying hornet nest, yet somehow left alive. Teeth turned to writhing maggots that couldn’t be plucked out. Those who simply vanished without a trace. Some, it was said, she kept as her servants. But none had yet returned to tell their tale.

Anya tightened her grip on her knife. “What I want is for you to spirit yourself out of here the way you spirited yourself in.”

“He told me how much he paid you,” said the woman, sniffling pitifully. “He should have paid you more. My lovely fox was worth a thousand of his pathetic hens. A million of your ugly, shit-patched huts. The greedy pig. Don’t worry; I gave him a form more befitting his character.”

As the words took shape, Anya’s breath quickened. She knew of only one creature in the Lichtenwald who could alter another’s form. A woman. A witch.

And she was sitting in Anya’s kitchen.

Almost imperceptibly, Anya’s hand wavered. “He…that man had a family.”

“They still have each other, and more, the poor skinny things. Why, I’ve provided them with a feast to last the winter, if they’ve the gumption.”

Ignoring the way her stomach dropped, Anya jerked her knife toward the door. “I said you need to leave.”

The witch did not move. “I know your name, Anya.” She smiled sweetly, dabbing her wet eyes. “He told me before I changed him.”

Anya’s grip tightened. She swallowed. “Why have you come?”

She spread the pelt flat on the table. “I loved my dear familiar very much.”

Her familiar. Anya had killed the witch of Bosquet Mire’s familiar for a basket of eggs.

“I didn’t know,” Anya swore, dropping her arm. “I would never–”

“He is dead all the same.” Her voice cut through the air, belying her mournful demeanor. “He ran away from me, and you killed him. My only companion, killed by a forest rat with shit on her roof and dirt in her hair.”

“Then you should’ve kept better care of him,” Anya said, taking an involuntary step back. But despite her fear, she stood up straighter. Witch or no witch, she had done nothing wrong, and she wasn’t about to quaver like a kicked dog.

Mira’s posture relaxed; so did her voice. Her moods seemed to fluctuate like a cloud in the wind. “Would you have me keep him caged? Tethered to a leash?”

“If that’s what it takes. Someone was bound to kill him, feasting himself on people’s livelihoods like that.”

“Not someone.” Mira rose, glided across the floor, placed a hand on Anya’s chest. Anya’s heart hammered as the witch flicked an idle finger at the lacing of her jerkin. “Only you.” Mira plucked her long fingers along Anya’s shoulders. Anya shivered. “I thought I might tie you naked to a tree, make you a cloak of him, sewn into your shoulders to keep you warm. Let you rot together.”

Anya jerked backward, hitting wood. She’d backed herself into the wall. The knife at her hip was utterly useless, but she clung tight to it nevertheless.

“But now that I see how pretty you are, I see what a shame that would be.” Her blue eyes met Anya’s. Mira leaned closer. “Perhaps I’ll make you into my new familiar,” she said, her breath warm in Anya’s face. It smelled of magic. She stroked Anya’s cheek. “You’re a clever girl. Would you like to be a fox? Or perhaps a little cat?”

“No.” Anya’s voice was low around her pounding heart, all bluster blown away with the witch’s breath. “I swear, I swear I didn’t know.”

“It doesn’t matter what you knew or did not,” said Mira, sadly. Then, her voice brightened. “But there is something else you do not know.”

Mira grabbed Anya’s shoulders and steered her to her table, then sat across from her, as if they were about to share supper. From nowhere, Mira produced a newspaper, folded open to the advertisements.

One was circled. Wanted: skilled tracker to aid in finding an uncommon beast.

“Only an expert hunter could catch my fox. And lucky for you, I have need of one.”

Eyes on the advert, Anya’s heart sped; in hope, this time. A way out. “I can kill any beast in these woods.”

“I do not want you to kill it, stupid girl,” Mira sniffed. “My ears in the capital tell me King Edgard has announced a contest. He wants to become a phoenix. He thinks it will let him live forever, and he isn’t wrong. The phoenix’s magic is incredibly powerful – more even than mine. He does not deserve the phoenix. He is stupid and cruel.”

Anya couldn’t help it; her eyes snapped up to Mira’s.

She smiled. “Sweet huntress. I am only cruel. He’s offering an absurd sum to the wizard who grants his wish, but whoever attempts it will need the phoenix itself. I never supposed any of those fussy scribes capable of discerning the bird even exists, let alone stupid enough to attempt catching it. Clearly, however,” she said, tapping the paper with a long, elegant fingernail, “there is one who is. He’s at least clever enough to disguise it, but the others will smell blood, and then it won’t be long before this forest is swarming with wizards trying to steal what should be mine.”

Anya’s head was swimming. “You want me to catch the phoenix,” she clarified. She had never seen the bird herself, though others had claimed to, deep in the Lichtenwald’s heart. None, as far as she knew, had attempted to catch it. There were certain things you didn’t hunt. Magical things, especially. The forest didn’t like it.

“Someone will catch it, soon. And it had better be you, because only by catching the phoenix on my behalf will your life be spared.” She reached behind her back; when her hand reappeared, she clutched an arrow in it. “This arrow will bind the bird to me. Careful not to cut yourself with it,” she added with a smile as sly as her dead companion. “If you succeed – and manage to survive – I will honor your life and reward you with its keeping.”

Anya took the arrow, turned it over in her hand. The head was marked all over with strange symbols that seemed to pulsate with darkness.

Pierce the phoenix with this arrow. Simple enough, if she could find it. She could find it. But there were others on the hunt, as well. Or would be, soon. City hunters with their high-powered rifles. Wizards, with their magic pens. Not magic like the forest’s, not like Mira’s, but dangerous nonetheless.

And surviving the heart of the Lichtenwald was nearly an impossible task on its own. Isn’t it, old mother?

She shook Johanna’s ghost from her shoulders. “And if I fail?”

“If you fail, I imagine it will be because you’ve died.”

Anya almost let out a sigh of relief. She wouldn’t fail. And if she did, well, death was preferable to having her skull sucked hollow.

But at Anya’s relieved expression, Mira laughed, a charming, practiced laugh. “Oh, Anya! You didn’t think I would let you go unpunished for killing my familiar, did you?”

She rose and approached Anya. A cornered animal, Anya felt the urge to run, but as her muscles tensed, she found she couldn’t move – couldn’t even turn her head.

The witch bent low until their eyes were level. She grabbed Anya by the chin, forcing her to look into the deep blue pools of her own eyes. They caught her, pulled her under, and Anya couldn’t have looked away if she wanted to.

Blue pools turned to fathomless depths, endless oceans, the deepest reaches of the midnight sky in winter. Then the very earth itself, miles and miles of black, crumbling soil, bits of rock and bone and root. The forest itself lived in her, its wild magic, its ancient, untempered will. This was the magic she drew from. Anya caught the smell of her breath, the breath of the forest. The magic of the rain, of the earth, of aeons.

Her voice sounded strange. “Until my arrow pierces the phoenix, you will change. But not into a clever fox, or a pretty cat. You may find you wish you had accepted my offer.”

Anya thought, as if peering from the murky bottom of a well, she saw Mira smiling.

“Have you seen a moon moth, Anya? They are very beautiful, like you. I think your eyes are almost the same color as their wings.” The witch ran a fingernail along her cheek, studying her. “I have seen one snatched from midair, eaten by a bat. I have seen their wings plucked off by children beguiled by their beauty, their fat, bleeding little bodies left squirming in the dirt. I have seen one fly into an open flame, still straining for the fire even as her velvety wings crisped and burned. A moon moth has no mouth with which to scream. Do you think she would scream if she could?” She leaned closer. “Do you think she knows, if she survives all that, she has only a week, at most, to live? Not to eat, or soar, or sing, but to wait only to be bred, and to die?”

Mira let her go, and Anya came back to herself with a gasp, chest rising and falling rapidly. Frantically, with shaking fingers, she touched her chest, her face, her hair.

The witch laughed. “Give it time, young huntress. I am nothing if not fair. You will change – quicker than you like, but the changes will come slow.” Her smile faded. She stroked the pelt on the table. “They will come costly.”

“You don’t need to do this,” Anya said, close to tears. “I’ll help you.”

“I know you will, Anya.” Mira leaned closer and kissed her, sweetly, on the cheek. “You have until the summer solstice; the transformation will complete with the dawn of Midsummer’s Day. Ten days hence.” She glanced out the open door. “It’s dark, but you may want to leave tonight. You won’t be the only hunter on this trail, and each day for you will grow much harder.”

As she left, she shoved Anya’s basket of eggs onto the floor, shattering every last one. Bits of yolk and shell trailed across the floor with the hem of her dress.

The east wind blew through the open door, filling the room. The fox’s empty eye sockets gazed up at Anya forlornly.
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CHAPTER FOUR


One week had passed since he’d posted his ad, and Sy had spent all of it in his bedroom, which was his entire apartment.

He’d left strict instructions, and a gold sovereign, with the building’s superintendent, a solid woman in her late fifties: excepting the grocer’s delivery boy, or anyone responding to his ad, let no one come up to his room.

No one had. No intrepid hunters. No nosy well-wishers. No one.

Perhaps he should have been more specific in his advertisement. No – less. He relied on David’s skepticism about the phoenix’s very existence being endemic to the city. If he was forthright, most who read it would think him mad, but some would intuit he was after it for the king’s contest. Such intuitions may lead them to go after it themselves. Sy did not welcome the competition. But he had hoped he would catch some adventurous huntsman’s attention before they all left the city for the summer. Finding the bird on his own would be… difficult.

Especially in the state he was in now. Though he kept careful estimate of how much blood he used – for billing purposes, of course – it was nearly impossible to predict the toll on his body until he actually felt it. On any given month, one pint of blood could drain him as much as three. Part of a scribe’s training was to test their limits, to get to know them intimately. But that was ten years ago; he was no longer nineteen.

And, ten years of wear aside, there were too many mitigating factors – how much and what he had eaten, if he’d been getting enough water, enough sleep. How many cigarettes he’d smoked. In the intervening ten years, he’d also learned the mental strain could have much the same effect on his body as plucking out a vein and pinching it dry.

But it was possible to estimate. By his guess, after Abigail and Edgard’s combined efforts, if he rested enough, it would be another two weeks before he could draw more blood and not risk permanent damage; a month before he could return to regular work – charity work –without feeling the effects at all.

It was a massive inconvenience, but one most spellscribes, who took work far more sparingly, need not worry about. In training at Sangfeder, he’d proposed a paraglyph for detecting how much blood the body contained and had nearly been laughed out of the room.

“What would you do?” his instructor had chortled. “Turn someone’s skin translucent?”

Perhaps. Sy had long suspected magic’s full capabilities were not being fully explored. Suspected there were limitations that, unlike the limitations of his own body, were not being fully tested. Once he had space of his own to practice in, he had tested them himself, on himself. He’d noticed some clients got a bit twitchy when he applied magic to their skin, and a spell written for a fading hairline accidentally applied to the ear could have…undesired effects. The spell he composed, Still, used only when asked, kept them frozen in place but perfectly functioning so he could work on them without worry.

Though it did not technically violate their oath as spellscribes to tamper with established magic, it skirted dangerously close to it, so he told no one – not even David, since he was particularly evangelical about it.

Even so, he begged clients not to share this secret with other spellscribes, and since his clients tended to hire him and him alone, it hadn’t yet earned him one of Sangfeder Academy’s renowned punishments.

The Still spell’s creation was punishment enough. The first iteration had nearly killed him, stilling his lungs as well as his limbs. Luckily, he had also miscalculated the length, and it lasted less than one tortuous minute.

Later versions were less traumatic.

It was just possible, however, that some limitations should remain…limited. Like changing a man into a bird. A magical bird, at that. Was it possible to transfer such innate magic to another being? To solve such a puzzle, he must take for granted the phoenix was even real.

Though he checked the Chronicle daily, delivered with his food from the grocer every morning, and had seen no other ads like his, he knew he could not be the only scribe considering such a thing. The prize was too enticing.

But he didn’t need to be the only one thinking about the phoenix – he needed to be the first to find it. Once it was in his possession, he would experiment, push the bird to its own limits if need be – limits which, since it supposedly could not die, were farther than Sy suspected he might want to follow. But he must.

In the past week, he’d been over all his books countless times, paying the grocer’s boy a sovereign to visit Sangfeder’s library and fetch him a handful of others – and, with a pang at the expense, another sovereign to assuage the boy’s fears of being tongue-tied or blinded for daring to request entry, even with Sy’s official letterhead and seal on hand. Somehow, those books proved even less helpful.

Aesthetic changes, the most popular work for a spellscribe, were not merely superficial; the magic was an altering of the substance of the body. Duchess Abigail’s eyes did not merely look pink; they became pink. And then, as Sy well knew, the more complex spells – those requiring more blood and oftentimes seemingly endless repetition – were those that healed the body’s hurts. In theory, changing the entire body should not be so different from changing the color of one’s eyes, from healing a grievous wound. Making one.

Undeniably, one obstacle stood above the rest: there was no glyph for phoenix, or bird, or anything like it. The natural world had no place in inscription; even rudimentary spells practiced on animals produced no effect. Scribes practiced on each other for this reason, which had the added benefit of encouraging precision. Sangfeder taught that glyphs were developed hundreds of years ago to contain and channel magic’s power; that the human mind was the best conduit for magic, and glyphs the only way to capture it, to direct it. All related to the human body; the most complex glyphs, the most difficult and most costly magic, referred to the human body’s inner workings.

But then there was the spell on his palm. Quite unlike any other spell in its intricacy, in its use. It was difficult to decipher individual glyphs once they were merged, but he had certainly tried over the years, arranging and rearranging with pencil or with ink.

Not to undo it; even if he could, he wouldn’t attempt it. He was told if he tried to remove the spell, or his hand, to sever the bond himself, a risk a previous indenture had evidently taken, the spell would cause a pain worse than the pain of summoning, worse even than the pain of disobedience. A pain with no end. A pain that had driven the previous indenture into taking his own life.

When it was carved by the Master Scribe with his golden pen into the soft skin of Sy’s palm, it was not with the scribe’s blood that it was written, or even Sy’s own, but with Edgard’s. Sy was not permitted to watch its carving; he had been temporarily blinded, a red spell scattered into his corneas, to ensure he saw nothing of its making.

Now, he turned his left hand over, studying the paraglyph once more. He might convince himself he could see the glyph for heart, but attempting to unravel the knot of the spell was as impractical as making shapes in summer clouds.

All indentures received the same brand. So it was said – there weren’t any others to compare. The king only offered the indenture when the kingdom endured a shortage of spellscribes, which was, considering how long they lived and how enviable the position was for a certain set with money to spare, not often. Younger children whose inheritance was lacking, the spawn of new money who wanted unaccustomed access to the old. Those who simply felt called, like David.

And then there was Sy.

The King’s Grace, he called it. A contest to pay for one underprivileged prospective student’s magical education, a golden opportunity for the less fortunate – as well as a siphon for application fees and an enticement for students with more heavily lined pockets to apply at full cost. Sy had reached the age of majority just as Edgard had announced a new grace. If he had been born a year later, or taken up poetry as a boy instead of drawing, or not had the funds for the application stashed in his pillow, he would have missed his only chance to move up in the world.

Good luck, Sy thought, wiggling his fingers and watching his muscles shift beneath the glyphs. A thing of perverse beauty, really, the cuts and slashes and swirls a tattoo of renown and of disrepute, proof of both his skill and his fundamental unworthiness to wield it.

He’d taught himself to draw and paint, lured to it as a fish to a hook when he was old enough to clutch a pencil, a plentiful tool in his parents’ shop. His mother complimented him, and his father thoughtfully indulged him, letting him leave the shop early to practice, spending his spare pennies at the end of every month on charcoals, cheap canvas. Watercolors. Eventually, for his sixteenth birthday, a set of oil paints. He still had them, buried somewhere in his vanity.

His father bought them just in time, too, for he and Sy’s mother both died shortly after, swept away by plague, and Sy had to give up his parents’ debt-ridden bookbinding shop. For the next two years, he waited tables by night to pay for a shabby room in a boarding house, and to cover the expenses of lessons at the Royal Art Society of Gescany by day.

After that, he’d spent a desperate year trying to live off his painting alone. And then the King’s Grace was announced. Good luck again.

Bad luck, he thought, to keep the reminders of a life not lived on his walls. But he found bare, white walls intolerably depressing, and he couldn’t afford anything else to decorate with. He’d sold all his best work long ago; all he had left were practice attempts and a few charcoals he’d done in recent years, unable to quit entirely but unable to muster the courage to attempt putting paint to canvas.

They glowered at him. A still life of a table laid with fruits, cheese, and a limp, jewel-colored pheasant, its claws gnarled and wrinkled. A charcoal sketch, never finished, of David. His more polished, colorful attempts: vases of flowers or of shop windows he admired in Upper Bunting, finished before he’d finally given up on selling a thing and applied for the Sangfeder Academy of Inscription Arts.

A chance to earn a living, to make a name for himself. To win a future. And he’d won it, clawed ahead of dozens of other applicants, some of whom had paid for tutors their entire lives, with the steadiness of his hand, the adroitness of his memory, and the precision of his strokes.

And what luck, he thought, studying the image of the dead pheasant, was that?

His thoughts were interrupted by the sound of a key sliding into his lock.

David burst in, trailed by the sound of the building super’s enormous key ring jangling as she disappeared down the hallway. Sy was sure David had been forced to bribe her – not because she held any loyalty to Sy, but because she did nothing for free.

“Traitor,” Sy called after her, doing his best to ignore David’s cool stare.

But David had not bargained his way into Sy’s room to be ignored. “You missed dinner last week.”

“Edgard called,” Sy supplied, with an air of finality.

“I haven’t seen or heard from you in a week because Edgard called.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Doing what?”

“Pondering.”

David released an exasperated sigh, and crossed the two steps to the window, pushing aside the curtains – curtains Sy had not parted in a week, he now realized.

Seeing him, David’s expression immediately softened, and Sy groaned. “Don’t. Stop it.”

“Abigail Skeylor,” David spat.

“To be fair, Edgard was quite demanding as well.”

This knowledge stood between them, heavy and awkward. To divulge royal secrets would land both of them a tongue-tying, or worse. David knew better than to ask Sy what Edgard had made him do.

Sy found himself wishing, just once, he would ask anyway.

“Give me a cigarette,” he said, lamely reaching out a hand.

David indulged him, then sat in the armchair and lit one of his own, never taking his eyes off Sy.

He swung his legs over the edge of the bed, his back aching as he eased into a sitting position for the first time all day.

“The meeting’s tonight,” he said, to break the heavy silence. “I suppose Claude and Sabina will be there?” He paused. Where had David been in the past week? “Terrence, I suppose, as well,” he finished.

“Everyone will be. I suppose you’ll have finished your pondering by then.” He exhaled forcefully. “Pondering. You’re the one who put that ad in the paper. Of course you are. What, you’re going to find a phoenix? Are you going to catch a pixie by its wings and bottle an earthquake while you’re at it?”

Sy bristled. “I know you think it’s a waste of time, but–”

“It’s worse than a waste of time. It’s dangerous. You’ll get yourself killed. And for what?”

“For what?” Sy laughed around the smoke rolling on his tongue. “David, you’re not a stupid as you pretend for your friends.”

David sighed, not rising to the bait. “Do you need anything? Water, something iron-rich to eat? You look terrible.”

“No thanks to Countess Herceg’s sky blue eyes.”

Ah, this, he could not resist. His forehead wrinkled. “What?”

“Dear Abigail was quite in her fits over having the most unnatural eye color at the Midsummer Gala.”

“Am I supposed to turn down a good reference because your favorite client is insecure and overly demanding?”

At favorite, Sy flicked ash on the floor. “It isn’t as if you need the money.”

David shook his head. “I warned you about her, from the first moment she commissioned you. Vain and a hypochondriac. I told you, I can help pay for whatever you need. You let her gorge on you because you go weeks at a time taking on charity–”

“Will you stop calling it that?”

“–over some false nobility, or false modesty, I haven’t determined which, that makes you insist upon debasing yourself–”

“Debasing myself?”

“I didn’t – that isn’t what I meant.”

The apartment suddenly felt small as a closet, the air close as a crypt. Close as the knowledge, the certainty, that he would die here, scraping together pennies, surrounded by mementos of a life unlived, by concern that could do nothing but suffocate, by care that could do nothing but confine.

His cigarette, forgotten, was dead, half ash. “As you can see, I’m quite spent. I think its best you leave.”

David pressed his lips together, wetted them, as if considering his next words, then nodded. “Yes, I think it is.”

As he left, Sy felt the impulse to call after him, but stamped it out. There was nothing more to say. The door clicked shut.

But if David had asked, just once, he would have told him. Told him what it was like, being owned. And David would tell him he wasn’t owned; only his debt. And Sy would tell him he was right; there was a difference. And then he would describe exactly what that difference was.

He would tell him how he knew, as soon as he was directed, discreetly, to the antechamber of Edgard’s bedroom, why he had been summoned that evening. How the sight of the girl sitting shadowed and silent on a settee had hit him like a blow. How Edgard had commanded Sy, as impassively as if he was remarking upon the upholstery, to be quick, as his heart was bothering him again. How he said nothing more, only motioning toward the settee before disappearing back into his bedroom.

How three of the girl’s fingers jutted at alarming angles. How her calm and stoic face was bruised and blooded, though her lip trembled when she thought Sy wasn’t looking. Fair haired with a round face and wide eyes, like all the other girls. Edgard’s tastes were very particular, and with the right glyphs, any part of the body could be rearranged. He wondered how much of her looks, of her body, was her own. If any of it was her own desire. Another possibility for her stoicism: she may have had her tears taken away. She wouldn’t be the first.

She was the first he had seen with broken bones.

“What’s your name, darling?” he asked, but she shook her head, gesturing to her mouth. With a surge of anger, he understood. Tongue-tied. If it wasn’t enough to hurt her, to change her, to take every choice away from her, the king had taken her voice too. A scribe had, at the king’s command. She may not ever get it back.

If he wouldn’t be punished, he would undo it himself in an instant. But he pushed his luck enough already. It had taken years of simpering and flattery, but Edgard liked him; let him take liberties no other scribe could, especially not an indenture. For example, he never forced Sy to dress up his dolls for him. Only to fix them after they’d been broken.

Nevertheless, if he loosed her tongue, he would be punished, and Edgard would only have her silenced again, or replaced with someone else plucked from the streets, like all the others, and this girl too, no doubt, had been. Some, one of the women he saw often had told him, saw the position as a privilege, a step up in the world, and went willingly – as willingly as one could when one’s choices were all varying degrees of staving off starvation. The worst parts, she had said, were not much worse, and the best parts far better, than what they had left behind – or what they had to look forward to.

When rumors of this predilection of Edgard’s crept their way into conversation, the response was always the same: downcast eyes, concerned tutting, but a certainty that whatever happened to those girls in that room, it was better than what would happen to them living on the street. Weren’t they clothed, weren’t they fed, weren’t they safe under a roof after all? And surely, they must have done something to end up on the street in the first place – too much drink, too much sex, too much indolence, too much, too much.

Sy did not know where those rumors stemmed from. Certainly not from him, nor from the women themselves, who were kept isolated in the palace. They must have come from the spellscribe who shaped the girls to Edgard’s liking. He prayed it was not someone he knew. The secrecy was a wound that would never heal; but the truth might kill him.

It was far from what he had imagined when he’d been handed his golden pen.

The King’s Grace. How easily it could be him in her position, or her in his. How foul that inevitably, someone must fill each role, with only a roll of the dice as to who it might be. Where would this girl be instead if she had been born the same year as him, had a father who bought her charcoals? If her father had inherited a copper mine, or her mother a country estate?

Where was the grace in any of this?

“I’ll have you better in no time at all,” he had said softly, pulling out a long scrap of vellum, rolling his left shoulder in anticipation. Injuries so extensive required a good deal of blood, and, despite Edgard’s command to be quick, and the anticipation of retribution, he intended to be very thorough.

Since she could not speak, he relied on his senses and was careful with his hands and with his glyphs. He couldn’t charge for it, but if she had a cough from a childhood illness, or bones thinned from malnutrition, she would not by the time he was done. All through it, his breath did not waver; his fingers did not twitch.

She of course noticed his ministrations were more thorough than instructed. When he finished, she looked at him for a long moment, then gestured to his paper and nearly empty pen.

He hesitated. Ordinarily, he would never allow another soul to touch his pen, let alone wield it. He did not know this girl, and had no reason to trust her. But her voice had been stolen with a pen just like this, and by the same man who had graced Sy with his.

Against his better judgement, he handed it to her, hoping she could appreciate the trust he was showing her in allowing her to hold it. He held his breath as she scrawled in clumsy block letters. One word.

Marie.

He left her to face Edgard, who was less than pleased at being kept waiting. In addition to his heart, which needed near constant maintenance, it seemed, in the interim, he had found several other minor afflictions in need of attention, many of which Sy quickly discovered were completely fabricated. Even so, he attended to them: he had no choice. Instead, he chose to conceal his awareness, knowing his indifference would drain the game of its fun, thus draining less of him. Each spell he wrote was perfect, and had no purpose, and no effect.

When it was over at last, a page escorted him to the back entrance. It was only then he felt the impact of all the blood he had spent that night. Lightheaded, winded. Dreadfully thirsty. A headache pounding like a hammer to his skull. But he’d still had to wind his way home, through the dark garden, back to the empty streets, then up the stairs to his tiny apartment, where he sat now, holding the invoice the page had left him with, reflecting how much of his debt this job, labeled Miscellaneous, had repaid.

Not even a dent.
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CHAPTER FIVE


It was still early afternoon. The meeting at the palace was not for hours yet. But Sy found himself incurably restless. After suffering a vision, unbidden, of Abigail Skeylor’s poor screeching parakeet, he huffed a sigh and approached his vanity.

“Get yourself together,” he muttered into the mirror. He dabbed on a bit of scent, his favorite eau de toilette – lily-of-the-valley laced with jasmine, fern, and civet. He also traded his plain, bed-rumpled shirt for one of his favorites, rarely worn, for its bohemian aura – an aura clients didn’t care for. Sabina called it his carnival top. The upper torso was marigold yellow on one side, carnation pink on the other; the colors ran halfway down the sleeves, the rest of which were white. The bottom quarters of the front were willow green and mauve.

David would scold him for leaving, for straining himself. He promised he was only going for a bit of fresh air, a dip outside and straight back, then remembered there was no one around to reassure but himself.

The tobacconist up the street was happy to see him when he stopped in to purchase a packet of cigarettes – pre-rolled. Outside, he lit one, pausing by a bench but not sitting, watching the passersby.

The cigarette was not half gone before he found himself circling the streets of Upper Bunting.

His walk took him past the riverfront, then Sangfeder, then the palace, then the Church of the Seven Skies, a blur of storied institutions, of gray and beige stone. He wouldn’t go to the meeting, he decided. If he was actually going to attempt this spell, his time would be spent more productively elsewhere, like in the library. Or the church.

But Sy didn’t pray. Though, to hear others speak of religion, it was supposed to open one up, the austere church had always made him feel flattened – less a soaring creature of the sky, more an ant crushed underfoot.

Would an ant be able to compose such a monumental spell? Not likely. And he had composed spells on his own before. One spell. Nothing so complicated, or impressive; just the one to still the motion of jittery clients (one he might, at this rate, need to use on himself). But all spells followed the same basic elements, glyphs layered together in just the right order, with intent and precision. If he could discern as much, anyone could.

By the third lap and fifth cigarette, he decided he was going to the meeting. If anyone else was taking this seriously – and in all of Äbender, all of Gescany, someone surely was – he couldn’t let them have a leg up on him. And since no one had yet answered his ad, he needed every leg he could get, whatever it took to get them.

A miracle, no doubt, he thought as he once more passed the Church of the Seven Skies, where service was letting out. A bevy of ladies and gentlemen dressed in their finest spring furs made their way from the cathedral doors to the doors of the palace nearby. When Sy visited the palace, it was never through the front doors. His education, and the requisite respectability, had only taken him so far.

Once, only once, he’d refused Edgard. It was the first time he’d been called to answer for his debt. The first time the spell on his palm had been used to summon him.

When the king’s mark was carved into his palm, he was warned: when Edgard summoned him, it would hurt. The greater the distance, the worse the pain. This had been his first inkling that he may have gotten in over his head. And, less dire, but disappointing nonetheless – he hadn’t planned on living close to the palace, but nearer Parrotfinch, the artists’ quarter by the river.

After years, he had grown used to the summoning, but the first time, the intensity of the burning had startled him. He’d arrived, annoyed but resigned, expecting to ease the overindulgence following a diplomatic feast, or cure a newly revealed venereal disease.

He’d taken one look at the girl, no older than him, and stormed out the door, furious, disgusted beyond reason – and more than a little frightened. The spell on his palm burned him as he stalked away, but he ignored it. Let it burn for eternity; though he pitied the girl, he would be no party to this.

No sooner had he stepped foot in the garden than the spell sent a burning pain from his palm, up his arm, through to his chest, to his heart. The pain was so sudden, and so intense, he nearly collapsed. Then, as he stumbled another step forward, he did. It crushed him, pummeled him, as if someone pressed hard onto both his lungs, squeezed his heart like wringing dry a sopping wet rag.

Somehow, even as his mind could conceive of nothing but the pain he was in, his body understood, and he’d managed to crawl his way back inside. As he did, the pain subsided, and he could breathe freely once more. Those breaths came in short, panicked gasps as he twitched on the floor. He barely registered Edgard’s boots in the corner of his vision.

“Your debt was a promise to our nation, and to me,” said the king. “You must answer for it.”

He thought he knew his body’s limitations; thought Sangfeder had forced him and every other student to understand exactly how many drops of blood he could stand to lose. They hadn’t. Nor had that first night.

Last week, though.

He had no intention of answering for his debt with anything short of a miracle ever again.

Cigarette finished, memories circling him like a vulture, he stubbed the butt under his heel. The clock struck six. The meeting would begin in half an hour. He peeled off his left glove and studied his palm. It bound him to his past, to Edgard. There was no other spell like it.

Not yet, anyway.
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The gilded throne room was packed like a flock of geese, and as noisy as one. Scribes mingled and palace servants darted among porcelain-potted fig trees and tables topped with decadent pastries and linens threaded with gold. Only those with letters were admitted, but it seemed Edgard was casting his net as wide as possible. Scanning the sea of faces, Sy spotted every spellscribe he knew, and many more he didn’t. As expected, Claude and Sabina were present, laughing, likely over something inane. He didn’t see David.

He did spot a face he saw rarely, but would never forget: Bertrand, one of his Sangfeder cohort who had failed training. Elegant and dark-haired, strikingly handsome, he drew the eye even without the gaudy red glove on his right hand. Sy wondered at his presence, since he was not a king’s wizard, nor was he licensed as a spellscribe, and couldn’t pen spells, legally – or physically. When he failed, like all those who failed before him, his writing hand had been crushed, each bone pulverized and left to heal without so much as a splint. If he was ever caught penning spells, using magic he had not earned the right to use, the succeeding punishment would be far worse. The first one was usually enough.

Bertrand felt Sy staring and, unsmiling, lifted his crushed right hand, wrapped in his bright red leather compression glove, in a wave. Sy nodded back, flexing his own leather-encased fingers as he did, before turning back to the crowd.

There was an electric thrill in the air. Most were there only to gawk at the mad king, he was sure, but the lure of the prize, and what its promise might mean, was as intoxicating as poppy smoke. What if Edgard had finally lost his mind? What would happen to the kingdom of Gescany if he had? He was unmarried and he had no heirs. What would Preule, Gescany’s closest ally, do? The Marchess Empire? His court? His advisers?

And, fluttering above it all, the whisper of the truly earth-shattering: what if what he asked was actually possible?

“Sylas!” Sabina had spotted him and parted from Claude. Her curly chestnut fringe nestled prettily above her twinkling, and newly violet, eyes. She wore a smart violet suit dress to match and a grin like a cat handed a plate of cooked chicken. She pinched one of his cheeks. “You look dreadful!”

“And you look beautiful. One of your own?” he asked, indicating her eyes.

“I had Claude do it, of course.” They both turned to Claude, who smiled and waved in their direction before slipping into a circle of scribes they knew from Sangfeder. Most scribes paid others to alter their appearance for them. Sy had made his own slight alterations himself. Nothing too extreme, or risky – a spell that prevented him from growing facial hair and one, penned fresh out of the academy, that had made him a couple of inches taller.

“You’re wearing your carnival top,” she said fondly.

“I wanted to dress for the occasion.”

Sabina’s violet eyes gleamed. “A carnival for the ages. Can you believe this?”

“It’s quite something,” he said noncommittally. Then added, with excruciating nonchalance, “Have you seen David?”

“Isn’t that him with Terrence? Are you two on the outs again?” She paused. “Is that why we haven’t seen you all week? You know you two quibbling doesn’t affect anything with the rest of us, Sy. It never has.”

“Of course.” Far easier to let her think he’d been avoiding them over a lover’s spat. Scanning the crowd surreptitiously, he found Terrence towering over the rest, with his gleaming smile and his boring conversation and his monotone voice. With his family name and fortune. David stood close to him, laughing at something he had just said.

“I’m dying to know what Edgard thinks all this will accomplish,” Sabina was saying. “Other than provoke the neighboring countries, I mean. My theory is the last war was so unpopular, he’s trying to goad another nation into starting one. Preule in particular. Their land is very coal rich, you know. My brother says lumber’s the ticket, with shipping being what it is, but I say, what’s powering all the machines making those things they’re shipping? At any rate, they’ll be livid when they hear. His majesty has all but sworn off marriage, and they’ve been pushing their princess on him for years, saving her for him. She isn’t getting any younger.”

“She might want to get in on this venture, then,” he said, pulling his eyes back to the dais where Edgard’s clerk would give his speech.

“But phoenixes are just in storybooks. Aren’t they?” Her forehead wrinkled. “Perhaps it’s a metaphor.”

Sy’s shoulders tensed as somehow, over all the din, David’s laugh landed in his ear. “Never let it be said complete transformation is impossible,” he said, adjusting his gloves. “Evidently, Terrence has spontaneously become interesting.”

Sabina stifled a very unladylike snort with a cough, covering her mouth with her hand.

Suddenly, the prospect of a night alone was not so welcome as it had been. And Sabina was not one to linger in the mornings or wear his robes, and, to his knowledge, had never once read his mail.

Knowing he would sound desperate however he framed it, he abandoned all pretense. He leaned closer to her and spoke in a low voice. “Tell me, are you free this evening? Alone?”

She flushed and smiled slyly, but shook her head. “That would be lovely,” she said, bobbing her head, “but I really can’t. I’ve too many affairs to sort before I set off for the country next week. My brother’s wife won’t let us stay a moment longer than necessary. Hates the city air in summer. I told her it won’t stink any more after the solstice than it does now. But, the country is refreshing.” She brightened. “I can set you up with some of my clients for the summer, if you’d like. Merchants, mostly. They’d be thrilled to have you.”

“Thank you – that’s very kind,” he managed, deciding not to mention he had every intention of being in the forest by week’s end. Nor that he anticipated, one way or another, having no need of any further affluent clientèle.

A trumpet’s sound called their attention, and a hush settled over the room as all eyes turned upon the dais. The trumpeter hurriedly slipped away.

Edgard, in full red and blue military dress uniform, complete with multiple ribbons and medals for wars in which he had not personally served, stepped up to the dais. A far more modestly dressed clerk stepped up beside him, unrolled a scroll, very quietly cleared his throat, and spoke.

“Most Honorable King’s Wizards, Honored Guests, Friends to the Crown and the Kingdom of Gescany:

“My request is not simple, but it is straightforward. I want our kingdom of Gescany to live forever. No kingdom, no nation has ever lasted more than a few centuries. I posit this is because a nation needs stability. Your king provides stability. What if your king could provide stability for all ages hence? Never again would Gescany need to worry about marriage alliances or producing heirs. We would be truly independent like no nation has ever been! Though there are many spells to prolong my life, there are none to extend it indefinitely. While such magic is not unheard of, there is only one creature capable of such a thing.”

“The phoenix,” Sabina whispered with faux gravity.

“The phoenix. I have spoken to the priests and the sages, and they all claim it is impossible to channel this magic. But I know the best innovations come to us not from the priests and the sages, nor from the old and stubborn, but from the enterprising, the young. And I know the promise of riches fuels the greatest innovations. Think, if you will, of our fabulous gunpowder factories, or our grand lumber mills, growing in number by the very day and showering our streets with gold.”

“Some of the streets,” Sy corrected under his breath.

Sabina lightly kicked his ankle. “Don’t start.”

“And so I promise vast riches to whoever can accomplish my dream. I don’t care how it is accomplished, so long as it is. If I can in fact be made into a bird, that would be ideal. I have always liked the idea of flying, almost as much as I like the idea of never dying or being reborn when I do die.”

Beside the clerk, Edgard nodded, mouthing these words along with him.

“But the most important task is ensuring Gescany has her king, forever. The first to bring me the most suitable spell will receive the promised sum of fifty-thousand gold sovereigns. I hereby excuse all King’s Wizards from royal service, so long as they extend their newfound free time in the pursuit of this goal.”

The spell on Sy’s palm seemed to tingle in relief, and he rubbed it absently. So he would be spared that concern, at least.

“Happy hunting.”

With that, as suddenly as he had appeared, Edgard left the throne room, the clerk trailing behind him. The room immediately erupted in noise.

Sabina watched him go. “That’s it?”

“What more would there be? Didn’t you hear? We’re to do all the work for him.” Sy suppressed the bitterness in his voice. “He demands, we provide.”

“He provides,” she protested, sounding almost wistful. “It is a lot of money.”

It isn’t as if you need the money, he’d said to David, and that was as true of Sabina, of anyone in this room, as it was of David. But it wasn’t true at all. They all needed money, even Edgard. That was the thing with money – it demanded to be spent.

“It is,” he agreed, turning to face David, who was approaching with Terrence in tow. “But only if you win.”

Sabina, to Sy’s immense gratitude, tucked her arm through his, smiling her feline smile at the pair. David raised one eyebrow so slightly it may have only been a twitch. He broke the silence. “Well, that was a waste of time.”

Sy adjusted his gloves. “Not enough to power the gossip mill?”

“Plenty,” David contradicted, glancing around. “Look at them. Half of them have gold coins in their eyes, the other half look ready to tear that half in two.” His voice became introspective. “I didn’t suspect there was so much interest.”

“Interest, but no sense,” Sabina said, twirling her curly fringe around one finger, her arm still in Sy’s. “Say I scour the libraries, find the perfect spell, if it existed. There’s no immortal magic in my blood. No blood is that powerful. Not even the king’s own. And no spell uses another’s blood.”

Almost none, Sy thought.

As if he’d spoken aloud, David’s eyes shot to Sy’s, and he frowned thoughtfully.

“Did you see Bertrand?” Terrence put in. “What’s he doing here?”

Sy bristled. It had always astonished him that this man had survived Sangfeder and Bertrand hadn’t. But then, Terrence came from a long line of spellscribes, back to Sangfeder’s founding itself. Bertrand’s grandfather had been a vintner from Preule, Sy thought. He resented being expected to remember every respectable person’s family tree. Better to spend his memory on glyphs.

“He was at Martin’s last week,” Sabina informed Sy, naming the club their party frequented. She tutted. “Has to have someone cut all his meat for him, poor dear.”

“He isn’t a child,” Sy protested.

“He’s studying to become a physician,” David provided. “He’s quite knowledgeable.”

Sy started to question how David knew how knowledgeable Bertrand was, but Terrence was not finished adding his invaluable input. “It’s a travesty. If I had to walk around useless like that, I’d tell them to crush my skull instead.”

At that, David shot Sy a prescient glare.

And Sy ignored it. “Would that be an improvement, I wonder?”

“As I said, this evening has been a waste of time,” David said, tugging on Terrence’s arm as he tried to work out whether he’d been insulted. “Will you two join us for drinks at Martin’s?”

“Can’t,” Sabina said, wrapping her arm tighter around Sy’s and smiling at him sweetly. “Sy has a new portrait to show me.”

Sy smiled back, barely containing his surprise.

David, on the other hand, could not contain his. “Well,” he said stiffly. “Pondering is not all that kept you busy this week, then.”

“I am a man of many talents.”

“Indeed. Happy hunting,” David said, turning to go.

Sy frowned at the specificity of that parting shot, but let it go. David was only sour about Sabina. It was the way of things; he and David quarreled, David ran to someone else, Sy took whoever was interested – sometimes Sabina, sometimes someone he met at the club – to bed. After a week or two, David’s fit of angst would pass, and everything would lock back into place.

It wouldn’t, though, would it? Not this time. He felt the sudden urge to run after David, to tell him goodbye. Whatever happened, for perhaps the last time. As if he could sense it, David turned back to look at them.

“You’re welcome,” Sabina purred in his ear, interrupting his thoughts.

“Thank you,” he whispered, lowering his mouth to her ear in what appeared, from a distance, a flirtatious gesture. Smelling the bit of amber-scented perfume she’d dabbed behind her ear, he successfully wrestled away an urge to plant his lips on her slender neck then and there, or to find a curtain behind which he could pull up her skirts.

“It’s boorish of him to parade around with Terrence that way,” she whispered back, then covered her mouth and giggled loudly for effect. He’d always thought, in another life, with an upbringing more like his, she may have made a name for herself in the theater. “I’ll walk you as far as the Wryneck Colonnade.”

They strolled up the avenue arm in arm, chatting idly and mostly one-sidedly. Though the summer solstice was still a week away, the Midsummer Gala had taken place the night before, signaling the end of the social season in the capital city; with the wealthy readying to abscond to the countryside with all their wealth, the streets were unusually empty.

Sabina had been to the gala and had all the latest gossip. Sy tried to pay attention, but his thoughts were split; half present and half under the gloom of the Lichtenwald. He would need to leave soon – tomorrow or the day after, if he could manage it. Many of the shops in Upper Bunting, missing their clientèle, would be closing up until autumn, and he would need supplies. What did one bring along on a hunt for a magical creature? Food, of course. A tent? He would need some kind of weapon. A gun? He almost laughed at the thought.

Soon enough, his absence would be noted. He couldn’t risk word of his intention spreading. He would leave a note with his building’s superintendent – he would say he was joining Duchess Abigail on retainer at her estate. Believable enough, and with no one to refute it until autumn, it would cease all questions until then. Especially from those who would be most disapproving, and most likely to ask. Edgard would not summon him for a time, but Sy knew the king – or his failing organs – would quickly grow impatient, and a summoning from the center of the Lichtenwald may be too painful to even attempt answering. Time was of the essence.

When they reached the colonnade, they stopped briefly under its arches to admire the sunset’s play over the Wryneck River as the water trickled by. A couple on a rowboat floated past, their laughter echoing under the colonnade’s dome.

“Don’t you ever wish you had someone to float down the river with you?” he asked suddenly, leaning against one of the great white columns.

Sabina lowered her voice, mock seductively. “I’ll float down the river with you if only you ask, Sylas.”

“No, I mean…” What did he mean? Certainly not what his mother and father had, a companionship born of love and lust at some point, he had to assume, but then cooled to a barely contained resentment that occasionally, and more often as their shop suffered loss after loss, simmered over into outright cruelty.

No, not that.

“I don’t know what I mean,” he concluded with a sigh. Nor did he know what had come over him. The sunset, he suspected. Great beauty had that effect on him.

“I do. You’re not as mysterious as you think.” She adopted an airy tone. “You want someone to call your very own. To stay by your side no matter what. Someone who makes you want to do the same, despite yourself. Despite everything.” She dropped her affect and patted his chest. “You’re a dreadful romantic. It’s your least attractive quality. You go all moon-eyed, did you know?”

He felt himself flush. “I did not,” he admitted, grudgingly, brushing her hand away.

“Or you used to, anyway. I thank all seven skies no one has looked at me that way. Let me tell you, the day I float down the river with someone is the day I die.” Sabina shook her head, her fringe bouncing with the motion. “Can you imagine me in charge of a household?”

“Hardly,” he agreed, laughing softly. They made quite the pair, in their way. Domesticity fit her like a circus tent; he could not imagine a household at all. Not with his debt. Who would take on such a burden? Not anyone he knew, and they could afford it.

Not anyone.

He’d known that. He’d always known that. It was only that he insisted on seeing meanings where there were none. And where had that gotten him?

When he’d been a bookbinder’s son in Lower Bunting, the picture of his future had been black and white. Bleak and detestable to him, but clear. Then he became a spellscribe, a King’s Wizard, and the picture of his future had been streaked with shades he’d never known possible, though muddied and seeping like over-wet watercolors.

Now, the promise of relief brought his future into vibrant, unmistakable color: he was trapped. And while some part of him had hoped an escape might come in the form of connection with another soul, another body, a connection that flowered in spite of everything, he saw now: it could only come from clawing, from cold calculation, from coin.

“Come along, Sylas,” Sabina said, sensing his unmysterious melancholy and tucking her arm through his again, apparently forgetting her promise to leave him at the colonnade. “Walk me home.”

After dropping Sabina at her brother’s manor in Äbender Heights, he strolled home with a lit cigarette, thinking again of parakeets in cages, and considered what she’d said. She’d been ribbing him for his self-seriousness, but there was a certain truth to it.

Despite yourself. Despite everything.

But why, he thought as he climbed the many stairs to his small, empty apartment, must everything be done in spite?

When he reached his floor, he stopped short.

A figure stood outside his door, her clasped hand hovering above the polished wood, as if she couldn’t make up her mind whether to knock.

Roughly the same age as Sy, only an inch or two shorter, she dressed plainly but for an exquisite leather jerkin, and wore a large knife sheathed in a belt on her waist. A messenger bag hung off her shoulder, and her ash-brown hair was pulled into a loose braid down her straight back, where a hatchet was strapped.

She carved a striking, statuesque figure, especially against the sunset’s last light streaming in from the window behind her. In her other hand, she clasped a folded, crumpled newspaper.

Excessive leather, excessive weapons. A hunter. Here to answer his ad. His heart leapt.

Even so, a heavily armed women outside his door was not a particularly welcome sight.

“Can I help you?” he called, making his voice firm, wishing he had carried his pen.

Arm still hovering, she turned to face him. Her eyes, round and keen, studied him, measured him. He almost took a step back; he felt like nothing so much as a sparrow under the eye of a hawk.

But what startled him most was their color, a beautiful spring green, almost seafoam. He felt compelled to sit her by the window and paint them. Instead, he stood poised – to do what, he wasn’t sure.

“My name,” she said finally, in a low but surprisingly melodic voice, “is Anya Degen. I saw your ad. I’m here to warn you to stay the fuck away from the forest.”
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CHAPTER SIX


“Ah,” said the wizard. His expression did not change, but he studied her. Anya shifted uncomfortably, feeling underdressed, as she had since the moment she’d stepped into this accursed city. Everywhere she’d stepped, from the newspaper office to find the wizard’s address, to the patrolman, hand on his baton, she had stopped to ask for directions. The stares she’d received on the trolley here were not unlike the one he gave her now.

Like I’ve already sprouted antennae and wings, she thought, tucking a stray hair behind her ear.

“You saw my advert?” he prompted.

She nodded. “Yes, I saw it, and I’m telling you you’re making a mistake.”

“Let’s go inside,” he said, stepping past her to open the door. His arm brushed against hers. He wore a scent, regal and bright, like lily-of-the-valley.

Inside, he turned a knob to light the gaslights by the door, dimly illuminating the cramped space. Anya had never seen so much useless junk in her life. The floor was covered in spent ink pots and old pens, papers stacked and crumbled, books open to the ceiling or turned over on their face. Elegant clothes, like the ones he wore, draped every available surface. The walls were plastered with colorful paintings and charcoal sketches, and the room smelled of cheap tobacco and fine perfume.

There were only two places to sit: an armchair and the unmade bed. The wizard removed his coat but left on his gloves, leather with the fingertips cut out. He took the bed. Anya perched primly on the edge of the armchair seat, laying her hatchet across her lap.

He didn’t apologize for the mess; he didn’t say anything at all. He regarded her hatchet, then her, coolly. He offered her a cigarette, which she declined, before unearthing a green glass ashtray from beneath a pile of crumbled papers and lighting one of his own.

She didn’t like the way he looked at her. A false impassivity. Like an owl, ready to swoop.

“Would you mind opening the window?” she began.

“Not at all,” he murmured, obliging. He lingered by the window, leaning a languid elbow on the sill. The evening air soothed her, helped her center her thoughts.

She had gone over it all in the back of the lumber wagon she’d hitched a ride on, the scent of sawdust sharp in her nose. She was not going to do the bidding of some forest harpy, and she was going to keep this hapless fool out of the forest’s clutches. If this idiot was going to attempt finding the phoenix, he would soon run afoul of Mira, or some other merciless creature, and get himself killed, or worse – not to mention, by parading his idiocy in the paper, bring the entire city into the waiting trees.

She moved, she acted, as if blown listlessly by the wind, never giving much thought to her own future, or to her curse, or any curse, other than a vague idea that doing good deeds was supposed to be good for breaking them, and then a less vague one that that was only true in stories. In reality, nothing – no magic, no counterspell or charm – could break a curse except meeting the terms set by the caster. Terms she was currently eliding. But though she had been frightened beyond reason under Mira’s gaze, she had passed the night and most of the morning feeling no change but a distracted unease.

Then, as she traveled, she felt it.

Vines of twisting ivy. Thorns lashing to her bones, to every drop of blood. To her very sense of herself. Oh, it was subtle magic; if she hadn’t had so much time to think, to notice, in the back of that wagon, she might not have noticed it at all.

But she did notice it. For the first time in her life, as those vines crept through her, she became keenly aware of her flesh and blood. How they were her, and they weren’t. A part of her, and apart from her.

And she felt them altering. As if she was a doll, woven of straw, and the straw was unweaving. As if there was a hand hovering over and behind her, always out of sight, no matter where or how quickly she turned. And when she wasn’t looking, the invisible hand plucked and pulled and unwove, and all she could do was let it.

Once, as a girl, she found a cocoon on a blackberry bush on the edge of the wood. Having seen unspeakable things already, even on the very edge of the forest, as far as Johanna would take her until she was older, she was crueler in her curiosity than even the most curious child – and her curiosity, even then, was insatiable.

She cut open the cocoon, hoping to find a beautiful butterfly, perhaps to keep what she found as a pet. Inside was nothing but wet mush.

The worm spun itself a snug home to protect itself while it transformed. She’d thought it was to shield its delicate, pretty wings, but those wings weren’t even a dream yet. All there was in that little cocoon was slime. Formless, faceless. All that protected it easily separated with a dull garden knife.

Would it happen all at once? Would she wake up one morning without hands or feet, unable to speak, knowing she had failed before she even began? Would her bones dissolve into slime? She didn’t know, and she didn’t ever want to know. Already, the vines, the hand, the straw – the easy unmaking of her body, of her self, for one simple mistake – she could not unknow these things.

But she could stay human. Stay alive.

She could find the wizard, trick him into helping her. His magic would be paltry against the forest’s, but it was better than no magic at all. Wizards weren’t stupid – you couldn’t be and finish the training – but really all you needed to get in was enough coin and a fancy pedigree. After surviving that crucible, they coasted on their money and status. He and his pen would be easy enough to manipulate.

But just as she’d been about to knock on the door, her accursed conscience got the better of her. How many hunts had she finished herself, all alone? She’d faced much more dangerous creatures than phoenixes or magicians.

If she died? Well. She was going to die anyway. Snatched from the air by a bat. Wings plucked by a child’s fat fingers. Cut open and spilled like goo.

If she dragged someone else along, she may be condemning them to the same fate. A worse one.

And now she saw him. Pale, slim, dainty fingered and dressed in finery. Perfumed.

It would be like betraying a kitten.

He drew thoughtfully from his cigarette, sensing her hesitation and waiting for her to speak. But what could she say? Would he even believe her?

“You’re making a mistake,” she said again. “You don’t know what you’re getting yourself into.”

“And what do you think I’m getting myself into?”

“You’re looking for the phoenix.” His placid expression did not change. She went on. “You’ll never find it, and even if you could, the Lichtenwald is too dangerous.”

“I am hiring someone to help me find it,” he said, ashing his cigarette lazily out the window, “but if you don’t think you’re equipped for the task–”

“That’s not what I said, is it?” Anya snapped, ruffled at the insinuation she was less than perfectly suited for the job.

But he’d admitted it was what he was after. Perhaps if she could get him to realize how dangerous it was, he would give up on his own.

And perhaps, if he didn’t, she could use him.

“Tell me,” she prodded, remembering Mira’s suspicions, curious who, exactly, she was dealing with, “why are you looking for it?”

“You know I am looking for it,” he clarified, “but not why. I mentioned none of this in my two-bit paragraph. You must be quite clever.”

Anya faltered. Prickly, this one. She’d underestimated him.

There was no reason to admit her true reason for seeking him, nor the acquaintance which had led to it. His magic could not break her curse and she could not afford it even if he could. More likely, he’d wield the knowledge against her somehow, blackmail her into helping him for free. The more he knew, the more power he had over her. Best to keep things vague, except where it would draw suspicion.

“I live in the Lichtenwald. On its edge,” she provided. That should suffice for the truth; she thought up lies as she spoke. “I found the paper in a tavern, scanning the ads for jobs. When I read yours, I knew it could only be one beast you’re after. It eludes me why you’d want it.”

“Does it?” He blew smoke in her direction. “A beautiful, singular creature that cannot ever die? A jewel among birds, a ruby with wings? Why, the feathers alone must be worth a fortune. Who wouldn’t want such a pet?”

She looked around his small apartment pointedly. “Suppose you’re going to keep it in your wardrobe, are you?”

A corner of his mouth quirked; not quite a smile, not quite a smirk. “I’m more of a cat person.”

“You’re catching it for someone else.”

“The king is offering a prize. I want the prize. It’s that simple.”

“So the king wants the bird, then?” She realized she still held out some hope that Mira had been mistaken; that this was all a grand mistake, something to be reasoned away. It seemed possible, in the gaslight, surrounded by brick walls and overturned books.

“In a sense. He wants something only magic can provide and is willing to pay quite handsomely for it. I believe I can provide it.”

Mira had been right, then. Her heart sank. “And you need the phoenix.”

“Perhaps. I’m not sure.” She studied him carefully; by the draw of his brow, he seemed earnest. “I believe so. But if someone else gets hold of it first, I’ll never know.”

“Your magic,” she said, shaking her head. While they lived, her parents had enough visits from the spellscribes to give her an idea of the limits of the academy’s magic. Sculpted chins and reshaped eyebrows. Patching up her scraped knees, smoothing her rock-and-stick scarred hands, remaking their wild daughter into a pretty little doll to show off at their parties. Promising, as a gift, to remake her entire face before putting her on the marriage market.

Anya folded her hands, now forest-scarred, over her hatchet. “It’s nothing to the forest. Like holding a parasol against an avalanche.”

This didn’t seem to impress him, but then, since he’d first laid eyes on her, he had kept his face carefully neutral. She could see he was used to hiding his expressions behind this look of bland formality. It was too practiced, too at odds with his sly maneuvering. It was a nice face: long, elegant, thoughtful, with an aquiline nose and a pointed chin. The tips of his loose, sand blond hair grazed just below his jaw – an unusual style for a man. Becoming.

“Be that as it may, I have need of the bird, and I need to leave as soon as possible. If you’re only here to talk me out of it, I see no need for further negotiation. I’ll find someone else.”

That was not a suitable option. No one was better than her, but they’d certainly have an advantage with a spellscribe on their side. An advantage she couldn’t afford to lose. “Who’s to say I won’t take my business to someone else?”

At her sudden turn, he pressed his lips together. “I’m willing to split the prize money with you,” he offered. “Down the middle.”

There was a hunger in his eyes, one even his careful blandness couldn’t mask. Though neither of them would see a cent of it, regardless of any bargain they agreed upon, her curiosity got the better of her. “How much?”

“Fifty-thousand gold sovereigns.”

Stunned, her jaw dropped briefly before she clamped her mouth shut again. Twenty-five thousand sovereigns and she wouldn’t need to worry about patching her roof; she could buy a new one. A wood one, with shingles. A new house. Maybe a new pedestal for Goose.

But the phoenix could not leave the forest. That kind of money must remain a dream, for her and him both.

And one look at him, she knew the Lichtenwald would claim him in less than a day. He was arrogant, or mad; a bit of both, she suspected. “Is your life worth twenty-five thousand sovereigns?”

His eyebrows twitched. “I’m well aware of the dangers, and my own ill-suitedness for the venture. You may have ascertained that is why I’m hiring a hunter to see me through.”

“You’ve never been hunting. You’ve never been outside the city.” A guess, but by the offended flick of his cigarette, a correct one. “You’ve never even slept outside a night in your life.”

“If you can’t defend me against a few brigands and bears–”

“Never mind brigands and bears,” she interrupted. “The Lichtenwald is home to torments you couldn’t even dream.”

A small, annoyed huff escaped him. Her quarry was more determined – more stubborn – than she had predicted. So she changed her tack.

“What have you heard of the Lichtenwald?”

“That most avoid it because it’s simply too wild. But there are legends. That it’s vast, and dark, and full of strange magic.”

“Strange magic,” she laughed ironically, her chest tightening, as if creeping vines gripped her ribs. “In the Lichtenwald, you might find a thief who would cut your purse and then your throat for inconveniencing him. You might stumble into the path of a wild boar and get yourself gored and stomped to death for your presumption. But there are stranger creatures than man or beast. There are flesh-eating worms that will burrow beneath your skin, making tunnels of your veins you cannot cut out for bleeding yourself dry. Footpaths that will lead you in circles, marching endlessly until you wear through the soles of your shoes, then the skin of your feet. Watering holes that appear only when you’re near death with thirst, but whose succor will make you mad and lash you to the creatures who call the forest home, spirits you can’t see who make sport of your suffering. And,” she added, in another accursed bout of conscience, “others know about the king’s contest. Others seek the phoenix. Others who would do you the same harm, or worse.”

Others like Mira of the Mire.

Her mouth was suddenly very dry. She pulled her hatchet close and swallowed. “Yes, it is vast and yes, it is dark, and one misstep could kill you. But you can count every step and know every stone, every path, every tree with a lover’s attention, and still run afoul of that strange magic, and it will change you in ways you cannot countenance.”

She caught her breath and looked up at him. His pale face was solemn. For a moment, they regarded each other.

He broke her gaze and lit another cigarette. “I must confess, I did not realize the extent of the danger. You paint a vivid picture.”

His amber eyes again met hers. Her fingers flexed around the hilt of her hatchet. He was not made of straw; she saw that much clearly.

What held him together? What invisible hands plucked at it?

He sighed heavily and made a dismissive gesture with his cigarette. “As I suspected, then, you are not the hunter I seek.”

Indignant, she started to form a reply, but suddenly she felt oddly and keenly aware of her vines, like noticing a stray hair on the back of her neck, but in her blood, in her gut, in her soul. The wizard noticed her strange look and frowned at her.

Slow and creeping as snakes, the thorns clawed around her bones.

They tightened.

His face went white as she let out a small cry and bent over, nearly dropping her hatchet. “Are you alright?” she heard him say, but she couldn’t answer. It wasn’t like before; it was painful. Tightening, wrenching, stretching, shrinking, all things at once. Unseen pieces of her body changing, rearranging, becoming strange to her.

And another pain, a subtler one, that one she’d noticed in the cart on the way there. A fear; a lurking beast she could never see.

Hovering.

As it passed, she regained her senses. There was something wet on her cheeks; she wiped it off. Tears; only tears.

The wizard was crouched before her. His cigarette had been replaced with a gold and glass pen; the sleeve of his left arm was rolled up. She noted the inside of his arm, ugly and bruised, his purple veins visible. His eyes, dark with worry, fixed on her. One of his gloved hands on hers.

“What ails me cannot be fixed with one of your spells,” she said roughly, pushing his hand away. His frown was skeptical, but he rose and let her be.

Mira’s curse was born of a magic far wilder than a spellscribe could possibly fathom. Forest magic, ancient and impassive. The spell of gravity, the spell of entropy, of symmetry, of heat. Anya had glimpsed that magic as it entered her; knew it now, in her own deepest places. It could not be touched by lines on a page. Would that it could.

And then what would she do? Help this spellscribe claim his prize, then give her half right back to him to fix her? Take the phoenix from the forest, hand the king a magic stronger even than Mira’s? Not fucking likely.

And where would she go if she did? She could not return to her house, to Johanna’s house, all that Anya had left of her, in the wood. Not with the witch still alive. Anya could hunt, could kill any beast, but she could not kill the witch; could not even step near her manor gates without risking a worse fate than the one now laid before her.

And unless she got her prize, the witch would not let Anya live unpunished.

Nothing could break her curse but blooding the phoenix with Mira’s enchanted arrow. Anya knew that as deep as she knew where her own fingers were; part of the curse, or years of proximity to the Lichtenwald’s magic, or some stranger thing, but she knew: if she wanted to keep her body, to keep her life, she must bind the phoenix to Mira.

For the first time, she feared she could not do this alone. The spellscribe could not stop the wild magic ravaging her body, but he could heal a twisted ankle, or mend a finger burnt by boiling water spilling from its pot. She’d rarely been injured on a hunt, but the prospect seemed more likely by the hour. Particularly if she dropped into a spell of pain in the middle of the Lichtenwald. And, if need be, he could protect her from other scribes – or serve as bait against them.

Conscience be damned. Clearly, this wizard was determined anyway.

“How soon can you leave?” she asked.

The skeptical wrinkle in his forehead deepened at her sudden change of heart. “Just one minute. You can’t come into my home, mysterious and terrifying, and then not even let me ask your qualifications.”

“I’m the best there is,” she said with certainty. “Ask any farmer, any tanner on the wood’s edge. I have all the best pelts, the best meat, and I’m the only one they’ll turn to when they need a hunter’s gun. I’m the only one who can catch it and I’m the only one mad enough to drag you along with me. And you’re running out of time.” As am I. “If you don’t want me, I’ll find someone who does.”

She watched him make some silent calculation. “Tomorrow, I suppose.”

“Good.” She rose, hefting her hatchet. “Be ready to leave by midday. We need to find it before word spreads farther. And the less time spent that deep in the Lichtenwald, the better.”

“Well–”

“What?” she snapped.

“The sun’s gone down.”

“And?”

“Have you anywhere to stay tonight?” At her scowl, he quickly amended, “I can recommend a good hotel nearby. I can pay for you.”

Her look of displeasure spoke for her.

“Then you’re welcome to stay here,” he said, adding quickly, “I’ll sleep on the floor.” There was barely room on the floor for all the clutter. There was, however, plenty of room on the bed.

“I’m quite used to sleeping outside,” she said crisply. “Sperling Park is nearby; I’ll sleep there.”

“Wolves and bears are nothing on lecherous drunks, I’m afraid.” Something was cracking in his implacable demeanor, though she couldn’t say what.

“Your concern is quite chivalrous, but I’ve been fine on my own this long. Somehow, I’ll have to manage one more night without you.”

“I’m not making myself clear.” His sudden intensity startled her. “There are…It’s not like your forest, but terrible things happen to girls alone on the street in this city.”

“I’m not a girl. I’m a hunter.” At the door, she paused. “Besides, wizard. Terrible things happen to girls everywhere.”

And I have always been alone.

The last time Anya had seen the streets of Äbender, she was eight years old, leaving for the country with her parents, as they did every summer.

Twenty years had passed, and not much had changed to her eye, but what changes she saw disoriented her. Shops whose names she couldn’t recall had been replaced with new wares and new names; streets she couldn’t name but knew like the back of her hand redirected to make way for new buildings; green, open spaces filled in with stone and glass.

But the park remained, more familiar to her than any other part of the city. She’d passed many an afternoon there with her governess when her kinetic energy became too much for her parents’ town home to contain. Briefly, the temptation to find her erstwhile winter home whispered to her, but she ignored it. It was someone else’s home now; even if she wanted it, she would never have it.

As she strolled the once familiar cobblestone pathway through Sperling Park, she noticed more of the trees had been cut back. The gas lamps lining the path had been replaced with electric lights. And the little pond where she had liked to catch frogs had been paved and replaced with a stone fountain.

Away from the electric lights and the fountain, past the lawn and into a small, secluded grove, she found a tall, sturdy maple. She settled underneath it, using her pack as a pillow. In the quiet, in the calm, emptiness drifted over her like a cloud. She’d spent many a night in the starless dark of the Lichtenwald. And yet, for all her efforts to scare the wizard away from the forest, she had never felt so small, nor so alone, as she did now.

She curled up around herself. The forest was her home, now. These twenty years, it had been. It was hers, whether it wanted her or not. And she would not be chased from it.

The wizard wasn’t what she had expected. Cannier by far, and made of stronger stuff. Whatever he needed that money for, he needed it badly. He wasn’t stupid; he didn’t seem overly greedy. He lived in a decent but shabby little apartment, whereas, when she was a girl, all the spellscribes she knew had lived in townhomes or manors of their own. She also hadn’t remembered them looking so ill, so worn; quite the opposite.

It almost prickled her conscience to have to steal his prize from under him.

It almost prickled other parts of her to think of his amber eyes on hers.

The rustle of grass nearby sent her hand to her belt. Something was creeping toward her, far too large to be a badger or a hedgehog. She rose to her knees and peered around the trunk of the maple. A figure approached in the dark, carrying what looked like a large sack. To throw her in after knocking her unconscious? How long had they been following her? Lost in foolish memories, she’d let herself become helpless as a little girl again, let herself forget she was the danger, now.

Slowly, silently, she drew her knife from its sheath and rose to her feet, hiding behind the trunk of the tree, waiting for a footfall beside her.

One step forward, a thrust of her arm, and her knife pressed against the skin of the assailant’s throat.

The sack was not a sack, but…a pillow and blanket. The smell of lily-of-the-valley wafted over her.

“Bite and beetle, bugger and fuck,” Anya hissed, dropping her arm. “What are you doing? I might’ve killed you!”

The wizard scowled at her, rubbing his throat where her knife had scraped but not cut. He lifted the pillow. “I took your words to heart. You were right. I’ve never slept outside in my life.”

She sheathed her knife. “So you thought the best time to try is the night before we set off on a perilous journey.”

“No time like the present.”

“And you brought…a pillow.”

“Shall I use a pile of leaves instead?”

“I wouldn’t. Might get a spider in your ear.”

Even in the darkness, she thought he might have turned a shade paler. She felt her lips twitch.

“We’ll get you some proper equipment tomorrow,” she said, settling back into the grass, too relieved for company to admit her resentment toward him for following her. “Bedrolls, at least.”

He laid the pillow on the other side of the tree from her, facing the lit pathway, and settled into the grass. Several moments passed. She heard him pull his blanket over himself, then readjust. Several more moments passed. He readjusted again. She could sense him aching to break the quiet, yet fearful of what doing so would bring.

She knew the feeling well. Eight years old, curled up beneath the blossoms of a rowan tree, internally screaming for any sound at all to break the unbearable quiet but able to sense things silently shuffling, creeping around the edge of her shelter under the branches, things equally eager for her to break it. Johanna later told her the tree had protected her, but it was likely her silence that had saved her life.

Anya heard the wizard let out a small sigh. With a slight smile, she spared him. “It’s easier if you don’t try so hard. Let your body do the work.”

“Noted.” Barely another moment passed before he added, “Is it always this quiet?”

“Quieter,” she whispered. “Like all the world is poised to spring.”

“Hunting suits you, I’ve no doubt, but you’ve truly missed your calling as a writer of grotesques.”

“It isn’t too late to turn back,” she said to the leaves. One last chance to soothe her conscience. She would do what she could to keep him alive, as long as he was useful to her. But she could only do so much.

He didn’t answer. She wondered again at his steely determination. She leaned up on her elbow. “Wizard.”

“Yes?”

“What’s your name?”

“Sylas Cassirer,” he said, after a moment. “But you may call me Sy.”

“Good night, Sylas,” she said, turning on her side. “Sleep well. You will need it.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN


“We could be halfway to the wood by now,” Anya said into a barrel of salted mackerel.

“That’s an exaggeration,” Sylas replied under his breath, smiling at the grocer, who handed him the packets of liverwurst she had wrapped for him. “We’ll take some of those, too,” he said, indicating the fish Anya was frowning at.

As he counted his coin, the grocer stared at Anya, who fought the urge to bare her teeth the way everyone in this city evidently expected her to.

“We don’t need all of this,” Anya mumbled. It was such a waste of coin, all these expensive provisions, though he clearly had plenty to spare. She was beginning to suspect he lived in a cramped apartment not from necessity, but a social climber’s thrift. “I told you, I have supplies and I can hunt for us.”

“And as I have explained to you,” said the wizard with exaggerated calm, “I have been…busy, recently. These foods encourage my recovery.”

Yes, he had mentioned that; the iron and fat in the foods encouraged his blood to replenish as quickly as it could, eased the symptoms of his anemia. Nuts, liverwurst, rye bread, figs. And mackerel.

Not to mention a rucksack to carry it all, new boots (that had felt like hours), needles and parchment to replenish his scribing kit. Bedrolls. Already, they had enough to weigh down a horse. And Anya still had to stop at her cottage for her bow and shotgun, her ammunition, her water skin and tinder box, Johanna’s map.

The enchanted arrow, carefully wrapped in linen and locked in her cellar.

But if she needed his magic, and she did, this was the price she had to pay. A slow start, and, evidently, being used as a pack mule.

The bell chimed over their heads as they stepped out to the rapidly warming street. The wind carried the smell of potted flowers and food from the restaurants nearby. She glanced at the wizard, at his shining, sand-gold hair, at the way his perfectly tailored jacket fit against his chest. His color was better today, though she knew he hadn’t slept a wink. She knew, because she hadn’t either. Earlier, in the dappled morning light under the maple tree, she watched him clutch his aching back and saw he had brought his scribing kit with him in the night.

He kept it with him all morning and wore it now, a mark of status that granted them special treatment in the shops, like his tailored jacket, his perfectly sculpted, flattering smile, the earring that brought out the gold flecks in his amber eyes. The guarded, perfectly practiced tone of his voice, tuned like a fine instrument.

Even the scent he put on. Today, he smelled of hyacinth. When they stopped at his apartment to restore his pillow and blanket and grab his coin purse, he’d unearthed the expensive-looking bottle from his wardrobe.

Despite her very reasonable protestations that their prey would smell him from miles away, he countered with, “That’s all well and good for tomorrow, but today, we hunt a different sort of game.”

Each facet of his appearance adorned purposefully, wielded like a weapon against the looker.

But he had brought his pen kit in the dark.

The resentment she had abandoned in her relief came quickly when called.

They paused at the end of the sidewalk, letting a horse-drawn cab pass. “You had your pen with you last night.”

He stared at her blankly. “And?”

“Expensive, isn’t it? Yet you risked getting it stolen by… what was it? Lecherous drunks?”

“I rarely leave home without it,” he said with a shrug. They crossed the street.

“You didn’t have it with you when you returned home last night.”

Any answer was swallowed by the rumble of a passing trolley. Perhaps she should not have revealed she noticed so much. But then, it didn’t hurt to convince him she was a canny hunter, especially since letting him surprise her in the dark did nothing for her credibility. Of course, it wasn’t as if it mattered how credible he found her, now their deal was struck.

“As I said,” he relented when they reached the sidewalk, “these streets are not safe for young women.”

“I knew it.” A disparaging laugh escaped her. “My knight in dyed silk. Perhaps you would smother them with your pillow. No, silly me – criminals run quivering from your golden pen.”

“They should.” He stepped aside to let a fine lady and her handmaid pass, then leaned closer to Anya, his voice humming in her ear. “If given time, there are many spells whose purposes may be turned to ending a life. Though to use them would violate my oath as a spellscribe and King’s Wizard to do no harm, and I would never use magic to such an end.” He raised his eyebrows suggestively. “Then again, the nib itself is quite sharp.”

Was that…a joke? As they paused at the end of another block, she peered at him sideways. His expression revealed nothing. “You’ve thought about this,” she goaded.

“All night.”

His sincerity surprised her. Stronger stuff than straw, she reminded herself. And, perhaps, more lynx than kitten.

They stopped in front of a shop with windows full of mannequins wearing clothes like his, but sharper, less threadbare. She’d thought his bright, colorful shirt an extravagance, but now noticed how faded it was.

“This should be the last stop,” he promised as they entered. “You’ll of course be shocked to learn I have no suitable clothes for hunting.”

Anya bit her tongue; it was sensible to dress for one’s environment, she thought as she scowled at the tailor’s assistant, who ogled her boots and hatchet.

She waited on a footstool, arms folded and legs crossed, watching him model the clothes, preventing him from buying anything too easily torn or too bright. He did like bright.

“We need dull colors,” she explained. “Between this and your scent, you’ll stand out like a Marchess tulip.”

“Yes, but dull colors drain the soul, don’t you think?” Then, eyes flicking over her costume of tan and white, his lips pressed tightly closed.

She tossed her braid casually. “You can wear all green, if you prefer.”

He made a face. “I would prefer a nice plum, but I suppose my soul shall have to bear the sacrifice.”

She doubted it could. But luckily for his soul and Anya’s patience, since they were leaving that day and could not wait for alterations his options were limited and plain. Though she tried to dissuade him, he absolutely refused to remove his earring. Since it didn’t dangle and wasn’t so gaudy it would scare prey away in the wrong light, she relented.

While the tailor’s assistant tallied his selections, Sylas browsed an assortment of gloves laid out on a velvet shelf. She watched him deliberate over a pair of red silk, then pick a pair of soft, plain, pliant leather, much like the ones he wore now but with the fingers all intact. Wouldn’t want to dirty his fingertips, she thought, then vaguely recalled how temperamental his magic could be.

As they were leaving, they encountered a gentleman their own age with downy white hair, accompanied by an older and larger man with an impressive mustache, both extravagantly dressed.

“Sy!” exclaimed the younger one, his face lighting up. A client?

“Claude,” Sylas returned. Not a client, then. Still, his expression remained as opaque as ever. “And Count Aquila. The pleasure is mine.”

Upon noticing Anya, the younger man’s bright smile faltered, then froze in place. “And what brings you here this fine day?”

“Fetching a new jacket,” Sylas said breezily, lifting his packets. The older gentleman’s eyes roved over all the other packages in Anya’s arms – and Anya’s knife on her belt. Sylas ignored him. “And you? Are you joining Count Aquila at Century Crossing, then?”

“I am,” Claude returned, grateful for the volleyed lie. Anya wondered why Sylas gave it to him.

“I thought you’d have left by now. Everyone has, haven’t they?”

Ah. That was why.

“A few last minute arrangements; you know how it goes,” Claude said, his smile thinning. He turned to Anya. “And who is your delightful friend?”

“A cousin from the country,” Anya said, smiling her most charming smile. If they were all going to lie, she would tell her own.

“Of course,” Claude said, visibly relieved, as if her lie explained everything.

“We’re actually on our way to lunch,” lied Sylas. “Would you join us?”

“Ah, I’d love to, but I can’t,” lied Claude. “The count runs a tight schedule, don’t you old chap?”

The older man’s expression remained flat. “Quite.”

“We must catch up soon, though,” the younger man said. “I’d love to get to know your pretty country cousin.” She did not like the way his eyes lingered over her. Lechers came in all shapes and states of sobriety.

“We really must,” Sylas agreed distractedly, ushering Anya out the door. “Take care.”

She thought the outside air would have soothed her, but the formerly quiet sidewalk was bustling, and smelled less of flowers and food and more of hot tar and strangers’ sweat.

“A friend of yours,” she stated as they hurried along the sidewalk.

“Another scribe,” he said dismissively. “And Count Aquila, known throughout Äbender society for his talent and delight in wild game hunting.”

“Ah,” said Anya. “Fuck.”

“If Claude is on the hunt, then everyone is,” Sylas said quietly. He turned to her. “You’re still the best, though, right?”

“Of course I am.” For the first time all morning, she felt the invisible hand creeping over her head. I am, she told herself, waving the hand away. I have to be.
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Suddenly eager to waste no more time, Sylas hired a coach to carry them to the Lichtenwald’s edge. They had one last stop to make.

Anya admitted to herself, but not to him, the coach was far more comfortable than the back of a lumber wagon. They had it all to themselves, so she was free to gape out the window. Several wagons passed them along the way, loaded to the brim with sundered pines. The blossoming industry had not yet breached the Lichtenwald, favoring the less rugged, and less magical, woods to the north. The Lichtenwald also served as a sufficient border with Preule, helping keep the two nations in relative peace.

But she wondered how much longer it would. At this rate, it would soon be the only place left to harvest.

They spent the ride through the farmlands in silence. Anya preferred it after the bustle of the city. Not a true silence: the braying of cows, the crush of wheels against chipped stone, the buzz of bumblebees. The brush of the wind against the trees, against her neck through the open windows.

But as the afternoon passed, the farmlands and copses of birch and oak gave way to rocky hills and towering fir and pine, the sound of songbirds replaced by the sharp cries and knocks of woodpeckers. Then, as the sunlight was shrouded by clouds and the temperature dropped, it all gave way to the stony silence of an impending rain shower.

It was early evening by the time they arrived. There was no road leading to Anya’s cottage; only a narrow dirt lane. As Anya disembarked, Sylas left the driver with a generous tip. She rolled her eyes. He had taken every opportunity that day, to the last, to flaunt his wealth.

She led Sylas up the grassy hill, past the flowering rowan trees flanking the wobbly gate, to the clearing where Johanna had long ago built her home. What had always seemed a refuge to Anya now seemed pitiful. A simple wooden cottage with a useless door and a crumbling roof, a sagging well and a processing shed that smelled faintly of blood no matter how you scoured it, a barren yard of shabby grass and chicken shit. She hadn’t really noticed she’d neglected her garden this year, but now realized it grew more scrub than anything edible.

The sky was sodden. As they reached the door, fat globs of rain started to fall.

A kerosene lamp hung by the door, and she lit it, illuminating the stark space. It was larger than Sylas’s apartment, though not by much, and all her furniture, which had been old as long as she could remember it – except for her bed, which Johanna had built her brand new twenty years ago – now seemed decrepit. Her walls, always bare, now seemed skeletal.

“I must apologize,” she said tightly as he set his things on the dusty floor. She removed her weapons and set them with a thump on the table. “I know this is nothing to the fine manors and hotels of the city.”

“A jar of wildflowers would do wonders,” he said, unphased. He considered her small kitchen. “Some curtains. A painting or two.”

Her eyes swiveled, acerbically, to the metal pot collecting rainwater from the hole over her stove. “Yes, well, not all of us have coin to spend on pretty nonsense.”

“I’d rather spend my coin on nothing else.”

“Wouldn’t that be lovely,” she muttered.

“Yes,” he replied, not with the carefully managed detachment she’d noted before, but with a simple, raw vehemence. “Money should be spent on beautiful things, and beautiful things alone. Necessities should cost nothing at all but the labor it takes to make them or grow them.”

“Or hunt them.” She went to the trunk at the foot of her bed, pushing a pile of unsold rabbit skins onto the floor. At the sight, he pursed his lips.

Testily, she plunged her hands into the trunk. “Why shouldn’t everything be free, then? Beautiful things most of all?”

“Because beauty, more than anything else in this world, is hoarded like a dragon’s gold.”

She scoffed, pushing aside her spare sleeping shirt. “Gold is hoarded like gold.”

“Because it is the price of beauty. Of softness, pleasure. Delight. Knowledge.”

Her back to him, Anya paused her digging, listening. She had the impression he was voicing something he’d never been able, or allowed, to voice. That he voiced it now because her opinion of it couldn’t matter.

He went on. “The stingiest miser might spare a penny for a beggar on high holidays, or in fear for his own soul. Even the cruelest despot will open a workhouse and feed him watery soup for his labor. But no one would dare say the beggar deserved a soft bed, deserved a nightly feast fit for a king, not for his labor or for his past suffering, but simply because he was born. And the man who believes that is called a fool at best, a danger at worst. Beauty has the steepest price of all.”

She resumed sifting, keeping her eyes in the trunk. “That was a rousing speech. Do you and your friends give such overtures over champagne at the club?”

He folded his arms over his chest. “Not exactly.”

“You’re right. Beauty does have a steep price.” She lifted a mink skull from the trunk. She brandished it at him, clacking its sharp teeth. “This chap was beautiful, once.”

“Charming.” He looked as if he had been insulted. She supposed he had.

Her throat was tight as she turned back to her trunk. “The pelt I skinned from this beast, and a dozen like it, fetched me enough money for a new rooster after ours was torn to shreds by dogs, and made a charming coat for some charming woman who pays her servants late and a pittance at that, with beatings and insults to make up the difference. That’s what softness – what beauty – is worth.”

Heart thrumming, she put the skull back into the trunk and continued digging. Her fingers drifted over a pile of lilac cloth. A silk dress. The last remnant of her past life; a traveling dress, impractical and ridiculously expensive. The one she’d been wearing on her last ride into the countryside. It was odd; she felt no relation to it any longer. A stranger’s dress. A doll’s dress.

The wizard’s voice broke through her reverie. “That isn’t what I meant.”

“What do you care if I know what you meant?” she snapped.

For several long moments, the only sounds were of the rain pounding on the roof, the clang of drops into the metal pot she’d set under the poorly patched hole. The gentle shifting of the contents of the trunk. She thought the matter settled, and fine that it was.

But then he said, in a softer voice, “There’s more to life than base survival. There must be. I must believe it.”

His profile was to her, his attention fixed on the kitchen window, on the raindrops against the glass. The fine instrument of his expression was out of tune. She felt he had forgotten she was there; felt she was intruding on something private. He was revealing a hidden facet of himself. She did not want to see.

“Maybe for a certain set,” she said coolly.

As he faced her, the strings strummed back into perfect tune. “I’m not sure I catch your meaning.”

“I know I appear a simple country rustic to you, but despite what you may think, I’m not a complete idiot. I know it takes an absurd amount of money for an education like yours. I saw your friends.”

And back out again. “I do not think – honestly.” He threw his hands in the air. “Tell me then, how did a cultured young woman such as yourself come to acquire such a charming abode?”

“Parents were killed on the road.” She found what she was looking for and slammed the trunk shut. “I was eight. Ran into the forest. A woman found me, a hunter. Took me in as her own. Johanna. She died, too. Three years ago.”

She stood and faced him. For a moment, a silent moment, they only stared at each other. Heart thrumming harder than ever, she worried she may have revealed something herself, something she hadn’t meant to, though she couldn’t say what.

He broke the silence. “I’m sorry that happened to you.”

“Well.” She brushed a hair behind her ear. “Others have been through worse.” She carried her treasure to the table: Johanna’s handmade map of the Lichtenwald, crafted on thin calfskin and drawn in blackberry ink.

She folded the map open. It felt strangely tacky to her fingertips; she used her sleeve to brush it free of dust, but didn’t see any. As she spread it on the table, she wondered if she had sap on her hands from the lumber wagon. She rubbed her fingers together.

“Stunning.” She looked up; the wizard’s owl eyes had spotted Goose. He admired the bird’s emerald neck and ruby breast. “Such rich jewel tones. Did you kill it yourself?”

Hot embarrassment colored her cheeks. He mocked her. Pheasant was not a difficult sport; not even the ones in Augur Meadow, where she’d killed Goose. Not even for an eleven-year-old girl who’d just learned how to handle a shotgun without dislocating her shoulder. His wealthy friends bagged them by the dozen on their estates every spring; he may have too for all she knew, though he didn’t seem the type.

But his owl’s eyes, trained on her, were full of genuine interest.

She considered the stuffed bird with new eyes. Regal, slim. Jewel toned. Goose was quite beautiful.

“My first kill,” she provided warily. “Johanna taught me everything she knew, then sent me off on my own. She wasn’t one for vanity, but she had him stuffed for me.” Remembering her first hunt, alone, in the depths of the Lichtenwald, her pulse quickened. She could feel the sun’s radiant heat; smell the sun-drying grasses. “Five pounds, he was. Big, even for a cock. They’re not hard to shoot if you’ve the eye for it, but they’re fast and they remember. If you miss, they’ll take off and aren’t like to come back to the same spot in a hurry. They fly, but they can run fast, too. Swim, dive. I’ve even seen one slip into a rabbit’s burrow.”

Goose had slipped her net and made for the stream nearby. He was a clever bird. Not clever enough.

At last, she was back to the chords of a familiar song, not a note out of place. She spoke freely. “In the wood, you can find their runs, lay snares or nets. Out here, farmers lay bait, a sheath of wheat or a sprinkle of barley. If you stay hidden, they’ll come right up to you. And that is how we’re going to catch the phoenix. I’ll bring my net and we’ll lay a trap. If it’s gone this long without being caught, it’s smart. But everything gets hungry.”

“And do you know what it eats?”

“The same as any other bird, I’d wager. Worms, roots, nuts.”

“Not the souls of unwary travelers?”

Now he was mocking. But – the corners of his mouth upturned. Not mocking – teasing. She met it with a lifted eyebrow. “No, that would be the spirits.”

Deflated, he put his hands behind his back. “And do you know where to find it?”

“Not strictly.” She gestured to the map. He stepped closer to her, leaning over her shoulder. His own shoulders were quite sturdy, she noticed. His slim neck framed attractively by the length of his hair, which he pushed behind his ear as he leaned over the table. She could smell hyacinths and, faintly, his sweat.

She pinned her eyes on the map. “Johanna never saw it herself. Didn’t think it was real. But in the winter, hunters gather at this lodge.” She pointed to the edge of the map; Hivernal Lodge, high in the Accentor Mountains. “When hunters gather, they drink.”

“They talk.”

“Right.” She cast a glance at him. His own eyes were fixed on the map. She pointed. Augur Meadow, a flat, pleasant stretch in the Chough Valley to the southeast. Nearly in the center of the map. “Here’s where I think it might be. A favorite haunt of the prettiest ringnecked pheasants I’ve ever laid eyes on. Nothing like the drab, stupid ones that bother the farmers. It’s where Goo– where the one on my wall came from,” she corrected, flushing and taking a step away. “And,” she added, voice laden with meaning, “some say, on warm evenings, you can spot one there the color of a sunset.”

His brow furrowed as his eyes roved the map. “That’s very deep. Miles.”

“Yes.” She folded the map and faced him. For a moment, the calfskin again seemed to cling to her fingers. Perhaps she’d left honey on the table. She tucked the map carefully in her messenger bag. “We’ll leave tomorrow, at first light.”

He nodded. “Before we set off, shall we set terms?”

“I’ll guide us there, find us food and water, hunt for us. You heal me if I’m injured, keep me safe from other wizards. We owe each other nothing but to help keep each other alive.” She watched his expression carefully; it didn’t change. “I have my weapons; you have your pen. We’ll both need all our tricks. And,” she hastily amended, having nearly forgotten, “when it’s done, we split the prize. Down the middle.”

“Agreed,” he said, extending his hand. She took it; it may have been her imagination, but it seemed her hand stuck to the skin of his glove.

He didn’t seem to notice and spoke haltingly. “The phoenix. I don’t know if it can be killed, but I do need it alive.”

“I won’t kill it,” she said, happy they shared at least that goal in common. “And I’ll do my best not to hurt it unnecessarily. Only if I have to.” And I may have to. Mira’s arrow must pierce its flesh, whatever it took.

He nodded, surely picturing mislaid snares or clipped wings. Though he clearly didn’t relish the thought, one could not remain in his line of work and be particularly squeamish. He’d been prepared to hurt someone in the park the night before. On her behalf. No; on behalf of his prize ticket. What would he do to the one who stole his prize? To her?

Will I have to hurt you, too?

The clang of leaking raindrops into the pot had slowed to a drip. With the rain past, she wanted to be ready to set out at dawn’s break. Leaving Sylas upstairs, she took her quiver and a lantern and journeyed to the cellar to gather a sack of her and Johanna’s standard trail food, hard but delicately sweet biscuits made of walnut flour.

And Mira’s arrow.

Crouching, she unwrapped it. In the lantern light, the strange markings did the opposite of gleam – they seemed to suck the light inside them. Hurriedly, loathe to touch it, she tucked it in her quiver. If the wizard asked why its fletching looked different than the rest, she would lie and say for luck. But as she watched, the fletching changed to match those of her own arrows.

“Can’t make it fucking easy, can you?” Anya muttered hotly, pulling free her knife and notching a deep X in the butt end.

When she came upstairs, Sylas had spread his bedroll beneath the kitchen window and was already fast asleep. She raised the kerosene lamp to dim it and paused as the light fell over his face. Though his color was improved, he was still pale and wan as a spent cloud. In sleep, his carefully molded mask betrayed him. His face was gentle; almost boyish.

Extinguishing the light, she crawled into her bed, and fell asleep listening to him breathe.

Outside, in the dim light of morning, an east wind blew.

The air was still a bit chilly and smelled of damp earth, which always made her feel colder than she really was.

She pulled Johanna’s wide-brimmed hat over her head. For luck, she thought, sparing a glance for the rowan trees at the gate.

But something nagged her. She wasn’t imagining it, now; the brim clung to her fingers. So did the leather chin cord.

It was then she noticed, on the back of her hand, an oily sheen. The front of her hand, too. She pushed up her sleeve. A dewiness, all over her skin. Not rain and not quite sweat. Almost like…slime. It wouldn’t wipe away, no matter how she rubbed. Like it was part of her.

While Sylas was busy adjusting his rucksack, she bent and snatched a dead leaf from the ground. She tried to drop it, but it stuck. She turned her palm to the ground, and shook it, hard enough to rattle her bones.

It clung to the palm of her hand, like a spider to the glass of a window. Like a moth to the bark of a tree.
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CHAPTER EIGHT


After yesterday’s rainstorm, the air smelled fresh and mossy green. Nothing like the city after a rain, a more beige sort of smell. The air was chilly, like early spring, but the activity kept Sy’s body pleasantly warm, and the chorus of birdsong warmed his spirit. It wasn’t a dreadful introduction to the fearsome forest.

But it quickly became one. They followed a game trail, much smoother than the open forest floor, but better suited for hooves than stiff leather. Though he had purchased, with Anya’s reluctant guidance, the best boots he could afford, his heels were better accustomed to paved stone walkways and smooth wooden floors and soon rubbed raw. It did not help that he continuously stumbled over the endless twigs and vines, tripped while dodging beetles and loose pebbles. He felt as graceless as a gosling.

“Step where I step,” Anya advised him the third time he nearly fell, as if she didn’t have to keep doubling back to wait for him, even with all her attention turned on every blade of grass, every fallen log, every upturned stone.

It was the last she spoke for hours, intent on guiding them steadily forward.

When he wasn’t carefully avoiding sharp rocks and fallen branches, rather than contemplate the chilly gloom of the forest and what it might be hiding, Sy studied his silent companion.

He was an artist. With paints and pencils, once; now, with flesh and blood, and the finest in the city at that. But even he must submit to one rival’s superior talent. The beauty of the wildflower speckled countryside, of the regal mountains in the far distance, of the vast forest he now stumbled through, had outdone his wildest imaginings, was far outside his scope. And chief among nature’s finest works, remarkable in its accomplishment, was his traveling companion’s face.

There was a random but sublimely coherent beauty to her, one only nature could have made: the asymmetric lay of her eyebrows, one arched higher than the other; the bluntness of her jaw and chin against her long, narrow face; the slim upturn of her nose. Accidents that alone would be unassuming, or even unbecoming, but combined into a picture of serene, rugged elegance. He could memorize it, behold it for hours every day, and never capture the likeness if he tried.

And those eyes. In the clouded light filtering through the branches, they gleamed green like peridot, like a landscape painter’s rendition of the sea, like nothing he had quite seen before. Whenever they paused for Anya to study a fork in the trail or listen to something he couldn’t hear, he memorized the color. He could replicate that hue in any face, but it would suit none the way it suited her, and no other color would suit her better – though if she asked, he’d suggest a warmer undertone to her cool ash-brown hair, something brash to bring out her eyes even more.

He wasn’t sure what to make of her. Gruff, but eloquent. Steely, yet easily bruised. He could never tell if she would respond to him with a biting remark or a thoughtful, intense gaze. She was determined to think of him as a dandy, a fool. A man of means, careless with his money, toying with elements he didn’t understand.

More than once, he had felt an irrepressible (and supremely irritating) need to explain himself to her, but he wouldn’t disabuse her of that particular notion. In fact, he was grateful for it – it kept a careful wedge between them, and this arrangement would work much better with it there. It would be much harder to betray a friend than a stranger, and betray her he must. The question was, how?

Perhaps he could persuade her to accept the victory itself as payment. Hunters liked to boast, didn’t they? Surely the boast of capturing a magical bird, one so rare most believed it didn’t even exist, was worth something as currency. Should he succeed in creating the spell, he was sure to become a legend himself – he could promise her a role in the story.

Perhaps there was a way to use the phoenix for his own purposes and let her keep it after he was done. He’d run over several possibilities now, all of which left plenty of bird remaining – a spell penned with a mixture of his and the phoenix’s blood, with one of its feathers, with its claws, with all three. He could write the spell, earn his coin and his freedom, and leave her with what remained of the bird to use as she pleased. No doubt another buyer would be forthcoming. Perhaps she could stuff it, a trophy, something else beautiful for her bare walls.

Easier to betray, but much harder traveling with a stranger. Relying on one for his life. One with a hatchet on one side of her belt, a knife on the other. A shotgun slung with a strap over her right shoulder. A bow and full quiver strapped to her back.

What was to stop her from betraying him and claiming the prize for herself, taking it to another spellscribe, one who could pay her far more than what he had promised? And then she’d had that strange attack of pain. An illness, he presumed – one she said he couldn’t cure. Desperation would turn the noblest soul into a scrabbling creature; he was proving it himself, and his soul had never been close to the noblest.

Rich as it was from him, he relied on her honor. But as the hours passed in silence, it gradually occurred to him: in his hurry to find a way to escape his indenture, he had not fully considered all the risks of working with the huntress Anya Degen.

Like, for example, how he seemed to lose all sense of time and place in her presence.

Only a consequence of being in the wood, he reassured himself. When they stopped to eat around midday, she had broken her focused, taciturn silence to explain to him that being under the trees could disorient even the most experienced hunter. One had to be constantly vigilant. It was nothing like navigating a city, unless the city had streets and buildings that changed shape with every storm – or were rearranged by spirits.

“The way you speak, it’s a wonder any live near the Lichtenwald at all,” he said, watching her sharpen her knife on a strap of leather.

Pausing, she raised a mordant eyebrow. “And live where else?”

“One would think one could find a place,” he replied, brushing away a millipede climbing up his leg, wondering if it hid fangs beneath its shining carapace.

“Some think the forest’s evil,” she said. “It’s not. There’s things that help, and things that hurt. The trick is in knowing the difference.”

“Quite the trick,” he said offhandedly, keeping his pulse steady as he watched the rhythmic, forceful swipes of her knife.

She cast him a sidelong glance, then examined the blade’s gleaming edge. “You get the eye for it, with time.”

More time than they would have together, he hoped.

With a grunt, she sheathed her knife. “You’ll feel strange. You might…hear things. Stick close to me and you won’t get lost.”

Hours later, the golden sun sinking low behind the trees, they hadn’t.

And yet, in her wake, he felt more lost than ever.

Suddenly, she stopped – not like she had been, careful and considerate, but abrupt and almost alarmed. She bent to one knee. The golden light shone through the trees, highlighting her profile in stark, glowing beams.

He peered over her shoulder, trying to see what she saw. There was a soft indentation in the ground, but it looked like it could have been left by a rock or a piece of bark. She would not have stopped for that. “An animal?”

“Bear. Less than a few hours, maybe less than two,” she said grimly. As he looked, her words revealed pieces: a nail, dug into the soft earth. The pad of a toe the size of his thumb. Only a toe.

He stared at her. “You can tell all that?”

“It gets worse,” she added, scanning ahead, then behind them. “People have been this way. Horses. Carriages.”

That, he identified easily: a wheel-made rut in the drying mud.

Word had, indeed, gotten out.

“You were right,” he said, silently cursing. “We should have left right away.”

With a shake of her head, she dismissed him. “This was bound to happen. A suitable prize motivates even the dullest mind.” Her brow wrinkled drolly. “People aren’t so different from pheasants, that way.”

A startled laugh escaped him, and a small smile graced her lips before she looked ahead. She tapped a finger against the hatchet on her waist. “I’m still confident I can best them, whoever they are. But this…complicates things.”

“What should we do?”

“We should make haste. But…I would like to know what I’m up against.”

“Reconnaissance,” he supplied.

“…Reconnaissance,” she agreed.

“Their carriages will not go far,” he realized, remembering the map she had shown him, now tucked inside her messenger bag. His own bag, a brand new rucksack stuffed with food and spare clothes, weighed heavy on his back. He supposed absconding with a carriage would do them little good.

“No. But look how much ground they’ve gained on us already.”

They followed the wheel ruts and flattened grass. Soon, the sound of laughter echoed around them.

“A camp,” Anya surmised. Then added, grimly, “Bad idea.”

As they approached, the trees parted to reveal a small clearing encircled by willows and beeches, empty coaches, and horses tied to the trees. Anya eyed the beasts and Sy wondered if they shared the same thought. A carriage could not traverse the wood, but a horse?

The forest has made a brigand of me already. Despite David’s warnings, despite Anya’s convincing exhortations, he had seen nothing strange in the day they’d spent trekking through the trees. No brigands, no bears, no baleful spirits. But when he looked ahead into the clearing, what he saw stopped him short.

David saw him at the same time, he knew, because the cup he raised to his lips stopped in midair. Terrence sat beside him.

And so did Sabina, Claude, Count Aquila, Bertrand. A handful of others – he recognized one of Sabina’s society friends and a pair of gentlemen hunters, their rifles along their backs. A long table had been arranged in the clearing and they all sat around it, spread with tea and food and colored glass lanterns, a veritable garden party, complete with fully liveried servants.

“Your friends,” said Anya tightly.

“So it would seem.”

“We need to go, now,” she started, but the table went quiet as the rest of the party noticed the intruders.

“Sylas, you sly dog,” called Claude, obviously delighted. Anya sighed and cursed under her breath. “I knew you were hiding something.”

“As were you,” Sy shouted back, forcing a smile. “All of you.”

Caught, he had no choice but to approach the table. After a moment’s hesitation, Anya removed her hat and followed.

“David suspected you were onto something. I may have weaseled it out of him,” Sabina admitted. Sy shot David a glance, which he returned with icy coolness. “Why didn’t you tell us? You’re going to try to catch the glorious phoenix and claim the king’s prize! But we’ve been over it and over it, and none of us can guess how to manage the spell. What will you do with the poor creature? Write all your spells with its beak? Tickle it until it grants your wishes?”

“Something mysterious, of course,” he bluffed lamely, recalling their conversation by the colonnade. Behind him, Anya snorted. Sabina had made each suggestion in a mirthful, almost mocking tone, and the others appeared either equally diverted, or bored. It may be that for them, this was just a passing amusement. It was a relief to know none of them had a better idea than he did. Yet.

Unless Sabina was bluffing, too.

“And is this your country cousin?” David asked, making it clear he knew she was nothing of the sort.

Sy performed the tedious task of introducing everyone he knew, including all of their titles, to Anya. Sabina called for her servants to bring two more chairs out and sat Anya across from her, with Sy to Anya’s right. He could sense her discomfort, which he took for nerves as much as a desire to be back on the hunt. Though she’d been effusive, if prickly, with him from the start, she’d become standoffish any time they were around other people in the city. But the city had snared him, even here, and her with him.

He let her sit first. She took her seat, pulling her ash-brown braid around her shoulder and rubbing the end between her forefinger and thumb, her eyes trained on the table.

“Reconnaissance,” he murmured in her ear as he took his seat beside her.

She looked up at him, eyes wide in surprise, but not displeasure, at the familiarity. From this close, he noticed her eyelashes were exceptionally long. Had they always been?

Sabina loudly cleared her throat. “Did you hear me, Sy? I said, Count Aquila was just regaling us with his great exploits. We’re positively fighting over him, but Claude’s already claimed the honor. The count thinks he can find the phoenix quite easily. We’re all still tripping over the spell, though.”

Abruptly, they both turned their attention back to the table. David was pointedly ignoring him, but interestingly, he was also ignoring Terrence, favoring Bertrand, who sat to his other side sipping tea. Count Aquila ate a large slice of ham, nodding vaguely and disinterestedly at the conversation of the woman seated beside him. Claude’s hair had changed colors, from its usual muted white to a bright orange.

Sabina wore a sleeveless dress, gray like the steel of her smile, a light, violet jacket draped over the back of her chair. Her pen was on the table. They’d been doing party tricks. Sy put his own pen kit over the back of his chair and tightened his new gloves.

“Anya Degen.” Sabina rolled the name over her tongue. Her violet eyes fixed on Anya, who had turned her hawk’s gaze on Aquila. “The name does have a ring.”

“Isn’t it customary to offer food and drink to your guests?” Anya said, pulling her eyes away from Aquila. She looked around the table, then the trees. “Though I’m sure this is nothing to your usual sitting room.”

Sabina blinked. She was unused to being spoken to so directly, let alone from someone outside her own set. “Of course,” she said graciously, then signaled for her servants, whom Sy recognized as working for Sabina’s brother. He wondered that her brother and his wife had let her take them. Perhaps they hadn’t.

As the servants laid plates and silverware before him and Anya, Sy studied his companion for further signs of nerves, but found none. When a bowl was set before him, he noticed Sabina had put her pen away. For some reason, this bothered him, like an itch he couldn’t scratch.

A servant presented a silver tureen filled with a cold melon soup, and he turned his attention back to Anya, ready to direct her to the proper silverware, should she ask. The cold soup spoon and the hot soup spoon had given him a good deal of trouble when he’d been forced to learn proper table etiquette.

Sabina and Claude eyed her eagerly, no doubt hoping she would embarrass herself, hoping to tease her as they had once teased Sy relentlessly until David’s private lessons. But she chose the proper spoon with no trouble, and stirred and sipped with a straight back and all the grace of a princess.

Knowing she’d spent most of her life alone in the woods with an old hunter and barely a spoon between them, it baffled him that she knew hers so well.

Her parents were killed on the road. And she knew the city streets well, even Upper Bunting. Her Upper Bunting accent was less precise than the others’, but at least as good as his, polished over his years as a waiter and perfected at Sangfeder. Had her parents been in service? Had she been in training for it herself?

Sabina looked as if she wondered along the same lines, but, under the influence of the mossy air, and perhaps a glass or two of armagnac, was apparently unconcerned with tact.

“Isn’t cook’s soup delicious? Such delicate fare must be a delight compared to your usual table. Your palette must be simply dancing.”

If Anya sensed Sabina’s ire, she didn’t show it to the table; but by the subtle straightening of her already stick-straight shoulders, Sy knew she did.

“True enough,” she said, after yet another delicate spoonful. “I’m used to game, mostly. Whatever I can catch.”

Sabina clucked. “How quaint.”

“Compared to some things I’ve eaten, certainly. For example, a mountain goat’s heart, ripped straight from its ribs, completely raw.”

David sputtered on his tea, and Claude, who had been smiling condescendingly, paled.

“Barbaric,” Sabina muttered.

“Beastly, rather,” Anya corrected, dipping her spoon in the bowl with nary a clink. “Even barbarians cook their food. Ate it in the winter, on the slopes. Had no water. The blood is quite reviving. Warming, too.”

Sabina laughed uncomfortably. The game was not going the way she had planned. “Where did you dig her up, Sylas?”

He didn’t answer, too fascinated with Anya’s tactics. Yesterday, she’d accused him of thinking her an idiot, a simple country rustic. Though her demeanor was a bit rough, he knew well enough the location of one’s birth did little to determine their capability or their intellect; and one look at her sharp gaze showed she was too clever by far. He hadn’t entertained the thought for a moment, and had been insulted at the presumption.

Now, he watched her dip in and out of the role, playing it to her advantage, never letting their perception of her settle, leaving her the upper hand. When she’d first turned her intense gaze upon him, he’d been reminded of a bird of prey. Really, she was a fish, glittering and slippery, cunning as she was capricious.

“I only answered his ad,” she replied, and Sy remembered he had been asked a question.

“And did our Sylas tell you why he’s desperate for the prize?” said Sabina. He thought he detected a particular emphasis on the word our.

“It didn’t come up,” Anya said primly, taking another delicate sip of her soup.

“So you don’t know,” prodded Claude. “About his… predicament.”

Sy set down his own spoon. “Predicament,” he repeated, laughing without mirth. He saw the game, now. They wanted to toy with Anya, but more than that, they wanted to punish him for not letting them in on his scheme. To, if they could, scare away his one advantage – or lure her in another, more lucrative, direction.

“What predicament?” Anya said, turning to him, her forehead wrinkled.

“How rude of me,” Sabina interrupted. “I haven’t offered you any tea. Do you take sugar?”

“What – yes,” she said distractedly, her attention still on Sy. “What predicament?”

He faltered. “It’s unimport–”

“His indenture. Didn’t he tell you?” Sabina stirred the tea daintily. “The king paid for his education – humble beginnings, you know. And so he must work at the king’s behest until he pays it off. At his majesty’s beck and call. It will take him ages, of course. Especially with the interest compounding every year. Luckily, he has such generous friends.”

“Sabina,” David said, voice low, but it was far too late.

She nodded at Sy’s hands, and though they were gloved, he fought the urge to push them under the table. “See for yourself – he bears the king’s mark on his palm. The king can summon him whenever he wants, from…from how far, Sylas?”

“Sabina,” David said again, but Sy met her stare.

“Far enough,” he said, a warning in his voice. He tolerated her games, even the ones with bite, but she was dangerously close to drawing blood.

“If not for the reprieve for this contest, the king could call him right now,” Sabina continued, clinking her spoon, “and he’d have no choice but to leave behind everything and everyone until the king is satisfied.” She passed Anya the cup. “It is such a shame.”

“It isn’t,” Anya said, taking the cup. The rest of the table, barely interested in Sabina’s toying, now went quiet.

“Beg pardon?” Sabina said sweetly.

“There is no shame in wanting more from life,” said Anya. “The shame is in denying the means. Hoarding away knowledge.” Her eyes, strikingly earnest, found Sy’s. She looked at him as if she were seeing him clearly for the first time. “Like a dragon.”

The silence was now palpable. Uncouth didn’t cover it. The others did not know what to make of this strange creature who dressed like a hermit, spoke like a farmer, and took her tea like a lady.

Truthfully, Sy did not either. Just when he thought he did, she surprised him all over again.

Terrence’s trumpet of a voice jerked his attention away. “What are you suggesting? Would you have just anyone running loose with our power?” He put his elbows on the table along with his invaluable input and laughed incredulously. “Why, it would be complete anarchy.”

Anya shrugged. “You have the means, but you don’t all run about murdering each other, do you? Is it only fear of punishment that keeps you from becoming a rampaging killer?”

“Of course not,” smirked Terrence. At the ensuing silence, he looked around the table. “I don’t need to say it, do I?”

“Yes,” said Sy suddenly, clutching his spoon, “I think you do.”

“It’s our superior breeding, of course. The lower orders are more prone to violence and criminality. It’s all in the genes.” He lifted his cup. “Even a cut-rate education would teach you that.”

“Terrence,” David chided, tossing an embarrassed glimpse at Anya. “Please.”

Anya nodded. “No, he’s right – inherited wealth bestows many fine qualities.” She listed them on her fingers. “Apathy. Arrogance. Avarice. Articulation – no, that wasn’t it. Ah, authoritarianism.”

David sighed, while Claude sputtered. Bertrand attempted to cover his laugh by scraping his fork against his plate.

“Anyway, even if I had the money, I wouldn’t go to the trouble of learning. Most wouldn’t. You’d still be quite special.” She paused and turned her head in mock sincerity. “Though, more would who couldn’t before, and perhaps they’d be better than even you.”

Bertrand didn’t bother suppressing this laugh, drawing a menacing frown from Terrence.

“Degen,” Sabina said suddenly into the rim of her teacup. “I remember now. Not of those Degens.”

“What Degens?” Claude prodded. Anya’s fingers curled tightly around her cup.

“We should really be discussing the hunt, shouldn’t we?” Sy put in, picking up his own cup. Sabina had not sweetened his tea for him, though she knew he took it; he added a lump of sugar himself.

But it was Count Aquila who answered. “The Degens. Held a barony. Old money, the last of their line. Society darlings, until they mysteriously vanished one summer. They and their young daughter were presumed dead.”

Sy swallowed his tea and turned his gaze back upon Anya. On her hands, now in her lap, curling to fists.

Sabina supplied the denouement. “Their estate had no one to claim it, so King Edgard allocated it to his favorite cousin. Duchess Abigail Skeylor. Sylas’s favorite client.” He smiled tightly at the jab. “No one ever knew what happened to them. It’s been twenty years.”

“Then allow me to finish the story: they were killed.” No longer a fish; an eagle, poised to strike. Her voice was clear and sharp, like it had been when she’d tried persuading Sy away from the hunt. “We were crossing the Wryneck at Fledgling Tor to spend the summer in our house in the country. Robbers attacked our carriage. They killed the driver and my father. My mother and I were chased into the Lichtenwald. The Lichtenwald finished her off.”

Claude broke the heavy silence. “By…magic?”

“Starvation.” Her hawkish gaze turned on Claude, sending his own, abashed, to his plate. “Perhaps grief. What little food we found, she gave to me. You are right to fear the magic. There are spirits here, forces beyond your comprehension. But they aren’t the only thing that will kill you. Cold, hunger. Thirst.”

She raised her own cup to her lips, and by the look Sabina and Claude exchanged, the itch Sy had been ignoring flared red as a flame.

“Don’t drink that,” he said, but it was too late.

Anya gasped, dropping her cup, staining the tablecloth. Sy knew the spell; a favorite of Sabina’s, a stupid prank meant to turn her tongue black as ink. But something had gone wrong, horribly wrong. With a small whimper, Anya clamped a hand over her mouth. Sy put a hand on her arm, then grabbed her by the chin, reaching for his bag as he examined her, praying her tongue was not rotting and ready to fall out. But she would not open her mouth and flinched from his touch.

Sy turned on Sabina, ready to spit. “What did you do?”

Sabina’s eyes were wide in alarm. “No, I didn’t – I penned it perfectly–”

Anya jerked away from Sy, and from the table.

“You wrote it under the table, didn’t you?” David accused, on his feet at Anya’s distress. “You misspelled it, Sabina. That was incredibly stupid.”

Sabina started to protest but, chastened by David’s scowl, put her hands in her lap. She turned, penitent, to Anya. “It’s only a small spell, duck. A joke. I can undo it quick enough.”

Anya examined all of them, her eyes wide in disbelief and fear – an unutterable fear. He recalled her tales of strange magic, the attack of pain she’d had in his apartment.

The way, when she thought he wasn’t looking, she tested to see if leaves would stick to her hand. The way they did.

She was haunted by far more than Sabina’s failed spell.

“You, all of you.” Her voice was muffled by her hand, her words slurred by whatever was happening to her mouth. “You think to play, but you have no idea what you’re playing with.” Anya stormed from the gathering, her braid swinging behind her as she vanished into the trees.

Throwing his napkin on the table and grabbing his kit, Sy hurried after her. Sabina called his name. Impatiently, he faced her.

“I honestly thought–” She broke off, hoping for him to save her. He didn’t. “Look at her. No one who looks and acts like that could possibly – it’s such an outlandish story. I thought she was deceiving you, Sylas, for the prize money.”

“We all thought she was,” said Terrence.

“We played pranks like that constantly at Sangfeder,” Claude put in. “She’ll be alright.”

Sy laughed in disbelief. “I’m not sure an apprentice’s pranks are the defense you think they are.”

“And it was cruel and stupid then, too,” added David. “When we were granted our licenses, we all swore oaths not to use our magic that way. If we were in the city, you could have your hand crushed, Sabina.”

Sabina raised her hands helplessly. “It’s only our way of saying hello. Welcoming her to the fold, right?” she asked the table, and most of them nodded. Not David. Bertrand, too, kept his head still, his gaze pivoted to where Anya had disappeared.

Sabina clasped her hands, penitent. “Only bring her back, Sylas, and I’ll grovel at her feet.”

Snickers; Claude hid his behind a hand.

As disgusted with himself for letting it happen as he was with them for doing it, Sy left to find Anya.
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CHAPTER NINE


He had a notion she would be halfway back to her cottage by now, abandoning the entire quest. Instead, he found her stalking back and forth among the trees like a wounded beast, trying to calm herself. Without a word, he rolled up his sleeve and pulled out his pen. She wouldn’t accept his help in his apartment; said he couldn’t help her. Perhaps he couldn’t. What plagued her may be mental, beyond his magic’s reach. Or, a strange illness he knew nothing about.

Or a strange, incomprehensible magic.

But a botched spell, he could fix.

When she saw him, she turned abruptly away. “I brought you along to keep me safe from the likes of them,” she growled. “Not throw me into their open jaws.”

“Let me help you,” he said.

She stopped stalking, her shoulders raised to her ears. Her voice was uncharacteristically timid. “I don’t think you can.”

“I can,” he said, piercing the skin of his arm, knowing if his blood was already drawn, she wouldn’t refuse it. “And if I can’t, I can try.”

He was right. After a moment, she turned to face him.

“My teeth are coming loose.” She no longer growled. Her speech was still oddly slurred, and her voice wavered pitifully. “And my tongue–” She winced.

“I’ll have to see,” he said gently, clicking the nib into place. “So I know how to fix it.”

Closing her eyes, she lowered her hand bravely. “Don’t tell me,” she said, her eyes screwed shut. “I don’t want to know.”

He successfully hid his startled gasp by clearing his throat. He hoped.

“It isn’t so bad,” he lied, shivering as the tongue curled back into her mouth. “Won’t be a moment.”

The spell had turned her tongue black indeed, and unnaturally long, like a bat’s or a bird’s. Stretched out as it was, he imagined it hurt.

She kept her eyes closed and grimaced. “The spell. Will I have to drink it?”

“There are other ways,” he assured her.

He withdrew a slip of paper and his drawing board. Balancing it on his knee, he began penning a paraglyph to restore her mouth to its usual shape. He pictured it clearly before he began; the curve of her russet lips, the subtle jut of her chin. He remembered the diagrams of the human mouth he studied at Sangfeder, a diagram he had call to return to frequently – straightened and whitened teeth were a favorite, and lucrative, commission.

Then he scrawled. Carefully, so as not to do worse damage than Sabina already had. Quickly, because he still was not certain her tongue would not rot and fall out of her mouth, like her teeth were threatening to, and because his blood would clot in the heat if he didn’t.

He had seen many botched spells in training. Whatever Sabina had done to the spell she cast on Anya, he had never seen the like. Something bothered him about it, another itch he couldn’t scratch.

Anya had opened her eyes and watched his drawing with fascination. Though he’d done this countless times, under the audience of countless eyes, Anya’s attention left him oddly self-conscious. Especially as he removed his gloves, revealing the king’s mark on his palm, to cup the completed spell, so as not to dirty a petri dish.

Her attention fixed on his lips as he blew onto it, then on the spell as his breath transformed it into sparkling ruby grains.

“A bit of water,” he explained as he pulled out a vial. With his thumb, he uncorked it, then moistened the glittering dust in his palm, forming a thick paste, mixing it with his forefinger. He dipped his first two fingers into it and scooped up some of the spell, then held them aloft, waiting for her nod of assent. When she did – with only a slight hesitation, closing her eyes – he stroked his magic-covered fingers along her jaw.

As his fingers met her skin, she inhaled sharply – from the cold water, he assumed. Then, as he streaked the other side of her face, she sighed softly with relief. The dark red magic seeped into her skin, disappearing as it did its work. He let his fingers linger on her jaw, tracing her upper gum softly with his thumb, feeling for the spell’s success.

Her eyes shot open. He tensed, afraid he had hurt her.

But it was not pain he saw in her eyes, or cold. It almost seemed – no, that was absurd. Surprise. Merely surprise.

Quickly, he pulled his fingers away. There was still another spell to pen.

He scooped the remainder of the spell from his hand with a leaf, then cleaned his palm with grain alcohol. The last of the spell seeped into the earth, disappearing as it had on Anya’s cheek.

“I’m sorry about them,” he said, busying himself with a paraglyph to fix her tongue before the blood in the pen’s chamber congealed. This one was far less complicated, and he knew it by heart – Sabina had played this prank before. But strange as the affliction was, he worried whether his spell would have any effect at all. He may have to repeat it several times and must be sparing with his blood.

“It was meant to punish me more than you,” he continued. “They’ve run dry of tricks to toy with me, and you were the shiniest new object. They don’t mean to be cruel. They just… can’t help it. Tongue, please.”

She opened her mouth wide, and he did his best not to flinch at her bizarre appendage.

Anya did flinch as he sprinkled a bit of the powder onto her waiting tongue. Almost instantly, it shrank back to its usual shape and color, a lovely cherry red.

“Foul,” she said, spitting onto the ground. Then added, bashfully, if that were possible, “Thank you.”

Rather than answer, he nodded, pulling out a glass bottle of water he kept to clean out his pen. After this, he would need to refill it, and soon. Keeping a clean pen was essential. He’d seen no streams nearby, but he was sure the others had brought barrels of distilled water along with them; he’d have to use theirs.

For a long while, Anya watched him work in silence, drawing the water into the pen as he did his blood, then ejecting it into the dirt, over and over until the water coming out of the pen ran crystal clear.

Anya broke the silence. “I meant what I said back there. All they do is play. In the city, everything’s a game. Playing for your seat at the head of the table, or any seat at all.”

Sy said nothing, pulling a soft cloth from his kit to clean and dry the gold nib. His wrist ached; a sure sign he had been pressing too hard. He would need to check the nib for splaying.

“People like them think no one else exists. We’re all just shadows in the glow of their light. We don’t exist until they need us. We serve our purpose, their purpose. Then we disappear completely until their need shines a light upon us once more.”

A shadow to others’ light. A duller color, a complement. Life itself a game, a never-ending, brutal game, where loss meant empty suffering, and the prize was the penalty of playing.

That was how Anya saw her life, saw herself. Saw him. She a shadow, and he a cruel, indifferent light. No – she’d said we. She was trying to tell him something, to let him into a place he didn’t want to be. A dark place, where shadows lived. A place he’d escaped. Was escaping.

He was not a shadow. He would not be a shadow.

“I don’t believe we have as much in common as you suppose.” He capped his pen.

A sharp, bitter laugh escaped her. “No. No, perhaps not.”

Her laughter irritated him. “For example, only one of us is a missing heiress.”

“No.” The scornful arrogance had evaporated. “Not anymore.”

Something in her certainty unnerved him. “You could surely have reclaimed your lands once you came of age. Now.”

“If I tried, the king would have me arrested on the spot for twenty years of poaching,” she said. At his surprised expression, she laughed again. “What, you think the benevolent ruler grants us the use of his forest freely? No, the city’s gentleman hunters may hunt on their estates, or pay the crown handsomely to come to the country with their hounds and their horses, but most who live here could never hope to afford the tax. Feeding ourselves, clothing ourselves, taking barely a drop of all this,” she said, throwing an arm toward the endless sea of trees, “is stealing from the crown. Fuck, so is housing ourselves. Johanna’s home – my home – is built on the king’s land without a permit. I believe I would even need a permit for my fucking chickens.”

“I…was unaware,” he admitted. Neither was he aware of the tax, nor of the king’s reach, that grasping paw extending far beyond his palace, extracting all it could, showering the streets – the streets visible from the palace windows, at least – with gold.

“No one who lives out here cares a lick about poaching, because for us, it isn’t. She never said, but I think it’s why Johanna settled here in the first place. Whether they believe the tales or not, more than a few foresters have gone missing, and it’s big and dark and not worth the risk, so they hardly ever set foot this way.” She lifted a dismissive shoulder, then folded her arms over her chest. “You asked before why anyone would live here. Well, there you have it.”

“The last place for a hunter to make a living without being forced to give it all away,” he concluded. And the living she made wasn’t much of one. But it was hers.

Green eyes unreadable, she glanced at him, then back at the trees. “Rest assured, if I crawled up to his majesty’s throne begging for a title someone else claimed long ago, someone with prison keys would take exception to my living arrangements. But don’t worry.” Despite her words, her voice carried no note of reassurance. “Since this is the king’s special request, I’m sure all we do on his behalf will be forgiven.”

Yes, he was counting on that.

“You were a child when you lost your lands. You had little choice. You might be forgiven, too.” He didn’t believe his own words, but it felt necessary to say them.

“No one would believe me. Everywhere I turn, I would be met with the same snide derision as your friends.” Her tone did not change, but something in the way she said the word friends made him flinch, the way it had in her cottage. “And it isn’t as if whoever owns it now would freely part with it. The king’s favorite cousin?” She made a derisive noise. “I don’t have the coin for an advocate. If I wasn’t arrested, if someone took me on as a charity case, I would spend the rest of my life tied up in legal strife, unable even to enjoy my so-called legacy until I was an old woman.”

“Enough,” he said, surprising himself with a conciliatory laugh. “Clearly you’ve thought about this a great deal; I didn’t mean to imply you hadn’t.” No, like a beast, he’d meant to imply she was no different than the people she mocked. Than him.

But she was. She was quite different than anyone he’d met.

“And, anyway,” she went on haltingly, tucking a stray hair behind her ear and turning her face to the trees, “I don’t want it. This is my home, now.”

“The home you made with Johanna,” he supplied, putting his pen away. She didn’t answer, but when he looked up, a stroke of happiness had swept over her face, butter yellow. “You must tell me more about her, some day.”

At that, she turned to look at him. Studied him again, like she had when they met.

No; not quite like that.

She graced him with a slight nod. “I may.” She peered at his hands. Rather than hide his palm, he showed it to her. “Why didn’t you tell me about your indenture?”

“It wasn’t important,” he settled on.

“It’s the reason you’re after the bird. Because the king himself owns you. I’d say that’s important.”

“Not me,” he deflected. “My debt.”

“Is there a difference?”

His pulse quickened as he hoped he wouldn’t be forced to lie to her; quicker as he wondered why he cared. He nodded his chin at her. “You haven’t told me your reason.”

“Money,” she said tersely. “You’ve seen the state my house is in. I want a proper roof. To mend my fence to keep out dogs.”

“A painting or two?” Inwardly, he grimaced. He didn’t know why he said it. He hadn’t meant to offend her when he’d brought it up, with all he’d said, in her cottage. Even then, it seemed unwise to risk offending a heavily armed woman with an unpredictable temper; but something had compelled him to speak freely, in a way he never had.

And here he was, risking it again. He couldn’t seem to help it.

“Money,” she said again, flatly. “Same as you.”

But, like him, he knew money wasn’t her only reason. She’d come to him determined to put him off altogether. So she could ply him for information and take her services to a higher bidder, he’d assumed. At first. Then he’d seen the effects of her mysterious illness, the one she said he couldn’t cure.

And then, when she’d swallowed Sabina’s spell, she’d looked so afraid.

That fear fresh in his mind, he decided he would risk this, as well. “Since we’re sharing all our secrets,” he broached, “will you tell me why you’ve had leaves sticking to your hands?”

“Tree sap.” Her tone brooked no contradiction. He didn’t believe her. “I rode into the city on a lumber cart. I’ve had nothing to wash it away with. Oil works best.”

He had plenty of oil among his provisions and she knew it. She thought he wouldn’t share. Or she wouldn’t accept help.

Or she was hiding something, something else. Something strange.

He cut through the dance. “Does it trouble you?”

At his uncharacteristic bluntness, her forehead wrinkled. “I– yes. A bit.”

“Here,” he said, handing her his gloves.

She took them, pressing her lips together. “Thank you.” She pulled them on, flexing her fingers, testing her grip on the handle of her knife. They fit her perfectly. She saw him watching her, and her lips turned up in what might have almost been a smile.

Now, to ruin whatever tenuous truce they’d attained. “I think we should return to the camp.”

“No.” He remained unmoved. “No. We need to go, Sylas.”

“I can’t just leave. It’s a game, yes?” She sighed at her own words turned against her. “You were a child when you last played it, but you know it. And when this is all done, you will return to your house in the wood, with a new roof and a fence, and I will return to them.”

This may or may not be true, depending on how the hunt went, now that they were all here. Now that they were all competition. But he did not want to sever that tie unless he must.

And of course, Anya would not have the coin for a new roof and fence. Not from him. And how to sever that tie? The thought settled in his stomach like a stone.

Anya remained unconvinced. She folded her arms over her chest. “Why?”

“Because it is my home,” he said.

She nodded, chewing on her bottom lip. “Then you won’t approve if I perform some light sabotage?”

That startled a laugh from him, which she returned. “I’m quite sure I’ll be looking the other way.”

“One night,” she relented. “Only because the sun’s already setting. A crowd that size is a death trap.”

“What about safety in numbers?”

“Think of it like a herd. One alone is more vulnerable, but harder to find. A predator is more likely to attack where they know there’s a sure meal. There’s safety in numbers, but the more of us packed together, the more risk of drawing attention we don’t want. And I don’t want to be the one whose gnarled bones get picked clean by snails.”

“I am, as ever, in awe of your powers of description.”

She raised her eyebrows expectantly.

“One night,” he agreed.

When they returned to the camp, the sun had set behind the clouds, casting the clearing in a dim gray. The party had split up, drifting between campfires, carriages stuffed with more supplies than they could ever need and large, luxurious tents. The servants were clearing the abandoned table. Anya and Sy grabbed their belongings from their chairs and Anya made for the tree line, preferring to keep her distance.

Sabina stopped them on the way, now wearing her jacket. “Miss Degen, I must beg your forgiveness,” she said, and for all her faults, she did sound sincere. “It was childish, and reckless. I swear I penned it perfectly, but I must have made a mistake. I meant no harm.”

Anya regarded her, her green eyes flat as glass. “Make sure you burn or bury the remains of your feast,” she said, tossing a disparaging glance around the table, laden with unfinished food. “You’ll bring bears, or worse, on all our heads.” With that, she left, and Sy started to follow, but he hesitated. He needed to refill the water in his kit.

“I’ll catch up to you,” he said, and she gave him a long look before nodding and going on her own.

Keeping an eye on which way Anya went, he approached the nearest wagon and went through several barrels of wine before he found one full of water – what he hoped was distilled. When he finished, he drank long and deep straight from the spigot. The spell he’d penned for Anya had barely affected him enough to be notable, but he was still not completely recovered from the previous week.

As he wiped his mouth dry and adjusted his satchel, he noticed Anya had waited for him in the line of the trees. He also noticed that David was nearby, seated on a stone around a campfire with Bertrand and Claude.

Bertrand noticed him first and cleared his throat. “Hello, Sylas.”

“Hello, Bertrand.”

At his voice, David looked up, and Sy gestured under a nearby willow. After a moment’s hesitation, David rose and followed him.

“You told them I was looking for the phoenix.” Sabina had intimated as much, but Sy didn’t want to believe it. David said nothing, confirming its truth. His chest tightened. “David. You know what this prize would mean to me.”

“And what about what it would mean to me? Did you know my father’s factory is on the verge of collapse?”

Despite himself, Sy softened. “Is he ill again?”

“Better to ask when he isn’t,” David muttered, rubbing a hand over his mouth. Sy knew David’s father had a tendency toward worry, and toward treating his workers with dignity, which had the dueling effects of leading his expenses to far outweigh those of his rivals, and his speed of production to lag behind – which increased the worry. He hadn’t known this lag, or the worry, was catching up.

“He may have to sell it to make up the debt,” David went on. “He’s already spent half my inheritance on it, and the rest is sure to follow. And then there will be nothing to pay for my sister’s education. She could end up in the same place you are now. If she’s lucky.”

Sy couldn’t keep himself from wincing. “No, I didn’t know.”

“You didn’t ask.” He took a step closer, imploring. “And you’re splitting the prize with some stranger? What Sabina did was stupid, but her instinct wasn’t wrong. She was trying to protect you, in her way.”

“Marking her territory, you mean.”

“You can’t deny it’s all a bit suspicious. The huntress. She’s… strange.”

Sy glanced behind David, to the opposite side of the glade. His partner had removed her borrowed gloves and was pressing her palms to the bark of a tree.

“We could have done it together, Sy,” said David. “We still can. We don’t have to be at odds.”

But David was the reason they were all here. He had feigned disinterest, but he knew what Sy was planning and had sent the rest of them on the prowl.

Sy wasn’t splitting the prize. Not with Anya, and not with David. “I’m afraid we do.”

David’s face fell. Whatever there had been between them, there was no coming back from this, and they both knew it. “Right. Alright. Best of luck, then.”

Before Sy could reply, David left him under the leaves of the willow.

Feeling emptier than he ever had, Sy caught up with Anya, who took him deeper into the cover of the trees. Close, but not too close. They spread their bedrolls and lay in the murmur of the camp; then, as the campfires were gradually extinguished, in the silence. The heavy silence. Ready to pounce.

He tossed and turned for hours beside Anya, who remained still as a stone. To distract himself from the quiet, he replayed every last conversation he’d had with David. Which had been the last they’d had as lovers? Which had been the last as friends?

But that was worse than the crouching night. So he turned to something else that had been bothering him, another itch he couldn’t scratch.

Sabina’s spell. Next to him, Sabina was the best scribe he knew. Though she swore she penned it accurately, the magic had misfired. But the spell also did something that shouldn’t have been possible, no matter how badly it was botched.

Beastly, Anya had called herself. He wouldn’t put it past Sabina to attempt a spell to make the hunter’s boast come true – but what spell, botched or no, could possibly turn a human woman’s tongue into a beast’s?

In the quiet, he rolled over to study his sleeping companion, her head nestled in the crook of her arm. What secrets did the forest hold? What secrets did she?

He couldn’t begin to imagine. But he was beginning to suspect they may hold the key to his freedom.

Before he could follow that logic further, the crouching silence pounced. A sharp, violent scream cut through the night, followed by a monstrous, blood-curdling roar.
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CHAPTER TEN


A gunshot. Anya awoke and grabbed her shotgun before she knew what she was doing. She heard a scream, then a roar, and her body reacted while her mind, dredged from the deepest sleep she’d ever experienced, struggled to make sense of what was happening. The gunshot. And a roar.

A bear. The others must have left their food unattended, drawing in the predator, seeking an easy meal. By the sounds that woke her, and the shouting and roaring that continued to carry across the glade, it had attacked. Why?

Something worse than a bear.

She fumbled her grip. Her fingers were unfamiliar inside Sylas’s gloves, but nothing stuck to her hands, and she adjusted quickly. Sylas was awake beside her, his sleeve rolled up, standing. His pen was out, and his drawing board, and he hastily scratched something in the dark.

“Stay here,” she said, grabbing her ammo pouch.

“Wait,” he called back, but she was already gone.

In the clearing, lit by several waving lanterns and torches, she let herself feel relief for the briefest second: it was only a bear.

Only a bear.

She dug into her ammo pouch, fingers drifting over the row of birdshot shells to pull out a slug. She lodged it into place, closed the barrel.

A woman whose name Anya couldn’t remember was on the ground, the source of the screaming. Several of the men were behind the bear, shouting, led by Aquila, who was aiming his rifle at it.

The bear was batting at and tossing the woman like a cat with a ball of yarn. She sobbed, curled up tight, frightened out of reason. In the dark, Anya could see the sleeves of the woman’s nightgown stained with blood and more of it matting the woman’s hair to her scalp.

“Keep your head down,” Anya called to the woman. “Don’t move.”

Anya circled the beast, trying for a better shot. But with the woman so close, Anya worried about catching the woman in the crossfire, or the bear falling onto and crushing her. Then there was the crowd behind it.

Aquila had no such compunctions. Though Anya stood in his line of fire, he fired again at the bear, hitting it this time, grazing its arm. This only enraged it further. The bear reared on its hind legs, unleashing a bone-rattling roar as it turned on Aquila and the crowd behind him.

“Damn it,” Anya hissed, lowering her gun. To get a good shot and not endanger any of the others, she would have to circle the bear and cross the clearing, get into the crowd.

But before she could, she noticed Sylas had left their camp in the trees. While the bear was focused on finding and eliminating the source of the pain in its arm, Sylas had approached the woman, pulling her away from the bear. Already, he was applying a spell to heal her bleeding arms and scalp. He must have suspected she was injured and scribed it in the dark.

He had risked his blood on a guess. And he risked his body now.

The bear was not finished with its prey. Automatically, Anya raised her gun. It spun around, aiming for what it took for another predator stealing its meal. It was on them in seconds. With another roar, and a mighty swing, the bear gashed Sylas across the back.

As it did, Anya fired. The slug penetrated the back of the bear’s skull and burst through the other side, splattering the crowd with blood and flecks of fur and blasted skull.

With a heavy thump, the bear fell to its side, dead.

Anya was beside Sylas before she knew what was happening. She wasn’t thinking; she hadn’t been thinking. She had fired without thinking, and she could have hurt someone. But the bear was dead, and Sylas was still hurt, on his hands and knees. His face was creased in pain, his eyes sealed shut, his breathing labored.

Carefully, she set her gun aside. She stripped off her gifted gloves, then felt him gingerly for broken ribs. None that she could feel, but his back, in three clear, deep gashes, was weeping blood.

At her touch, he opened his eyes. “It’s over,” she said to him, and he closed them again. Cursing softly, he let her guide him onto his side in the soft grass.

The woman he’d helped had disappeared into the crowd, sobbing. Anya watched in disbelief as the crowd gathered around her, every last one of them, all of them eager to play the hero now that the danger was passed.

“Sylas is injured,” Anya shouted. Her voice gave out. She called out again. “Someone fucking help him.”

As she cut away the back of his ripped shirt, wincing at the mess of his back, a man approached, a scribe with his kit. David, the handsome one she had noticed staring at Sy at the table.

Kneeling beside them with practiced calm, he withdrew a grip of bandages from his kit and handed them to Anya. “Mop up the blood as best you can,” he instructed. She obeyed.

As she did, he withdrew a slip of parchment and a tourniquet for his arm. Once his pen was full, she watched him write a series of glyphs, less complicated than the short, scratched ones Sy had drawn to fix her mouth. The lines were less intricate, but thicker, requiring more blood. He called for a bowl, placed the parchment in the basin, and blew.

He didn’t waste time making a paste; he poured the dust directly onto Sy’s back, rubbing it in like salting a cut of pork. The wounds stopped bleeding but were nowhere near healed.

David started over. He repeated the process four times. The gashes became cuts, then scratches, then pink scars. Each time he plastered the dust on Sy’s torn skin, Sy winced and squeezed Anya’s hand with a grip belying his frail condition.

And each time, she felt equally compelled to squeeze his hand back and to draw her own away. She hadn’t realized she had been holding his. Had she taken his? Or did he take hers? Her skin did not stick to his. His hand was dry and cold.

With David’s fourth application, Sy made the choice himself, withdrawing his hand abruptly as the wounds on his back closed. No trace was left.

No trace but the dark circles under his eyes, the brittle way he sat up. The lingering feeling of his cold hand in hers.

Anya pulled her gloves back on and curled her fingers tight. As David began cleaning his pen, she frowned. Sy looked like a ghost. “Can’t you restore some of his blood?”

“There is no such spell,” said David. “His body will have to do that in its own time.” He turned to Sy. He spoke with a careful professionalism, but Anya caught the clipped concern in his tone. “You know your limits. But between this, and – and your last job, I wouldn’t risk any spells for a while.”

Sy nodded, rubbing his face wearily. “Is Sabina’s friend alright?”

“Scared out of her wits, but her wounds were shallow. You healed them.”

“She should be scared out of her wits,” Anya said harshly. “You all should. Let it scare you home.”

“It might at that,” David said, turning to the crowd as he drew more water into his pen.

“It won’t.” Anya regarded the corpse of the bear. A waste of meat, of fat, of a pelt. Of a life. But it wasn’t a life to them, or a waste. It didn’t even exist anymore.

Sy watched her. “Anya. Are you hurt?”

She turned on him, seething. “Here I was worried about the forest hurting you lot, when I should have been worried if the forest will survive the likes of you.”

She snatched up her gun and stood. The rest of the party remained gathered around the woman. Anya waited for them to notice her, knowing they might never.

But Sabina emerged, dressed in an ethereal nightgown. She started to reach for one of Anya’s hands, but seeing they were wrapped tightly around her gun, deferred. “Miss Degen, we owe you a great debt. You’ve saved the day.”

“It was only here because you left out your food.”

“It attacked us,” someone called.

“Someone provoked it,” Anya accused. “You should have left it alone.”

“It was invading our camp,” came a voice from the dark. Aquila’s, she thought.

“Please, Miss Degen,” Sabina said, reaching for her shoulders this time. “Perhaps a glass of brandy?”

Anya stepped back. “This animal is dead because of you, all of you. You laid a feast before him, said come, eat what you can, then shot him for daring. Sylas was – someone might have been killed. Do you value nothing?”

Count Aquila stepped forward. “I regularly hunt bear for sport. I should have had it. Someone must have tampered with my gun.”

Anya heard the accusation in his voice and barked an incredulous laugh. Sabotage, yes, before she had fallen asleep – but never another’s weapon.

“I wouldn’t touch your expensive toys. It’s a poor hunter who blames another for his own weapons’ keeping.”

His placid face melted into an ugly sneer, ghastly in the lantern light. “Thieves like you will strip the forest bare. I don’t care who you say you are. There’s a proper way to hunt, and it isn’t sniveling about like a rat, stealing precious resources. One word and I could have you arrested for poaching.”

“Have me arrested for murder,” Anya snarled, slinging her gun over her shoulder by the strap and rearing her arm back as she stepped forward. Someone caught it.

She spun around. Sy. Looking at her not with suspicion or with practiced calm, but with worry. She lowered her arm.

“It’s over,” he said, quiet but urgent. “Let’s go.”

He was right; the bear was dead, and anyone hurt was tended to. She took a breath and followed him back to their small camp. With the spectacle of the wild woman and the threat of a fight passed, the party quickly lost interest. Anya threw a parting look over her shoulder. Aquila watched them go with that same ghastly sneer.

As Sy pulled off his ripped shirt, she kept her thoughts, and her eyes, to herself. He put on a clean shirt, then pulled something to eat from his bag. He ate without relish. He moved stiffly, slowly. Without speaking, she pressed her water skin onto him. He drank long and deep, and she let him, pulling her barrel brush from her bag and setting about cleaning her gun.

“I know you’re upset,” he said when he finished, “and you’re right to be. But I’m sure no harm was intended.”

“It doesn’t matter what was intended.”

He handed her back the water skin. The tips of their fingers, hers gloved and his moonlight pale, brushed. That airy openness in his voice again, as when he had spoken so candidly in her kitchen. “Doesn’t it?”

Brusquely, she set the water skin aside and busied her fingers brushing the gunpowder out of the barrel. “These are your people. Careless and selfish. They’re going to get all of us killed.”

“You were perfectly capable. It is why I hired you.”

At the curt reminder of the nature of their relationship, she bristled. “I shouldn’t have had to be. They use us, use you. Don’t you understand? They didn’t have to listen to me because they knew someone else would clean up their mess, fix what they broke. Someone else always does. And I did – we both did.”

“Someone has to.”

“That isn’t the point!” She waved her brush in the other camp’s direction. “Any one of them was better situated to help that woman, but they let you, because they knew you would.”

“Shall I be pilloried for exercising compassion?”

“For stupidity. Your blood is your only asset out here, and now you’re–”

“Useless.”

She balked. Hurt. “I didn’t say that.”

“Rest assured, you didn’t have to.”

“Well,” she said, angry at being misread, angrier still at being read at all, “you’re no good to me without your magic.”

“You’re right. But I do have other assets. I never paid you anything up front for your services.” He paused, meaningfully. “You never asked.”

His gloves felt tight against her skin. Did he begin to suspect her treachery? “I don’t know what you’re implying, but I’m a woman of my word. I mean to honor our agreement. I trust you to do the same.”

“Here.” He dug within his rucksack and withdrew his velvet purse. He tossed the entire thing to her; she caught it against her chest. It was heavy. “The rest will come when we’re through.”

She tossed it back, as if it was a slime-covered insect and not more money than she usually earned in half a year. “If you want me to keep my thoughts to myself, fine, but I won’t have my tongue purchased. I want what I was promised, no more, no less.”

The sounds of the other camp began picking up. Chattering, laughing, the clink of cups and silver on porcelain. The smell of fresh coffee. The sun was rising; they were readying to move on. Any moment, they would discover moving on was going to be more difficult than they anticipated.

Anya glanced at the bilberry patch nearby. No one would suspect her right away – except Aquila, perhaps – but if anyone happened to look for their missing rear axles in the low-lying shrubs near her and Sy’s camp, they would find them. If they didn’t find the axles, they would surely take their horses and return home, safe and sound in their comfortable manors. She had done them a favor.

Sy sat still, holding the coin purse, shifting it in his fingers, the metal clinking inside its velvet pouch. Eventually, finally, he put it away. He pulled out the bottle of water he kept in his kit and began to clean his pen, flushing it clear in silence. The only sound in their camp was the scrape of Anya’s gun brush against the inside of her barrel.

When she finished, she left Sy with his trinkets and crept into the bilberry patch, filling Johanna’s hat to the brim with berries, eating as she went. It wasn’t enough to sustain them for more than a few hours. It was also far more than her fair share.

The forest has no mind, and its only moral is balance. Something Johanna used to say. One of her rules; her code, as much as she had one. It kept her alive, delving deeper than others dared, for nearly eighty years. Eat no more than your hunger, take no more than you can give in return, step only where the path was trod by others long before you. Remember that, girl, and you won’t step wrong.

But it doesn’t work that way, Anya thought, feeling vines twining up her throat as she plucked. Sometimes a person stepped exactly where they were supposed to, and it was into the path of someone who had the power to unravel their life. To unravel her. I am unraveling.

Proof of it: she should not have shot at the bear, not with so many people close by. In that moment, her mind had fled her completely.

The forest had no mind. It had no moral, not even balance. It had no moral at all.

But like all things alive, it did have an appetite, and after the blood soaked into it on this dawn, its appetite had surely awakened.

She took her knife, lifted her shirt sleeve, and made a small cut on her wrist. As blood welled, she crouched beside the nearest bilberry bush. “In return for your aid,” she said softly, turning her arm. A thick drop of blood rolled down her skin, dripping upon the trunk.

Sensing eyes on her back, she turned. Sy had removed a magnifying glass and had been inspecting the nib of his pen. Now, he held it aloft and watched her, expressionless.

She rose, meeting his gaze as she pulled down her sleeve. “My apologies; awfully barbaric of me. I ought to have sprinkled it into a teacup first.” Not giving him a chance to reply, she handed him the berry-filled hat. “Breakfast.”

“I brought my own food.” Even so, he took the hat, staring dismally at the small blue fruits.

“Don’t eat them, then,” she said with a shrug. As she began to pack up, she wondered if berries were good for restoring blood. She wondered what good a city bred spellscribe with no blood to spare for his golden pen was to her in the Lichtenwald.

What had begun as a partnership, false pretenses or no, was now laughably one-sided. He was stronger – braver – than she’d ever suspected. Even braver than most hunters she knew. But without his magic, he could do nothing for her but slow her down. She had five days, if someone else didn’t find the phoenix first.

He still thought she only wanted half the prize money, but his distrust was palpable. He likely suspected her of wanting more than half. All of it, even. The others thought she was a liar, a fraud after his money. They weren’t entirely mistaken. She wondered if refusing his coin, if refusing to abandon him, made her more suspicious, or less.

It certainly made her stupid.

The curse, she thought with venom, yanking tight the cord of her bedroll. Mira’s curse, making it harder to hunt, making it harder to do what she needed to survive. She needed to be safer. Smarter.

Smarter meant breaking the other camps’ axles with her hatchet rather than merely hiding them in the brush. Smarter meant leaving Sy behind – trading him for someone else, someone who could actually help her. Someone stupider, cowardly, easier to trick and abandon when the time came, as it inevitably would. She had her pick of the camp nearby.

Safer meant going alone. Like she always had.

She watched Sy over her shoulder. Gingerly, he plucked a berry from the hat. He stuck it into his mouth as if he expected it to bite him back. When it didn’t, he visibly softened. He reached for another. When it touched his tongue, his sharp eyes fluttered shut. For the barest moment, his fixed, wooden expression blossomed, awash in unvarnished delight.

Face heating, she turned quickly away, stuffing her gun brush into her bag. She should be on the phoenix’s trail by now, not gawking like a bowlegged fawn at some fine-fingered, golden-haired spellscribe.

The curse, she thought again, urging her thorn-swaddled mind to clear. Foul magic. Thick-headed fool.

Then, gloved fingers resting on the latch of her bag, One more day wouldn’t kill me. With this dawn, she did have five until the solstice.

Only five. Five to spare.

“Bugger and fuck,” she muttered, standing. “Pack your things,” she ordered stiffly, not looking back at him as she slung her gun over her shoulder. “Time’s wasting.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


The day unfolded like a wet wool blanket – mild, stifling, and gray. They trekked silently from the foothills on the forest’s edge through Rook Hollow, a narrow, mist-drenched valley, stumbling over mossy stones and fallen branches along the trickling stream beds. The birdsong was muted and the wind had gone shy. What sunlight penetrated the clouds could barely cut through the canopy of pine needles, leaving the Lichtenwald draped in a somber, misty twilight. The streams, like veins, drew them deeper. They were in the heart of the forest, now. Anya felt its pulse as her own.

She tied Johanna’s hat, depleted of berries, by its cord to the strap of her bag, enjoying the clouds while they lasted. She tried her damnedest to keep an even stride for Sy’s sake, but her legs, as if sensing their own limited time, outpaced her. Every few minutes, she forced herself to stop and let Sy catch up with her.

She did so now, waving eager gnats away from her eyes as she watched him approach. Somewhere along the way, he had found a small, short twig, and carried it lightly between his fingers. Unaware of being watched, he pressed his fingers to his closed mouth, then lowered the twig, pursed his lips, and exhaled slowly. She considered telling him the hunters at the lodge preferred chewing tobacco to cigarettes for its ease of use in the wild, but thought better of it. He’d only think she was insulting him and prickle up like a hedgehog.

As the morning mist lifted, the gray daylight made his pallor more pronounced. Alarmingly, he was somehow even paler than when she first met him; almost like yellowed pages, worn and faded. She wondered what it felt like, losing so much blood, having none to spare. Needing to spare it. She had plenty, but she coveted hers. It wasn’t such an unusual thing to covet, your own blood. More unusual to part with it freely. Or…otherwise.

She pushed her sleeve aside to examine the small cut she had made earlier on her wrist. On impulse, she pressed her thumbnail into it until the pink flesh, just closed, split back open. A bright bead formed, ruby red. Red. A small sigh of relief escaped her.

Sy reached her. She let her sleeve fall.

When he caught her eye, his eyebrows arched playfully. “Tired already?”

After a morning of brooding silence, his sudden attempt at companionship baffled her almost as much as his words.

At her frown, the playful arch dipped, now inquisitive. “This is the longest you’ve stood still all morning.”

“Thought you could use the rest,” she said quickly, hoping he hadn’t noticed her strange behavior.

“Keenly observed,” he muttered, hooking a lank bit of hair behind his earring. Despite the mild weather, his face dewed with sweat. Anya admitted a begrudging admiration that he hadn’t once complained. Granted, his silences did have their own way of making his feelings known.

She handed him the waterskin. “We’ve miles to go yet. At this pace, we may reach the meadow by nightfall.”

While he drank, she studied him. None of the other spellscribes had appeared as drained as he had been even before the bear nearly killed him. The memory of his gored back ripped through her. She had seen a great deal of torn flesh, animal and human, and torn much of it herself. And yet it continued to stun her how easily it tore. How all that held a body together was hardly any stronger than paper. Than the silk walls of a cocoon, wet and warm, pulsing.

Sy’s voice called her back. “That’s a charming bird. I’ve never seen one like it in the city. What is it called?”

It rankled her that he assumed getting her to talk about the forest would smooth over the tension between them. It rankled her more that he was correct.

When she spotted the small creature, vibrant red with a head and slim beak the dark color of congealed blood, her nose wrinkled. “A cherry wren.”

“Named for its color?”

“That,” she permitted, “and its diet.”

He handed back the waterskin, amused. “Not cherries, I take it?”

“Any fruit, so long as it’s on the ground, rotting. Apricots. Plums. The organs of dead animals.” His brow creased, and she winked. “Shocking how a rabbit’s heart resembles a cherry in the right light.”

His frown deepened to a grimace. “Ah.”

“Everything has its role,” she said, not unkindly. “Death has to go somewhere, just like life. It’s the lingering that spreads foulness. Our disgusting little friend up there does us a favor.”

He considered the small bird, which had begun to sing prettily. “I suppose I hadn’t thought of it that way before.”

Stepping forward, she tossed her braid over her shoulder. “Why would you? In the city, there’s someone paid pennies to keep anything foul from your sight.”

“In certain quarters,” he conceded after a long, loaded pause. She’d offended him. But…he hadn’t prickled. Ruffled, more like. He seemed to shrug it off. “Less so in others. Cherry wrens would be a marked improvement, but I suppose the rats will have to do.”

“I find rats to be quite noble creatures, despite their reputation.”

“Don’t you think they’d prefer feathers, if given the choice?”

“I wouldn’t know. I’m not a rat.”

He gave a droll hum that may have been a laugh. “I envy your comfort with the grotesque. But I suppose you’ve earned it.”

She nearly stumbled. A compliment? Or a cloaked barb? Every inch of him polished, even covered in sweat and spiderwebs, it was impossible to tell. He appeared lost in thought – or focused on where he stepped.

She trod carefully, as well. “You can’t avoid it, living out here. The forest is a grave and a cradle. In death, it nurtures everything. Including those things humans find…distasteful.” She made a face, nodding toward the singing bird behind them. “Hate chasing the filthy buggers off when I’m field dressing a kill, though. Worse than flies, they are.”

“Incredible, that something so sweet could be so…”

“Distasteful?”

He looked at her.

She shrugged. “Some could stand to learn that the earth wasn’t formed with their personal taste in mind.”

“Agreed.”

Surprised, and impressed, she felt the ghost of a smile.

“But you can’t deny the allure of beauty.”

Yes, that was more like it.

“Never,” she allowed, stepping over a slithering, blue-tailed lizard. “Which is precisely why, in the Lichtenwald, you must never trust anything beautiful. Like as not, there’s something foul beneath.”

“And fair beneath the foul, I presume?”

“We can test that, if you like,” she ribbed. “I can find a frog for you to kiss. Perhaps he’ll turn into a prince.”

The corners of his lips lifted ruefully. “I don’t go in much for princes.”

Inwardly, she winced. She certainly hadn’t meant to remind either of them of their fractured bargain.

“Nor I,” she amended. The stream bed narrowed on their approach, the way blocked by an overgrown juniper. “Too much like dragons, when it comes down to it.” She pulled aside the branch for him to pass. “Only one thing to do with a dragon.”

As he passed her, his owl’s eyes regarded her perceptively. “Few would go so far.”

“No. But then, I tend to think people get what’s fair and what’s foul mixed up.” Struck with inspiration, she bent and stuck a gloved finger into the earth beneath the tree, lifting the small clump for him to see. He examined it dutifully. “Take dirt. The soil teems with rotting flesh, refuse, insects, some so minuscule we can’t even see. But it gives us flowers and fruit. Grows the trees that shelter us and stores the water that feeds the skies. Or the night. We despise its creatures for how frightful they seem, but while a bat looks frightening, it hurts nothing, and pollinates the night-blooming flowers a honeybee can’t.” She bit her tongue, remembering the shape it had taken under Sabina’s spell. The shape it might soon take again. She brushed the dirt on her trousers. “Anyway, dragons aren’t real.”

“And are impervious,” he added grimly.

“Just so.” Thorns pinched her behind her eyes; something hovered over the back of her neck. The skin of her throat tingled unpleasantly. Distracted, she rubbed it. How long had it been since the last attack of pain? What was changing, costly, slow, beyond her notice?

“Frogs, however, shall run in fear of my pen,” Sy said, watching her. “Or hop, as the case may be.”

Her hand fell. “I thought your magic only worked on humans.”

“Ah, but it’s quite sharp, remember?”

A laugh burst from her. “Then I shall leave any suspicious frogs to you.” Her laugh died. Once more, she stepped dangerously close to bringing up the bleak reality of their partnership, to spoiling this delicate web of stolen, gauzy peace. “But sometimes a frog is just a frog.”

He stepped forward. “Any other wisdom to impart?”

She went beside him, matching his pace. “Never drink still water, say, from a pond, even if – especially if it looks clean, until you’ve boiled it. You’ll risk either getting the shits or being possessed by the water’s spirits. Sometimes they resemble frogs, but more often you won’t see them.”

“But don’t kiss them?”

“If you’re close enough to try, may as well risk it.”

“Noted.”

“Only light fires when you must. They do little to keep predators away, and more to attract poachers.”

“Poachers such as yourself?”

She pretended to be affronted. “I only poach from the king. He can spare it. Unless you object.”

A genuine smile cracked his lips. “Never.” They continued forward slowly, casually, as if on a late summer stroll through Sperling Park. “Anything else?”

She thought. “Eat little and often, and eat only what you’ve brought or killed yourself. Or, in dire straits, what you’ve been shown is safe.” Spotting another bilberry patch on a slope off the path, she touched his shoulder to show him. She could feel the shape of it through his pliant leather gloves, beneath his thin linen shirt. He stopped, eyes locked on her hand. She swiftly removed it, nodding toward the thick shrubs.

As she did, the clouds began to scatter. With the growing light, more birds emerged and erupted into a chorus. This deep in the forest, the birds were colorful and abundant, dozens upon dozens of them. Their singing was buoyant and sonorous as they flitted about between branches overhead like butterflies over milkweed.

Sy turned his eyes to the patchwork sky. With the morning sunlight reflected in them, his usual owlish discernment morphed into a vibrant curiosity.

“It isn’t that I don’t believe you,” he said lightly, still gazing at the sky, “but at the moment, it’s difficult to imagine it’s as terrible as you say.”

He did have a point. At its best, the Lichtenwald was a more peaceful place than any Anya had encountered. Not the false succor of the city, whose tricks and traps were even more finely camouflaged than the canniest beast; but a true, deep, genuine peace. An embrace. She felt it now, in the dappled sunlight, in the light breeze. She could almost imagine she was in another place, another life. Another woman. A softer one.

If the weather held, and the forest played fair, they could reach the meadow by nightfall. If the phoenix was there, she would have it by morning. If it wasn’t – if it made its bed somewhere else or had been caught or chased deeper into the Lichtenwald – it would take all the luck in the seven skies to find it in time.

If it was, this would all be over soon enough.

Either way, the life she had known, the self she had been, was gone. Come the dawn of the summer solstice, she would have another life, another self, and she hadn’t the faintest idea what it would look like. If she could even stomach to look at what she was becoming. At who she was being made. At what the Lichtenwald would become, unbalanced, and by her own hands. Or not.

Now, though. Right now. It didn’t look so terrible.

“Come,” she said, nodding toward the trees. “We’ve been moving since sunrise. We can spare our feet a few minutes.”

Sy followed her out of the rocky stream bed and into the gently sloping trees, where she quickly located a lone, flowering rowan and pointed them toward it – not out of necessity, but for companionship. For the first time, she realized she seemed to find the trees wherever she went. Like they sought her out, too.

When they reached it, they offloaded their gear around its trunk – all except Sy’s pen kit, which he kept strapped across his shoulder. He immediately found a large, flat, mossy stone and sat with a relieved sigh. He pulled off one of his boots and began rubbing his foot. The heel of his stocking was stained brown where his skin had rubbed raw.

While Anya checked the tautness of her bow string, he nodded at the rowan. “This tree. You have some like it by your front gate.”

“Rowan,” she provided. As she spoke its name, the wind stirred. Whispered. He’ll only think it’s nonsense, she told the whisper. But the whisper returned, As if nonsense never killed a person, nor saved their life.

She glanced at him. He startled as he found a large, spindle-legged spider on his elbow, then jerkily attempted to brush it away without crushing it – or touching it very much.

“Fine,” she grumbled. Relieved of the spider, he frowned at her. His frown deepened as she withdrew her hatchet. She found a gnarled and stunted but still flowering branch near the bottom of the trunk. Losing the limb would free the tree to focus its energy on new, healthier growth. A worthy exchange. She cut it and tossed it to Sy. He caught it against his chest.

“Keep that with you,” she instructed. “Spirits don’t like it.”

“The water spirits that aren’t frogs?”

She stood up straighter. “The kind of spirits few live to spread stories about.”

“I didn’t–” He pressed his lips together. Placing the branch in his lap, he pulled on his boot. Once it was laced, he began fiddling with the buckle on the left strap of his rucksack. And fiddling.

“Too tight,” he explained to her incredulous stare.

“Pull the strap down,” she advised.

“It sounds as though you have one.” He still couldn’t shift the buckle. “A story.”

“Oh, give it here.” Exasperated, she sat beside him, taking the strap. She spoke slowly, haltingly, as if recalling a dream. “After my mother– before Johanna found me. A rowan tree kept me safe. It was pure luck I ended up under its branches.” She paused, considering how the trees seemed to appear for her. “At least…I used to think it was.” She finished adjusting the strap and handed the bag over to him. “It wasn’t luck I survived. You feel things sometimes. Things you can’t hear or see. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t see them. But I knew they were there, all night. I felt them. Felt their desire. And they desired me. Not to kill me, or even to eat me and shit me back out. To…take. Until there was nothing of me left. Nothing left even to rot.”

She felt a violent shiver run up her neck, and then just felt foolish, attempting to describe something indescribable. How could words capture her childhood fear, her certainty, not just that her own death awaited her outside those leaves, but oblivion itself?

But he didn’t scoff. He held the branch in his fingers like a talisman. Instinctively, she touched one small blossom, as if to dispel the shiver. He watched her, thoughtful.

“When I was older,” she went on, lowering her hand, “Johanna explained it to me. The berries and the blossoms are said to bring good luck, but it isn’t luck, she said, or magic, but something simpler. Cats avoid water; snakes avoid people. Dark spirits avoid rowan.”

“Our magic is simpler than people think, too,” he said. “It seems quite mysterious until you realize it’s just shapes and fine handwriting.”

Anya felt her face crease into a fond smile.

Her smile seemed to catch him off guard, prompting a crooked one of his own. “What?”

“She would have liked you,” she said, stunning herself. At his own stunned expression, she scurried back to familiar ground. “I buried her beneath one of the rowans by our gate. It kept her safe her whole life. It seemed right it should shelter her in death.”

“You buried her yourself?”

She nodded. “Her heart gave out. I’d been out on a job. She’d gotten too tired to go out except in the mildest weather. Found her in her bed.” Anya’s tongue stuck. “She’d been there for days. Had to burn it for the mess.”

“Anya,” he breathed. He reached out as if to touch her knee, and the leaves of the rowan branch rustled softly. He was only adjusting his grip. After a sharp intake of breath, he added, “It won’t comfort you, and I feel a fool for saying it, but…there wasn’t anything you could have done.”

“Bad luck,” she agreed, wiping the corners of her eyes. “All my life, she taught me that there are rules for a reason – follow the rules, and they’ll see you through. Bad luck strikes and you ward against it when you can – then stick to the rules and hope your luck changes. And it worked. She lived right on the Lichtenwald’s very edge longer than anyone could boast. And then her heart just…stopped.” She found a thread coming loose on a finger of her borrowed glove. “It’s funny, really.”

When she went quiet, he leaned toward her, trying to catch her eye. “You’ll have to enlighten me to the humor, I’m afraid.”

Absently, she picked at the thread. “You can spend everything you have guarding against what’s outside and all the while, what’s inside you can betray you without you even noticing.”

As the words left her, her head spun as if she’d been hit. For what was inside of her, betraying her as she spoke – keeping her sitting there, stupid, stuck like a stone? Thorns and silk stuffing. Sorrow. Sap.

Soft fingers lingering on the skin of her cheek. A shiver up her spine. The sweet smell of hyacinth.

Blood, still red as a looming storm’s sunrise. Wasn’t it? Heart pounding, she pulled back her sleeve, examined the cut on her wrist again, rubbing her gloved thumb lightly over it. When her thumb came away, something coated the leather. Not blood, or silk. A fine, iridescent dust. As if she’d pinched a butterfly by its wing, disturbing its scales.

Suddenly, she felt intolerably aware of Sy’s body beside hers. Of her own quickening pulse.

She looked up. He was not looking at her hands, or her glittering thumb, but at her face. Her mouth. His own mouth was close, close to hers. Her heartbeat had never been so loud, never pounded so furiously, like something with wings in her chest was thrashing to escape. She feared another attack of pain, but then his eyes found hers. Lingered, as if absorbing them. His were hopelessly sad. All at once, everything else seemed to fade away, including her breath.

“Bad luck,” he echoed, almost a whisper.

Oh. There was her breath. It stuck in her throat.

If he started to lean closer, she didn’t see. She stood abruptly, hoping the air would be easier to breathe a few feet away. Her back to him, she crouched beside her gear, smearing the glittering scales on her bedroll. Her heart was still pounding. She thought – she knew. He was– but that wasn’t possible. It was impossible.

“Funny,” he said after a moment. His voice was sleek and wooden, as it had been when they met.

See? Familiar scorn dislodged her caught breath. Impossible.

“Never trust anything beautiful, you said. Yet you trust this tree, these flowers, with your life.”

“And that trust was hard earned. Under these leaves, you want to keep your head, you give nothing freely, trust least of all.” High time she started taking her own advice. “We need to get back on the trail.”

But Sy didn’t move. “You hold your trust dear but dispense advice like birdseed.” A pause. Pointed. Sharp. “I’m struck again by the inequity of our agreement since the events of early this morning. Even splitting the prize, I’ll be forever in your debt.”

She kept her eyes from drifting to his scarred hand, which was curled shut, clawlike. “I’m sure you can find some way of making it up to me,” she said warily. He’d seen the scales. Did they coat her face, her throat? She resisted the urge to touch her exposed skin in case doing so stirred them up.

No – he hadn’t seen anything. There was no outward sign of her curse, save the gloves, or her random bouts of pain. Clearly, that was suspicious enough. She’d said too much, prattling on. Made herself suspect, susceptible, at the first sign of encouragement.

Or was he finally giving up? Though the prospect should reassure her, it left her strangely disappointed. More kitten than lynx, after all.

“We best get moving,” she prompted, slinging her shotgun strap over her shoulder.

He still hadn’t moved. Irritated, she turned to go, knowing he would have to follow.

“Perhaps in return, I could attempt healing your mysterious ailment.”

She froze.

“After my blood is safely restored, of course. I am quite useless for it now, as we’ve established.”

“I told you,” she said bluntly, facing him, “it can’t be fixed with your magic.”

“Yes, you did say that. Quite unusual. How exactly did it come about? Congenital? Something you ate? A sip of still water?”

Once again, her pulse quickened. “It’s none of your concern.”

“It is if we’re going to work together. It must be quite serious if even a spellscribe cannot heal it. Quite expensive. Perhaps even greater than half the prize.”

“Perhaps,” she responded, throat tight. “I’m sure I wouldn’t know the cost of such luxuries. Why don’t we compare it against the principal of your debt?”

He continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “A disease of the mind? Of the heart? The organ, I can mend, though of course it’s quite complicated. But the mind, a wounded spirit–”

Now, he mocked her. After all she’d just shared. After he–

She sucked in a hot breath. “What is this? What are you doing?”

“Ascertaining my chances of survival. As I suspected, we’ve become more of a hindrance to each other than a help.”

“What?” It was so ludicrous; it stunned a laugh from her. “Don’t be stupid. You don’t stand a chance without me. What you’ve seen is the least–”

“I’ve yet to see any evidence of your spooks and spirits, and I’m beginning to suspect they don’t exist. That you’ve been lying to me to ensure I hired you. Though,” he added when she opened her mouth to protest, “I do recall reading once that such fancies are often tricks of the uneducated mind. Fevered imaginings of the overstimulated and unsophisticated.”

Each syllable pelted her like a stone. She felt a stirring in her chest. It was the dark twin, the shadow, of how she’d felt last night, alone with him in the glade. How she’d felt mere moments ago, when his eyes seemed so hopeless, seemed to linger on her lips. Seemed to, because they hadn’t. Of course they hadn’t.

Before she could muster a response, a frightened, alien cry split through the birdsong, making her jump.

Sy’s animosity evaporated, and he frowned in alarmed concern. “Are you alright?”

She frowned back. “Me?”

It echoed again, short and sharp, raising the hairs on her arms and Sy from his seat. He’d not heard the first cry, lost in the cacophonous birdsong, but once recognized, the sound was unmistakably human – and unmistakably in distress.

“Evidence enough for you?” she growled, lifting her shotgun strap from her shoulder.

“Alright, yes,” he said, gripping the strap of his pen kit with white knuckles. “What was it?”

“Someone in trouble. Close by. Which means trouble for us,” she said, unlacing her ammo pouch from her belt. She pushed it into his fumbling hands.

Baffled, he took it, frowning at her. “Wait. What are you doing?”

She pressed the barrel of her shotgun flat across his chest, then stepped behind him.

“What – I don’t have the faintest idea–”

“Don’t point at anything you don’t want dead.” She spoke into his ear, his hair tickling her cheek. She reached around his shoulders, guiding his arms and fingers to demonstrate the safety and the trigger, ignoring the shape of him against her. Then she stepped around him, opened the ammo pouch, and pointed. “Birdshot on the right, slugs on the left. Save the slugs for the big shit.”

Turning, she plucked an arrow from her quiver and palmed her bow, made safe from her skin by Sy’s gloves.

“Anya,” he said to her back, helpless.

“I’ll be back,” she assured him, nearly out of patience. “Wait here.”

“I don’t think–”

A bitter laugh escaped her. “Moments ago, you–” She shook her head. She hadn’t seen it at first, but clearly the forest was getting to him – and now wasn’t the time. She tried slowing down. “Someone could be hurt. It could be one of your friends. David, right?” More than a friend, by the way they spoke. His face fell, confirming her suspicion.

It could be any of them. Hurt. Swallowed by spirits. Made a witch’s plaything. Because of her. Because she stole their axles. She had been certain they would all return to Äbender after the night they’d had, after their last refuge was taken away.

She should have been more certain the Lichtenwald wouldn’t let them to go easy.

The cry rang out again, frantic, making them both flinch. “It’s close,” she said again, forcing herself to calmly explain. “Within a mile. I need to see what we’re dealing with, help if I’m able. I’ll be back as quick as I can. Five minutes, a quarter hour at the most.”

He gestured at his pen. “If I came with you–”

“You’re too slow.” He flinched – at her tone, or her words. Good. “If someone’s in danger, I can’t be worried about you, too.”

“And what about you?”

He sounded genuinely concerned. For her. For his lifeline. His prize ticket. She froze, torn.

Then turned away. “Wait here.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE


The pines swallowed Anya in seconds. Sy started to call after her but lost his nerve and his breath all at once. He pressed his back against the trunk of a pine tree, counted the minutes as they passed, imagining instead he counted the time between spells in a sitting room. A Sangfeder mandated safety practice, as if a minute’s restored blood would make the slightest difference. He supposed it would, if he could ever afford more than a single minute’s rest. But who would mandate that?

After five had gone, the sound stopped completely, or grew too faint for him to hear. Five more minutes passed. Anya did not return. And five more. And five more.

She had been quite adamant that he wait here. Instead of count minutes, he counted the many reasons he should obey. The many reasons he shouldn’t.

The indignity of being unable to hold up his end of their agreement. The lie that agreement truly was. The ever-compounding cruelty of betraying her when he took the phoenix and every cent of the prize money for himself. The strangeness of her behavior, of the illness plaguing her she insisted he couldn’t cure and wouldn’t describe. When it came to the Lichtenwald, Anya kept very little close. So why this? What secret was she keeping on the forest’s behalf?

Or was it the forest’s secret at all? Just before she slipped into the mess of green, when she’d pulled an arrow from her quiver, he’d noticed one of her arrows was marked with a small, deep X. Only one.

She had obscured her family’s heritage. She may still have connections. She may have intended all along to take the phoenix to the king without him, to use it as leverage to regain her lost holdings. She had no reason to remain loyal to him, and every reason to use him – until he was no longer useful.

For what of his secrets? She knew now that he needed the prize for his debt, but not that he meant to take the entire thing, leaving her penniless. And despite what she thought, what he’d let her think, he wasn’t entirely useless. He knew his body, and he still had enough blood for a spell or two in him. Perhaps, in desperation, three.

So he was only mostly useless.

And slow.

The honorable thing to do would be to go after her, spend his scant blood to help whoever was hurt, whether it was one of the others or a stranger. Make himself useful. No – to part from her, from all of them, to fend for himself and free her from his burden, a burden he should, must, carry alone.

But he had foregone the path of honor when he had placed that ad.

Anya hadn’t. She meant to honor their bargain, she’d said after he’d wrecked himself saving Sabina’s friend. After she’d rushed to defend a camp full of competitors, people she despised, from a hungry bear, a creature whose ire she thought they had earned and deserved. After she’d gripped his hand while he bled like she thought he might die. Like his death would stain her.

Even now, rather than run from the danger, she rushed into the unknown on the mere prospect of a stranger in distress.

Now, why would someone like that agree to catch one of the Lichtenwald’s most mythic and magnificent creatures, the only one of its kind, for a cruel, covetous king?

He’d seen the way she’d manipulated the others at dinner. Why had he assumed she treated him any differently? He had obviously misread her quite remarkably, sitting beside her on that mossy stone. Understandable, mired as he was, body and soul, in fear and blood loss and stress, in the strain of staving all of it off with every ounce of determination he possessed.

But in that moment, he had not been afraid or stressed – or particularly conscious of anything, really, except the way her eyes, honest and open and green as new beginnings, had found his. The way her breath had hitched. The way he found himself moved as if by instinct, as if by compulsion, toward her.

The way she had turned from him. With alacrity.

He shut his eyes and thumped the back of his head against the tree in abject mortification, then again to clear his head. He couldn’t puzzle her out. Too many pieces, and none of them matched. It was obvious she needed the money. For all her actions spelled honor, for all her words spelled a fierce and fearsome pride in her profession and in the forest, it simply didn’t fit that she would willingly provide Edgard, a man she despised almost as much as Sy did, with such a miraculous boon. An ever-lingering life, spreading foulness.

Not for a new roof. Not for a fence.

But for the cure to a debilitating illness? A skilled spellscribe’s magic could not cure it. What about a phoenix’s?

What if it was simple, so stunningly simple he had overlooked it? The sound they heard – it could have been anything. A person, a fox.

A bird.

She meant to take the phoenix herself and leave Sy, his usefulness spent, to the trees. He found he couldn’t blame her. She was only behaving how he planned to when the time came. How he had prodded her to by insulting her, begging her in the only way he could to leave him behind and spare him making the decision himself, spare him these ceaseless contradictions. To free him from her debt. Let him find his future on his own, whatever fate may bring.

Then, feeling the metal in his hands, remembering the danger of the tool he held, his mind caught up to him. She left him her shotgun. Gave it to him. Showed him, her hips against his, how it worked. All her supplies, including her waterskin, were still there, unguarded.

She meant to return. He relaxed, a bit; she would return.

Then he tensed all over again when he remembered he would have to be rid of her, somehow, eventually.

And again when he heard someone speak his name.

He spun around. “Anya?”

But it wasn’t her voice. He couldn’t pinpoint its source or direction. Its tone, or its volume. It wasn’t a voice at all, he realized. And yet, it had spoken.

Blood loss was affecting him more than he’d anticipated, that was all. His behavior that morning was proof enough of that. The berries Anya had given him had helped him immensely, but their efforts had long been expended. Though he had no hint of an appetite, he reached for his bag to find something to force down his throat.

Then he heard it again. His name. Not heard; felt. An urge. A voice from both within and without. From nowhere. It could almost be the wind, but judging by the leaves, the wind did not stir. Even the breaking clouds sat heavy above.

“Promising,” he mumbled, stepping away from the pine. His chest tightened as he scanned the dense trees for…anything. Anya, bears, squirrels, even another scribe. Something solid. Something real.

A noise, definitely real, definitely from outside of him. A rustling, in the brush. He turned toward it.

“Hello?” The gun felt heavy in his hands. “Anya?”

Nothing answered.

“Anya,” he called again, louder. “If you don’t answer me, I’ll have no choice but to come after you!”

It was then that he realized the birds had gone silent.

Wait here, she had said, but what if something happened to her? What if she was injured and couldn’t call out? If someone had blinded her, taken her tongue? Was that not why she had agreed to work with him in the first place? Sabina had already hurt her, frightened her, prank or no. She might do worse. Any of them might. He certainly hadn’t cared for the way Aquila had threatened Anya, or the look he gave her when they parted.

Here was a chance. If he could prove himself worthy of their agreement, sham that it was – if he could repay the debt he already owed her – perhaps the shredding of it would come easier to him.

She hadn’t been gone half an hour. He could go after her. He would. Make up for his cruelty, past and future. He strapped Anya’s ammunition pouch to his belt and carried the gun as he had seen her do, slung over his shoulder with the barrel open. It was heavier than it looked, but he was weaker than he had been when they set out yesterday morning. Much weaker, in fact. Though David had done an admirable job healing his back, he could still feel phantom claws tearing his flesh, phantom blood dripping down his back. Whatever had drawn Anya away, he desperately hoped it was not another bear.

He took a quick inventory. Satchel, all his supplies clean and ready. Shotgun, slugs for the big shit, food. Knowing the value of bandages, no matter how unkempt, he had kept the tattered, bloodstained shirt, stuffed it in his rucksack. He tucked the rowan branch Anya had given him into the flap. The leaves and flowers peeked out the top like a flag.

Then, prodded by a voice he knew was his but wished was not, he turned and rummaged through Anya’s bag. She hadn’t needed to use it. If he got lost looking for her, he would need it more than she did. With one last prick of remorse, he plucked the map free.

Everything else – both their bedrolls, Anya’s messenger bag and waterskin – he left untouched. Though this was the only rowan tree he could see, he reasoned it would be easy enough to mistake it for another, and easier to mark the spot on his return with these signs of humanity – and if Anya returned while he was gone, she would know he hadn’t betrayed her.

Yet.

Probably.

With a noise somewhere between growl and sigh, he plucked a scrap of paper from his dwindling supply and hastily scrawled a penciled note. Gone too long. Off to find you. He secured it by puncturing the parchment on the end of one of the rowan’s branches. Then, gripping the shotgun like a torch in the night, set off in the direction he had seen Anya disappear.

Behind him, an errant and violent gust of wind shook the leaves of the rowan tree. Intent on his path, he did not notice. If he had, he may have marked it strange that only the rowan tree, and no other, shook. His note ripped free of its fastening, and the gust left the tree behind, carrying the note whirling beneath the pines and between the beech leaves, soaring above asps and adders, tumbling over sticks and stones and pink writhing worms, until it was snatched from the air by a deep flowing stream, where his words were slowly steeped in smothering wetness before a carp, mistaking the missive for something to eat, swallowed it whole.

As he walked, though it slowed him even further, he made great effort to mark his way. He slipped the flowering branch from his bag and left a trail of plucked blossoms, counting them as he went, one every ten steps. Trepidation pushed him forward as surely as it called him back.

But as the clouds dissipated and the mist lifted with the rising sun’s heat, as the rowan, his beacon of vigilant white in a sea of shrouding green, vanished from sight behind him and he saw no signs of Anya, nor any other life, his trepidation morphed into something far meaner. Desperation.

There were no signs of her anywhere, no indication of which way she had gone. He didn’t hear the strange cry, or any other sound, or – whatever it was that had felt like his name. He didn’t know what had possessed him to think he could find her. The spirit of a nobler, stupider man. No; a whispered urge of madness – from hunger, from blood loss, from the claustrophobic presence of the ever-watchful trees.

Now, his rational self prevailed. He should have remained where he was and left Anya to her fate, be it crusade or prank or folly. He should march onward, alone.

Then, he remembered something she had told him. You’ll feel strange. You might…hear things. Stick close to me, and you won’t get lost.

He should go back.

He did, following the trail he had left, counting steps and blossoms. The numbers had not changed; in the stillness of the day, none of the flowers had stirred. Even if he didn’t have the blossoms as proof, he knew he had come from this way as he knew the weight of his own hands. The sun, finally revealed, had barely moved. He couldn’t have possibly walked that far. It was impossible.

The rowan tree was nowhere in sight.

“Alright,” he said aloud. The sound of his own voice anchored him. Never mind Anya’s ghost stories, or uncanny premonitions, or strange sensations he wanted nothing to do with. It wasn’t that the forest had rearranged itself around him – he had simply lost his way. Nothing unusual about that. It could happen in any forest. In the city, even. Whatever had held Anya back was no longer his concern. Out of his hands. She would find his note, anyway. She had her bow, her strange arrow. Her cunning, her courage.

He had a map, and a gun. Food. Some of his blood. Most of his wits.

There was nothing else to do but find the meadow.

He found the cleanest looking log he could, perched delicately upon it, and reached into his rucksack.

Gnats circled his sweating face, incessant as the guilt he felt unfolding Anya’s map. She didn’t really need it, he reassured himself, swatting the bugs away. She had led them as far as she had without consulting it once. The thing had been buried under piles of junk in her cabin. She knew these woods like the back of her hand.

But another voice nagged him: You can count every step, and know every stone, every path, every tree with a lover’s attention…

He ignored it, the same way he had ignored her directive to stay behind. How her open eyes went glassy when his words, carved precise as a glyph to insult her, did. How he’d said them in what seemed an increasingly futile effort to steel himself against those very eyes.

How badly he wanted a cigarette.

Instead, he ate again, turning back to the map as he spread some of the liverwurst over a dry slice of rye. He still had nothing resembling an appetite, but knowing how much blood he had lost, how close he teetered on the edge of blacking out, he forced it.

He had no idea where he was and barely knew how to read a map, even one professionally drawn. This map, filled in over years and scrawled in an unsteady hand with a goose feather and blackberry ink, was not crafted with a stranger’s eye in mind, full of landmarks only someone already familiar with the forest would know. Rook Hollow, Bramble Slake, Bosquet Mire. All meaningless to him.

Except the Wryneck River. The Wryneck, he knew. He could not tell direction without a compass, but knew the sun rose in the east and set in the west. Marked east on the map was the Warbler River, the Wryneck’s source. It cut a straight path from the northern mountains, winding south and serpentine through the forest, at one point running straight alongside Augur Meadow. If he could find the Warbler, he could follow it, refill his pen-cleaning bottles, and drink of it; he was parched, and he had left Anya’s water skin at their resting place. It gave him some comfort he hadn’t been beast enough to steal that from her. If she ever went back. She had been gone awfully long. With the prize, she could easily replace her ancient gun. His note suddenly felt pathetically foolish, as did leaving any of her supplies.

Finishing his meal, he looked up, squinting at the dim sunlight shining through the leaves. The morning sun slowly heated the forest. With trees instead of brick buildings as a buffer, with damp earth as a floor instead of stone and tarred gravel, it was fathoms cooler than even the mildest summer morning in Äbender. Despite the circumstances, he found the forest air restored him almost as much as the food.

Morning – the sun was in the east. It took him a moment to find it through the leaves. When he did, he turned his face to its light. So long as he kept it there, at least until midday, he would meet the river eventually. He hoped.

As he walked, cheered by the returned (and interminable) trilling of the songbirds high above him, he pulled free a scrap of paper from his kit, along with his drawing board and a pencil. It was better to practice with an ink pen, but he could hardly do that and walk at the same time. Managing a pencil was challenge enough. But catching the phoenix was only the start; the hunt would not end until Edgard was satisfied, and only a spellscribe could do that.

Until the correct spell was found – or made – whoever held the phoenix would become as much a target as the phoenix itself. He still wasn’t sure he even needed the bird; only that he mustn’t let anyone else get hold of it until he was. Until he had both, he couldn’t be sure of his freedom. He had no time to waste.

An old habit, one long abandoned, rekindled by something Anya had said. What’s inside you can betray you without you even noticing. Her words had pierced him, more than she could have possibly intended. Or had she? Was it a cloaked admission of her own deception? He hadn’t thought so, at first. But his first impression had been rather profoundly mistaken.

It didn’t matter. She was gone, and one constant remained. Something inside him, betraying him for years. The glyphs on his palm.

He traced them, tried differentiating them, picking them apart. But it was as impossible as it had ever been. The glyphs were none he knew – he could make no sense of them. There was the phantom of heart he had always imagined; if he squinted, he could almost see an altered form of the glyph for blood, and, combining this line here with that circle there, he could make the glyph for red.

He was not sure what he was even looking for. A glyph for transform, for bird, for life everlasting?

There were none, not on his palm and not anywhere. Nor for bind. Nor for free.

He nearly threw his pencil aside in frustration.

Instead, he dropped it as he stumbled over an antlered skull wrapped in a thick tangle of vines, landing on his knees, scraping his hands on the forest floor. The pencil disappeared in the growth. Sighing, he sat up, picked bits of bark from his palms, ignoring the empty stare of the skull beside him. The spell on his palm was a dead end, for now. Better to pay attention where he stepped.

If he lived through this, if he managed to find the bird and concoct this harebrained spell and not kill Edgard in the process, his indenture would be ended and the spell on his palm would be negated, severing the bond. He would demand to keep his eyes open. He would never witness its making – but witnessing its unmaking would tell him more than he’d ever been able to grasp on his own.

If he could make any sense at all of this thing that bound him, the source of all his woe, it seemed to him he could make better sense of the person he was. The person he let himself become. Who did everything in spite, who knew nothing but clawing, who would smother any light for a chance to escape the shadows.

Who played a game he despised for a prize far more easily lost than won.

Freedom. A prize he, everyone, was owed, without condition or games.

Nevertheless, he must play. He would not let it make him a monster.

But, with Anya’s shotgun and map in his possession – with her hurt expression sharp in his mind’s eye, far more hurt than he imagined he could ever make her look – he worried it already had.

“Sylas Cassirer?”

He rose to his feet, turning in the direction of the call, fearing something dreadful and absurd, like a crow the size of a man, or a talking boulder.

Close; but it was only Terrence.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


For how loud it had been, the source of the cry was not as close as Anya had anticipated. As if, before, it had been piped directly into her ears. A message. Or a warning.

Or a trick.

Her gut urged her to turn back, but drawn by the sound’s obvious fear, she pressed forward. It grew more insistent, but diminished as she went; fainter, weaker, not farther away. It had sounded so human when she first heard it. Now it didn’t; not quite. Though that didn’t mean it wasn’t. Or hadn’t once been.

She soon found a game trail and followed it, smooth under her feet, then tracked the cry into the brush. For a time, it went quiet, and she began to wonder if its source was already dead – or if she had imagined it. But Sy had heard it, too. She scanned the ground for flattened bracken, upturned stones. Sniffed the air for gunpowder or coffee grounds.

Then she heard it again, close, and this time, she recognized the sound. Her heart sank. She would almost prefer it was one of the wizards. Still, she hurried forward, readying an arrow to let fly at an instant.

She saw the spotted fawn before she saw the bramble slake.

From afar, the bramble slake was invisible. Innocuous. A moss and lichen covered boulder resting behind a blackberry bramble. Only stepping closer, too close, would reveal the berries were not berries, but round and shining feelers; that the branches were not the limbs of a shrub, but the wriggling tentacles and waiting mouth of a hungry beast.

The beast bored its reptilian, sharp-beaked head into the boulder’s core, and, like a more industrious hermit crab, took the hollowed-out stone as its shell. Half of its tentacles remained burrowed underground, rooting it into the earth; the other half reemerged nearby, a crown covered in leaf-like scales and teeth of thorns, almost indistinguishable from a blackberry bramble.

It had only one vulnerable spot: its head, kept safe beneath its stone shell. Only something extraordinary could lure it out. It was commonly accepted that the bramble slake was hardly worth the effort it would take to kill, not to mention the danger. Deep in the heart of the forest, no one would pay for its removal; frightening and unwieldy, no one wanted it leering over their dining table as a trophy. It may as well be a feature of the landscape. Since it never moved, it was easy enough to avoid, if you knew what to look for.

If you didn’t, it was an unpleasant death. The slake’s tentacled mouth caught and trapped anything that came too close, leaving its meal hopelessly entangled. It pierced its stuck prey with its thorny teeth and slowly sucked it dry, keeping it alive, hot and fresh, until the last drop was drained. The more the prey struggled, the deeper the teeth dug. Anya knew if she looked beneath the fawn, she would find scores of bleached, brittle bones.

The berry-like feelers acted as lures, attracting all kinds of unwitting prey. Birds, squirrels, insects, mice. Larger mammals, usually those too young to know better. Those were a feast – once caught, the young attracted larger, more filling prey. The fawn’s mother, if she still lived, drawn by the fawn’s frightened cry. A curious wayfarer, moved by the sight of a helpless young creature. A city dweller on a king’s foolish errand, looking for food, familiar with blackberries.

A cursed huntress losing her grip.

She should have known. Johanna had this one marked on her map. But that was miles away from Rook Hollow. How could she have closed such a great distance in such a short time? She told Sy fifteen minutes; she hadn’t been gone five. Was there another slake, one they had missed?

The fawn smelled Anya on the wind.

Now, though unsure if Anya was friend or foe, savior or predator with sharper teeth, the fawn could not help but cry. Could not help but struggle, though it only made her suffering worse. Her hooves scrabbled helplessly against the tentacles, the dry leaves and bones beneath her. Her bleating became a soft, pitiful whimper. Almost human. Not human at all.

The forest had no morals. The forest could be cruel. But the slake did not trap the fawn in order to be cruel. It did not make a prize of it. It did not boast of its victory or seek more than its fill. It was simply how this creature had learned, through generations, through aeons of struggle, to survive. A cruel survival for a cruel world.

This creature did not choose how the world was made. How it was made. Neither did the fawn.

And neither did Anya.

She let loose her arrow. The scrabbling stopped. Swift as the wind, she readied another.

Alert, irritated and confused at its cooling, slackening meal, the bramble slake’s long, beaked head poked out from within the impenetrable den it wore on its back. Small, blinking eyes peaked out from under a helmet of moss and stone. Anya fired again.

The long, slender head fell flat, letting out a groan like a sigh, like cool air wheezing out of a cave.

She would have to update Johanna’s map.

The breeze tickled her cheek. She lowered her bow. A bright, incessant chirping pricked at her ears. She peered into the branches above her. Bright splotches of vigorous red dotted the dark canopy.

The cherry wrens had already begun to gather.

Feeling wearier than she had in a long time, Anya turned back for their resting place, her stomach complaining with stilted hunger and with furious unease. She hadn’t forgotten she seemed to have traveled miles in minutes. They were closer to the bramble slake’s den than she had realized.

Or the forest was feeling playful. She would have to warn Sy to be especially guarded.

She feared that was not all she would have to tell him. This had all been a mistake. Killing the fawn had been terrible enough, but it could have easily been one of the spellscribes caught, beyond her help but for a well-aimed arrow. This was beyond her. She didn’t have the mettle for this kind of game. She would tell Sy the truth. Tell him of her curse. He wouldn’t understand, and might think she was mad, but then she wouldn’t have to keep up the charade that she could ever help him.

He was honorable enough – far more than she had suspected. He wouldn’t like it, but if he wanted to live, he wouldn’t have much choice but to follow her. When it was done, she would escort him back to Äbender, back to where it all began. The past few days and all they had promised would fade to distant memory. And then all of it would be finished.

She reached the rowan tree. But it couldn’t be the same. Though she had carefully marked the way, she became certain the forest had decided to play one of its tricks. She had come to a different rowan, the wrong one.

But, no – there was her bag. Her bedroll. Her waterskin. The same rowan, the stump where she had cut the branch, bleeding sap.

No blood. No overturned dirt or disturbed bracken signaling a struggle.

No shotgun.

But she’d told him to give her a quarter hour. She hadn’t been gone ten minutes. She knew she hadn’t. He must have wandered off. For more bilberries, perhaps. With her shotgun.

So she waited. She waited until the sun reached its peak, directly above her, and then she waited longer. Too long. Far longer than was safe, or smart. Far longer than he deserved.

It was better this way. A relief. One less obstacle. The weighty shroud of pretense lifted from her shoulders. After the bear, he couldn’t have helped her, anyway. There was no other reason to stay together. There was no reason to let herself rely on another in the first place. She had only ever relied on herself. She never should have answered his ad. They never should have stayed near the other scribes’ camp. She shouldn’t have left him behind. He shouldn’t have gone off on his own.

He didn’t want to be in her debt. He thought she would demand more than half the prize for her trouble. He thought she would claim it at all.

So instead, he would chance the hunt himself. It was the only conclusion she could draw. He’d said it himself, hadn’t he? She should have listened. He wanted the money, every cent. He wanted to part ways; to terminate their agreement. So he had. With her shotgun.

Debt or no, her first impression of him had been right. For people like him and his set, enough was never enough. It couldn’t be. Not when there was always more – and there was always more. They saw themselves as temporarily embarrassed princes. Temporarily tempered dragons. All of them.

Good, she thought, gathering her things. Good. She squinted at the speckled sky, locating the afternoon sun, pointing herself east toward the Warbler. The river had never steered her wrong. She would follow it to the meadow.

She pulled Johanna’s hat over her head. She didn’t look behind her.

Hours passed. This deep in the forest, the trees were much older, taller, farther apart. Fewer saplings grew in their shade, clearing space for her feet, and with less detritus to focus on, in her thoughts. She brushed over clover and bracken, through dog’s mercury and wild mint. The gloves on her hands grew tight with her sweat, but she didn’t take them off. They may as well be hers, now; she wasn’t likely to see their previous owner again. Once her curse was lifted, she would feed them to the trees. As she crept closer to the river, the beeches thinned, gradually replaced by ash and hazel. The pines never relented.

Nothing ever did. Seasons, hunger, the march of time. More to life than base survival. There wasn’t. There never had been. You didn’t need to be educated, to be sophisticated, to know that.

But she had been wrong about one thing. Sy wasn’t a fool. He knew what he asked for; what he did. If that was what he wanted, well, the forest would happily eat him alive.

He did have the rowan branch. Her shotgun. Her wisdom, like birdseed. He may be food, but at least she had not left him without teeth.

The afternoon dragged by. She did not stop to eat, breaking off pieces of one of her walnut flour biscuits as she walked. Tasty, filling, but a bit bland. Too salty, perhaps. The melon soup had been good. She might be softer too, if she ate like that all the time. There had been a bit of mint in it, she thought, but not like the flowering mint she crushed now beneath her boots, releasing an earthy, pungent brightness, nor even the kind she and Johanna once grew in their garden. Flatter. Tamer. More sophisticated.

She walked several miles before she realized the thinning crop of beeches had thickened. That wasn’t right. There should be fewer of them closer to the river, not more. She looked up. The sun, behind the speckled clouds, was behind her, as it had been all afternoon. She was still pointed east.

But she didn’t have the slightest idea where she was.

A sinking feeling crawled up her gut and held her rooted. She should have been paying more attention. Kept her senses sharp. Especially after this morning. The bear. The fawn. Stopping to rest like a countess at tea. Melting like sugar at the barest pretense of kindness. Once again, she wasn’t thinking. Unraveling.

She scanned the horizon in vain for landmarks, and found nothing familiar. She reached a hand into her messenger bag, feeling for her map. When she couldn’t find it, she pulled the bag off her shoulder, yanked it wide open, and dug.

Johanna’s map was gone. Sy had taken it.

The sinking feeling rose up her spine as she heard the crush of leaves behind her, smelled the rush of mint on the wind. For a moment, she thought she smelled pine and pepper – old magic, forest magic.

Her breath caught. Mira, come to finish what she’d started. Or her curse had lead Anya closer to her lair, the promise of the phoenix a false hope, a trap all along. As if in answer, she felt her skin tighten, her bones prickle.

But no, the wind was warm, and from the south – and, if she thought about it, it smelled a bit more like hyacinth.

The thorned vines in her bones seemed to slough away in a flood of relief, and, feeling lightheaded, she almost laughed. How had he found her? But he had come back. It had taken him longer than she’d expected, but he did keep surprising her.

“Alright, but I do expect you to beg my forgiveness,” she said over her shoulder, suppressing a grin.

Just then, something brushed over her head, bullet-fast, knocking her hat loose. She ducked. It flew back around, slower.

A falcon. It had something furry in its claws.

As it passed her again, it dropped the bundle at her feet.

A mouse’s severed head.

“She brought you a gift!”

Heart leaping at the familiar voice, Anya rose and turned. A woman her age, a bit taller, with cropped, feathery, yellow hair, a flask of brandy and a rifle. The falcon landed on the custom leather pad on her shoulder. “Her taste is questionable, but we do appreciate her efforts!”

Perrine, Anya’s one and only friend. A fellow hunter, who she saw only in winter at Hivernal Lodge. Only in winter, because Perrine lived on the opposite side of the Lichtenwald, the Preule side, just as rife with sport as the Gescany side. A licensed Preulian hunter, one of their king’s own – not a poacher, like Anya. She had no reason to be on this side of the forest, no reason to risk the fines or the international scandal it could nevertheless cause in the unlikely chance she were caught by one of Edgard’s foresters, let alone the magic that thrived this deep.

Which meant one of two things: either that was not really Perrine.

Or Perrine was hunting the phoenix.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Before, sitting at the table set with silver by silent servants had forced him into a semblance of civility. But now, surrounded by nothing but an endless sea of trees, by birds and beetles, Sy found himself unwilling to keep up the charade.

Especially not with Terrence. He was sure he was not the only one effected by the wild air, and though David trusted this boar, Sy did not.

“What are you doing out here?” he demanded bluntly. “Where are the others?”

“A fine hello,” Terrence returned. “David and Bertrand have wandered off for firewood. I, far more sensibly, am looking for food.”

“What of your wagons?”

Terrence stood up straighter. “Seems your companion relieved our wheels of their axles in the night.”

He must have found some sleep, then, for he had believed her to be asleep beside him all night. Light sabotage, indeed. He felt both amused and unaccountably defensive. “You’ve no proof it was her.”

“You’re right,” Terrence jeered, waving his hands. “Must have been the spirits.”

Sy winced. He couldn’t believe he’d let himself have anything in common with this creature. “I asked you where the others went.”

“Most of them took the horses and went home, but those of us left stuck together. You’ve always been a bit soft, so let me give you some advice. Safety in numbers. Keep yourself to the center of the herd, and you’ll be the last one standing.”

Sy folded his arms over his chest, impatient.

Terrence lifted his, acquiescent. “We were together, but then Claude and Aquila snuck off on their own. Sabina was with us too, but she disappeared.”

Remembering the distressed sound that had led Anya away, Sy felt his blood drain. Since he had little to spare, it nearly made him swoon. “And you didn’t go after her?”

“We tried, but she vanished,” he said, yawning. “We decided to make a camp and let her find us.”

“You seem to be taking it well,” Sy said through clenched teeth. “There should be someone there to meet her, if she finds it. She could be injured. Afraid.”

“Don’t worry your pretty head, Sylas. David and Bertrand may be back already. And I’m going back soon. I’ll have to.” Again, he yawned, stretching casually. “I’m exhausted.”

“The day’s barely half over.”

Terrence frowned. “It’s nearly sunset.”

Alarmed, Sy looked up. What he had taken for morning light was in fact late evening.

Impossible. He could not have been walking more than an hour or two. Though the sun was in the west, now, it was still in his face. Somewhere, somehow, he’d been turned around. How long had he been walking the opposite direction? He looked behind him, as if some explanation would reveal itself in the wash of leaves.

In the subtle wind, they waved at him.

Warily, Sy turned back to Terrence. “We should return to your camp. Quickly, I think.”

Terrence scoffed. “Afraid of a few songbirds? Did you know some of them eat meat? I saw one, pecking at a deer carcass. Foul. I’d have shot it, but my rifle’s gone missing.” As he said this, he eyed the shotgun with obvious avarice. “Think your country cousin knows where it went?”

Sy still felt strongly as if something was watching him. “Your camp. Is it far?”

“Pace yourself,” he laughed. “I was on a mission before you interrupted me. There’s an apple tree, just this way.” He set off, sure as any huntsman.

Haltingly, Sy followed. “Didn’t you bring any food with you? Those wagons were stuffed with it.”

Terrence looked at him with pity. “Sylas, that will run out.”

Sy closed his eyes to keep from rolling them. “Of course, but we shouldn’t eat anything from the forest if we don’t know where it came from.”

“But I know where it came from. The tree.”

Sy pressed his fingers to his temple. If nothing else, Terrence was proof good looks and old money could accomplish miracles magic could only pretend at.

“What I mean,” he said carefully, “is there are dangers here we may not fully comprehend. We shouldn’t take foolish risks.”

“Is that more of your Lady Rustic’s spirit talk?” Terrence laughed derisively. “I’d say it was part of her fleece, but she seemed to believe it. She found out about your indenture and ran, didn’t she?”

“Not exactly,” Sy murmured, shifting the gun on his shoulder, and realizing its truth as he said it. She could have left him there at the table or taken his offered coin purse and run to another, guiltless. Why hadn’t she? She was crafty. Did she suspect he intended to keep more of the prize than he promised her? Had she suspected it all along? Another jagged piece.

Terrence was oblivious. “Claude and I have a bet, but since I’ve rescued you, you owe me. So tell me.” He leaned closer. “Does she scream?”

Sy stopped dead in his tracks. “Excuse me?”

“What else would you be paying her with?” He smirked. “Dirt in her hair. Girls like that like to be roughed up.” At Sy’s stony silence, he clarified. “Country girls. That’s what Claude says, though you know how he likes to talk. But country boys do too, in my experience. Just until they stop fighting back. It’s not their fault – fighting’s all they know. Anyway, does she scream? I say she does.”

“Do you know,” Sy said suddenly, “I’ve thought it over, and you’re right. Those apples are a chance too good to pass up.”

“I knew you’d see reason,” Terrence said brightly. “I always knew you were smart. Have to be, to come from your background.”

Sy smiled deferentially. “How magnanimous of you.”

Terrence accepted this as a deserved compliment, clapping Sy on the shoulder. “It’s alright; the right pair of legs will dim even the brightest mind. But those legs have walked off. They always do when they realize you’re not made of money.”

The apple tree that had excited Terrence’s interest was close, in a small clearing. It was bigger than any apple tree Sy had ever seen, though he had admittedly not seen many. Almost the size of an oak. It was far too tall to climb, but the ground around it was littered with fallen fruit, red as fat jewels. It was beautiful, like something from a children’s picture book. Even so, it gave Sy an uncanny impression, like something seeking. Gaping. Like the lurking quiet in the dark, but more solid. An absence made frighteningly present.

Almost like the sound he had heard – or not heard – earlier.

If the tree itself was strange, there was something deeply unsettling about the clearing. Massive roots broke through the otherwise barren dirt at the base of the tree, bereft of grass or vines or even moss. Nothing else grew. No birds sang; no insects chirped.

Terrence picked a handful of apples off the ground. With uneasiness creeping up his chest, Sy grabbed one, turned it over in his hands. It certainly looked like a normal apple; almost picture perfect, like it had been cut out of a still life. Perfectly red and shining, the skin unbruised despite the rough landing on the crooked roots.

The sound of flesh tearing turned his head. Terrence had bitten into one. White juice dripped down his chin. Sy watched him. He didn’t seem to suffer any ill effects and took another eager bite.

Still, remembering Anya’s warning, Sy set his apple back on the ground. He peered up into the tree. Though a slight breeze stirred his hair against his neck, the leaves remained perfectly still. As if crouching. Readying to pounce.

At his back, two figures emerged from the woods, carrying armfuls of dead branches. David and Bertrand.

“There you are. And Sy.” David stepped beside him and set the branches at his feet. He sounded relieved, but, registering the shotgun, his forehead wrinkled. “Where is your hunter?”

“We decided to part ways,” he lied, watching Terrence carefully. His eating had not slowed. Now, though, he clutched at his stomach as if pained.

“Apples?” Bertrand said happily. “Thank the skies; I’m starved.” Then, after a moment, he let out an incredulous, “Huh.”

“What is it?” said David distractedly, still frowning at Sy.

“Bit early for apples, isn’t it?”

“I found them,” Terrence replied, tossing his spent core aside and biting into another. With a grimace, he clutched his stomach again. “These wild fruits are odd. They taste…strange. Good, very good. But strange.”

David scooped one off the ground. Just before it touched his lips, Sy clutched his wrist, locking his arm in place.

“Strange in what way?” he asked Terrence, glancing at David.

“Strange like…like I’m satisfied and unsatisfied at the same time.” David returned Sy’s look; Terrence had never been so poetic. “Like every bite is simultaneously giving life and taking it away. Like I’m…like I’m eating myself.”

David’s muscles shifted in Sy’s grasp as his apple fell to the ground with a thud. Sy rolled it over with his foot. Still no bruises.

Terrence had finished the second apple, and bit into a third.

“Perhaps you should slow down,” Bertrand suggested. He set down his sticks, glancing warily at Sy, who kept his attention fixed on Terrence.

Terrence was not listening. Despite his words, and the way he gripped his stomach as if he were about to regurgitate what he’d eaten, he devoured the third apple with the enthusiasm of a starved animal. The three of them watched his strange behavior, rapt.

He stopped eating. He dropped the half-eaten apple and spit the white pulp left in his mouth onto the ground. Frantically, he ripped open his shirt.

In the center of his chest was a bruise the size of a fist. But the bruise was not the plum color of pooled blood. It was a sickly, turbid brown, the skin gone wrinkled and thin. Like the bruise of an apple.

Terrence pawed at his skin, as if to wipe the bruise away. The flesh wrinkled further under his touch. “What’s happening?”

“Something’s wrong,” Bertrand called.

“I feel strange.” As they watched, the bruise on Terrence’s chest grew, spreading, swallowing the entire center of his chest. “Someone help me!”

“We need to do something,” David said, reaching for his pen and jerking forward.

But Sy kept an iron grip on his wrist. “There’s nothing you can do,” he said. When David jerked his wrist again, he let go. But David stayed planted beside him.

Terrence pawed at his chest, then started scratching. When his fingernails touched the bruise, the wrinkled skin collapsed and peeled away like soggy paper. Inside of his chest was a white, hollow cavity. Small green worms chewed through the mealy flesh beneath his crumbling ribs.

He screamed. Bertrand paled and clamped his hands over his mouth, retching as he spun away from the sight. David pulled out his pen but stopped short of rolling up his sleeve.

Sy only watched.

The bruise and tear kept spreading, faster and faster, up his chest, around his throat, up his jaw. His screams became choked, as if his mouth was full of dirt.

“Shoot him,” David said. As if drawn from a nightmare, Sy started and stared at him. David’s eyes were transfixed in horror on Terrence. “Do it, Sy.”

Sy fumbled for the ammunition pouch, struggling to remember what Anya had told him. Slugs and birdshot, slugs for killing big things. Something about a safety? There are only so many ways it can work, he thought, his hands shaking. Perhaps he would blow his hands clean off. What would happen to his bond with Edgard then?

Before he had a chance to find out, Bertrand was beside him. Firmly and carefully, he took the gun from Sy’s unsteady hands and plucked a slug from the pouch, depositing it and shutting the barrel in one motion. With his crushed right hand, he held the barrel aloft, bracing the butt against his shoulder. With his left, he pulled the trigger.

Terrence’s muffled cries ceased as his body fell to the ground. As they watched, it disintegrated, leaving behind nothing but what looked like fresh soil on the exposed roots.

All that remained of Terrence shifted, stirred by the digging of the writhing worms.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“Seven skies, it’s Anya Degen,” cried Perrine, crushing into her. The falcon lifted into the air, settling on a tree branch. “It’s been ages!”

“Four months,” Anya said, a relieved smile lighting her own face as she pulled back and clasped Perrine’s arms. A soothing warmth filled her. No trick of the forest could replicate Perrine’s beaming smile; this was her friend.

But a sharp gust cut through the warmth. Though kills were shared freely in the winter, the rest of the year was another matter. Hunters were jealous of their game, particularly when their reputations, or their earnings, were on the line.

Particularly if that game was a magical, immortal being.

“Where are you headed?” Anya asked as casually as she could.

Perrine cast a glance around them. “That’s the funny thing. I thought I knew, but though I’m grateful to see you, meeting you here tells me I’ve gone a bit off course.”

“A bit. You’re in King Edgard’s woods,” Anya supplied, the words tasting false on her tongue. Though he had courts and armies to back up his claim, Edgard no more owned these woods than the bear she had killed or the bird she sought. No more than the witch who had cursed her, who, perhaps, Anya realized, owned it more than them all.

“Shit,” Perrine muttered, rubbing her temple with the heel of her palm. “Feels as if I’ve been going in circles, sure enough. I didn’t even cross the Warbler.”

“I’m heading toward it myself.” Between Perrine’s rifle, and her extra rations, having her around for a short while wouldn’t hurt. “Join me?”

They fell into step together.

Anya kept her voice cheerful, but only politely interested. “What’s your game?”

Perrine shrugged the question off like a fallen leaf. “Pheasant. Yours?”

“The same. Aren’t there pheasant in your neck, though?”

“There are,” Perrine agreed, “but none so pretty as the ones in Augur Meadow. You know that.”

“You’re trophy-hunting.” The laws of Preule were not the laws of Gescany; nor was hunting the fashion in Perrine’s country the way it was here. As such, the society set cared less about poaching, and their laxer hunting laws reflected it. Perrine’s pay came over the table, from wealthy clients, lords and ladies who wanted to boast of the rustic origins of their lavish feasts of boar and venison, their exquisite furs and leathers, their manor homes decorated with fearsome beasts or handsome fowl, without having to risk the forest or supply the game in their country parks themselves.

But Perrine was not in Preule; she risked Gescany’s penalties. For…pheasant.

Perrine was not stupid, and she knew Anya was not, either.

Anya studied her. “Are you going to tell me who your client is?”

That was the magic question; Perrine looked as if she was about to burst from withholding the information. “The King of Preule himself.”

At her forthrightness, Anya nearly stumbled. Perrine had not been being evasive; she was fishing for compliments.

Had she grown so distrustful already?

“You’ve made quite a name for yourself, then,” she attempted.

Perrine wilted, but only slightly. “Well, there are others on the hunt as well.”

“For pheasant,” Anya repeated.

“That’s right,” Perrine said, as if there was nothing else to say about it. She looked at Anya sideways. Anya pretended not to notice. In the winter, there was no reason to compete. The lodge was their sanctuary until the thawing snows flooded the Wryneck. Sanctuary from winter’s harshness, from foresters, from want. Everyone contributed, and they shared everything. Mountain goat, snow hare, the occasional bear – an excellent score, for the gold the fat and claws brought from city apothecaries alone paid for the annual upkeep of the lodge. The pelts were divided evenly, with the surplus, if there was one, going to whoever told the best story. They shared stories, they shared songs, they shared the roaring fire in the center of the main hall, the bottomless supply of ale and mead, bread, warm beds, partners.

In the summer, it was every hunter for themselves.

But Perrine was not just any hunter. Johanna had let slip about the lodge the summer Anya turned eighteen. Anya, who loved Johanna but had enjoyed no company but hers for ten years, was desperate to go. Johanna, who admitted she had expected a different sort of call to adventure upon Anya’s coming of age, was relieved Anya sought the lodge over her erstwhile inheritance. She refused to accompany her – but wouldn’t keep her away. She gave her the directions and the customary jug of mead for the collective pot and sent her on her way.

When Anya had arrived, she’d been immediately overwhelmed. Never mind her relative solitude with Johanna – she had never seen so many people in her life, not even at her parents’ parties. It was noisy and people kept bumping into her. When someone spilled their ale down her leather jerkin, made from a doe she’d skinned herself, she disappeared into an empty bedroom and didn’t come out for hours, regretting ever coming, dreading the thought of spending an entire winter there.

Perrine, drunk and searching for her apothecary bag, had stumbled upon Anya in the empty room. Even after ascertaining the desired herbs were not present, she remained with Anya. Sat with her. Told her if she thought mead was good, mead warmed with spiceberry and pine tips was divine. Invited her to help her make some – one she found her damn bag. Asked her what caliber rifle she preferred, and when Anya said she preferred a shotgun, pivoted to the merits of short-range weapons over long-range. Invited her to a special spot she knew where the hare practically leapt into the barrel of your gun. Introduced her to some of the others. Brought her into the fold. In return, Anya taught Perrine everything Johanna had ever shared with her – the Lichtenwald’s secrets, tricks no other hunter could boast.

She was part of it now, and loved it. Looked forward to it. But when Anya returned every winter, the ten winters since, it was not primarily for boasting or for bottomless cups of mead. Whether Perrine sought the phoenix for gold or for glory, Anya’s betrayal was not one she would easily forgive. She would not call it a betrayal; she would call it fair sport, the way of the world, and then never speak to Anya again.

Anya said little more except what was necessary, letting her friend direct the conversation for the rest of the day while she directed their feet – all the while keeping one eye turned to the darker parts of the forest. Other than Perrine’s getting lost, the forest had been unnervingly quiet since that morning.

But with the forest teeming with Äbender’s high society, the Lichtenwald had more prey than ever to keep it busy. She wondered if the city-dwellers had taken her – and the bear’s – encouragement to leave, or if the king’s encouragement was more enticing.

They made their camp by yet another flowering rowan tree. For dinner, Anya risked two of her arrows on a pair of quail, which Perrine plucked and prepared. She had brought a little clay jar of salt with her and sprinkled some all over the birds’ prickled pink skin.

Anya piled some birch bark onto a carefully arranged pile of sticks, then lit the bark with her tinder box. That done, Perrine directed her to an exposed, rocky patch on a nearby hill to pick some wild thyme, which she then stuffed into the birds’ cavities. The sun had set by the time their preparations were done, but Anya had never tasted finer food on the trail, except, perhaps, for melon soup.

The falcon joined them, perching on Perrine’s shoulder, taking bits of offered quail.

When they’d finished eating, Perrine picked her teeth with a quail’s rib bone, and said bluntly, “You’ve been quiet.”

“Have I?”

“You’re wearing gloves,” she added, as if Anya was instead wearing trout.

“They’re fashionable,” Anya said defensively, flexing her fingers.

“Anya. Listen. It’ll come out sooner or later, and I don’t want it between us.” She handed her flask of brandy to Anya, who, obligingly, took a steadying drink. “You’ve heard of the phoenix?”

“Mmm,” said Anya, her mouth on the rim.

“I’m hunting it.”

Anya swallowed, savoring the burn. “You are,” she said carefully, capping the flask.

“The king of Preule heard your king is after it, so he wants it himself. Though for what, I couldn’t say. Just to have, I suppose. Kings are like that.”

“How odd,” Anya returned.

“What’s odder is I don’t know how I ended up here. But it’s good luck for me, because you know this neck of the woods better than I do. Whatever you’re doing, this is worth more. I say we work together and split the prize.”

“Will your king be very happy about that?”

“What do I care? He’ll get what he’s after, and the prize will be mine to do with as I please.” She looked away dreamily. “Seventy thousand gold sovereigns.”

Anya whistled. Preule’s king was far more generous with his stolen wealth.

“I’ll never have to hunt again a day in my life,” Perrine said, toasting the sentiment with her brandy.

Anya frowned. “Don’t you like hunting?”

“Not really. Not the way you do. For you, it’s like breathing.”

“It isn’t,” Anya protested. “You don’t have to work to learn to breathe. No one ever trained to be a world-class breather.”

“Fine,” Perrine relented. “But there’s a lure to it for you that I never had, more than the meat on your plate or the coin you get for pelts. You’d do it even if you weren’t getting anything out of it but the satisfaction. I’d rather do anything else.”

It wasn’t entirely surprising, but Anya had not known this about her friend. Though Perrine had always had a wistfulness about her, she had never mentioned wanting a different life. Anya supposed the possibility had never been on the table before.

“‘Anything else’ is rather broad. Don’t tell me you’ve nothing planned.”

“Well,” Perrine began, puffing her chest, “you know that florist’s shop I always thought would make a fine restaurant – the one on King’s Street?”

Anya nodded.

“The building’s gone up for sale. One of my regular clients said he’d write me a reference and be my first customer.” Anya’s heart dropped to her stomach. Perrine’s dreamy smile returned. “No more unsalted goat stew cooked over the fire pit. No more sleeping in dirt with sticks poking into my back.”

“That sounds lovely, Perrine,” she said sadly.

Perrine frowned, obviously hurt. “It doesn’t sound like it sounds lovely.”

“Sorry,” Anya said, and meant it, though not for the reason her friend thought. “I’m only tired.”

“It’s more than that.” Perrine peered at her closely. “No, there’s something different about you. Has something happened?”

Anya’s pulse quickened. Perhaps she could tell Perrine about the curse. Why shouldn’t she? Perhaps Perrine could help her.

But to do that, Perrine would have no choice but to give up her prize. And Anya did not know what would be worse: to ask Perrine to give up her dream for Anya’s sake, or to discover that she would not.

Perrine lit up. “I’ve got it. The introspection, the dewy glow. You’ve met someone.”

“What?” Anya sputtered. “No, I–” She hesitated. It may be better to let her believe that over the truth.

A sharp crack startled them both and sent the falcon into the leaves above. That was no deer. Anya gripped her hatchet from her belt, while Perrine reached for her rifle.

They could not see beyond the circle of their fire. “Who’s there?” called Anya, squinting into the darkness. Perrine raised her rifle.

“Miss Degen? Is that you?”

“Miss Degen,” Perrine repeated scornfully, lowering her gun and making a face at Anya.

“It’s Anya, yes,” Anya called, lowering her hatchet.

Sabina stepped closer to the fire, illuminating a mussed jacket, a torn skirt, and a face made puffy from crying. She still had her pen kit, but carried nothing else.

Anya’s heart sped. “Are you alright? Is Sylas with you? Is he hurt?”

“No, no, I – I was with David, and Bertrand and Terrence,” she said, reciting each name as if it was a lodestone. “We were walking, and I heard–” She broke off abruptly, her face falling.

Another prank, or a more devious trick. Anya would put nothing past them.

But at the desolate look on Sabina’s face, Anya dismissed the thought. “Go on,” she said gently, putting her hatchet back on her belt. “Nothing will sound too strange to us.”

It was all Sabina needed. “I heard a little girl crying. I turned around to look for her, and I stepped no more than one step off the path. I didn’t see anyone. When I turned around, the men were just…gone. But I could still hear the crying. A little girl, hysterical. I looked and looked. It wouldn’t stop.” Anya took her seat, and Sabina sat beside her, her legs folded elegantly beneath her, even in her distress. Anya took her hand. She looked up, as if startled, but settled and gripped Anya’s hand back. She sniffled. “It made me very sad. So desperately sad.”

“You’re lucky you found us,” said Perrine. She sat at Sabina’s other side and took her other hand. Knowing this tone of voice, Anya stifled a snort and gave them some space, taking Perrine’s former seat on the other side of the fire. “We’ll keep you safe. I’m Perrine, by the way.”

“All I want is for that damn crying to stop,” Sabina said, her own eyes welling. Angrily, she wiped at them.

“Here,” Anya said, reaching over to hand Sabina the flask of brandy. “You’ve no idea where the others are?”

Sabina took a swig and then said, dryly, “Most of the rest went home when you sabotaged our wagons.”

At Perrine’s furrowed eyebrows, Anya sighed. No help for it now. “I’m hunting the phoenix too. We all are. For King Edgard.”

“I knew it,” Perrine said. “So that’s what you were hiding from me.”

Anya hesitated, then glared at Sabina, who now watched her with a wildcat’s cunning.

“Yes,” Anya lied, turning back to Perrine. “I’m sorry. I thought…I thought it would be easier for us both if we didn’t let our affection get in the way.”

“A strictly sororal affection,” Perrine amended quickly to Sabina, who took another swig of brandy. She turned back to Anya, wilting. “I won’t lie; I am not thrilled to hear it. I didn’t take you for the type.”

Anya shrugged, her heart hardly in the lie. “It’s the catch of lifetime. And I need the money.”

Perrine’s lips pressed close together, and she nodded. “Well. We all do, I suppose.”

“She doesn’t,” Anya said, casting a glare at Sabina, unable to help herself.

“You know nothing about me,” Sabina said coldly. She leaned forward, and her eyes flicked to the gloves on Anya’s hands. “Why isn’t Sylas with you?”

“We didn’t work well together,” Anya said flatly, while Perrine asked, “Who is Sylas?”

Ignoring her, Anya pulled her bedroll free and spread it smooth on the ground. She would determine how to move forward in the daylight. “I’m exhausted. Wake me if there’s a disaster. But please do not invite one,” she said, bitingly, to Sabina.

“I’d like to know more about you,” said Perrine, and Anya snorted as she turned over, her face to the trees, and immediately fell asleep.

Her sleep was deep, deep as it had been the night before, deeper. Deeper than anything she’d ever felt. As deep as if the earth itself drew its blanket over her. As if roots dragged her under the soil. As if an invisible hand held her under, and plucked the chords of her body, of her heart, like strings.

As if she would never wake.

But she did wake. A gradual claw into consciousness, as if breaking through a shell. Stirred by an awareness of something creeping nearby. Something in the dark. Something watching her. For a dizzying, terrifying second, she thought she was again eight years old. Hungry and cold and having just seen her mother grow still and cool as stone, feeling invisible fingers lifting her hair and the ends of her dress, crawled under the shelter of a softly blooming tree, holding her breath for as long as she could stand so as not to make a sound.

Then, she remembered. The camp. Perrine and Sabina slept nearby. The fire was dead. Her eyes adjusted quickly to the dark; quicker than usual. She kept perfectly still. She strained to hear any telltale sound, anything to help identify what stalked her in the dark. She prayed to the seven skies it was something natural, like a wolf, or a fox. No – not a fox.

Slowly rising to her feet, she scanned the camp. Perrine was asleep. The falcon was roosted on a high branch, unmoving.

Sabina was gone.

Well. Good; let her go. One less thorn in her side. One less stone in her shoe. She couldn’t have asked for a better solution. She sat on her bedroll, her back to the rowan tree. Its scent wafted over her in the warm night air.

She cursed under her breath, gripped her hatchet, and crept into the trees.

Years of living in the country left her able to see fairly well in the dark, even on moonless nights. She could not see it, but she knew this night was not moonless. It was a new moon. No – a waxing crescent, just the slimmest sickle.

But she didn’t know how she knew. Over the chaos of the past few days, she hadn’t bothered tracking the moon’s cycle. On impulse, she let her mind drift, flutter out of focus. She almost felt she could sense it, pinpoint its exact place in the sky, trace its slow, inexorable creep.

She came back to herself, startled. It must be a fancy, her dream-addled mind making sense of the night.

But even if it were directly above her head, it should be no more than the thinnest crescent. It should not illuminate the trees like pale ghosts against the dark.

And yet.

She counted backwards to the last full moon. Forwards, to midsummer’s eve.

Four days.

She kept moving, locking her eyes on the horizon as she scanned the trees. Just ahead, she spotted a gray dress, stark and silver as a tree trunk against the night.

“Sabina?” Though barely above a whisper, her voice sounded like a trumpet in the quiet.

The figure did not answer.

Anya crept closer, her hatchet low but at the ready. She reached the frozen figure and touched her gently on the shoulder.

Sabina did not startle, or move at all. She whispered, “Did you hear her?”

Anya scanned their surroundings, studying each tree for peering eyes, grinning teeth, jagged claws. “I heard no one.”

“She was crying again.” Sabina stared at nothing. Her breath crawled. “She stopped when you came near.”

Her words gripped Anya’s heart with a pale hand. Clutching her hatchet until her knuckles ached, she peered deeper into the dark. It spread before her, showing its secrets like never before, and still she saw nothing. Nothing but trees.

Sabina sprang to life, gripping her torn skirts and rushing forward. “I must go after her.”

Anya’s heart sank. She could save Sabina tonight, but the forest had sunk its teeth into her. Like a snake with its fangs clamped hard into the flesh of its prey, nothing would make it loosen its grip on her now.

Nothing would be easier than to let her go, to let the forest take her. An offering. Blood for blood. Balance.

Instead, Anya put away her hatchet and ran after her. She quickly caught up and stepped in front of Sabina. When she tried to dart past, Anya gripped her by the shoulders. The other woman stopped moving but still stared past her. “Sabina.”

Sabina looked at her, her eyes round with fear and helpless hope.

“Come.” She took her hand and led her back to camp. When they reached it, Perrine had awoken. She questioned Anya with a torch-lit frown. Anya shook her head and planted the scribe beneath the rowan tree, sitting cross legged before her with her quiver on her back and her bow in her lap. Perrine extinguished her torch, and Anya settled in for a long, sleepless night, listening to the silent song of the moon; peering, as if through silver daylight, into the dark.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Night quickly approached, cloaking what remained of Terrence in darkness. Nothing could cloak the sight from Sy’s memory. He trailed behind the other two through the trees, clutching Anya’s shotgun, knuckles white.

When Bertrand had returned it to him, he’d thought about refusing. But Anya had entrusted it to Sy, not Bertrand. So he kept it and held it unloaded and open-barreled over his shoulder, ready to make his best attempt if need be. It did not comfort him.

The other two walked side by side, their heads close together, muttering under their breath. Mourning their lost friend, Sy assumed. He hadn’t liked Terrence, but he’d been alone in that. When Bertrand put a reassuring hand on the small of David’s back, Sy pretended to examine the gun. It wasn’t any of his business who David sought solace in. Not anymore.

The camp amounted to two overburdened rucksacks and a clumsily rolled tent. When the others had left the city, they’d brought everything in wagons and expected to stay in them; they hadn’t thought to pack for traveling on foot. Terrence’s pack was left behind. Sabina must have taken hers, wherever she went. He hoped she had returned to the city. He hoped David and Bertrand would, after what they had seen. He certainly wanted to.

He couldn’t.

David and Bertrand’s gathered sticks made an impressive pyre – or would have, if any of them could manage to light it. Bertrand, scraping his knife against a sharp rock and producing a few sparks, got the closest. Since the night air was mild and they didn’t need to cook, they soon gave up.

The three of them sat in silence, none too eager to eat, not even their own supposedly safe provisions. After what he had just witnessed, Sy was not sure he would ever hold an appetite again. He thought again of Sabina’s botched spell, of how the way it altered Anya should have been impossible.

Impossible, like a man’s insides rotting away in mere seconds?

Had the apple, the tree been bewitched? He didn’t think so. Based on Anya’s warnings, the tree’s magic was its own.

Sabina’s spell had been her own; the tea had been brought from Äbender. What had happened to corrupt her spell? In the calm, he thought he could feel a certain thickness to the air, almost like the clinging humidity in the city after a summer storm, though the forest air rang in his lungs clean and clear as a bell. It had a smell, like pine – that was the trees, of course – but something else, something bitter, something vivacious.

Was there a dark, vernal, untapped magic in the very air?

Or, he thought, pressing his fingers into the soft, damp dirt around the mossy stone he made his seat, was it found in something lower to the ground?

It was beyond him; none of it made any sense, and his aching head swam with the effort of trying to make it. He forced himself to swallow a stale piece of rye softened with a bit of water. Bertrand, meanwhile, had unearthed a bottle of rye whiskey from the depths of his rucksack. He offered Sy and David both a drink, but Sy declined. Though his nerves begged for it, though he was almost useless, he may still need to pen a spell, and thinner blood was the last thing he needed.

David was the first to break their silence. “We have to go home.”

His voice and gaze were steady. Sy recalled David’s almost eerie calm when his own back was shredded and seeping blood, unphased when even Anya’s hand had been clasped tightly in his. He had known the spell by rote.

Almost as if he had seen such violence before.

But where would he have seen it?

“We need to go back to Äbender,” David repeated. “You came here on foot, with the huntress. Do you know the way?”

“If I ever did, I don’t anymore. I lost hours today. I have no idea where we are.” He didn’t mention it, wary of frightening them further, but he had a sneaking suspicion the hours he lost were not due to his inexperience. A suspicion the forest would not be too keen to let them leave.

Already, he thought of the Lichtenwald as its own creature, sentient. Hungry.

He also didn’t mention the map.

Bertrand nursed the whiskey bottle, staring at the lantern they, hungry for light of any kind, had placed in the barren pile of sticks that would have been their fire. “I’m not leaving. If nothing else, this proves the magic here is even more volatile than we suspected. We’re closer than ever.”

At his dead-eyed stare, Sy frowned. “Are you completely unaffected by what we just saw?”

“Of course I’m not,” Bertrand said, heat creeping into his voice. “Unaffected enough to shoot the man.”

“I–” Sy faltered. Now both of them gazed at him, accusation written in bold letters upon their brows. “I’ve never even held a gun before. I panicked.”

David’s eyes narrowed. “You stopped me from eating the apple. Why?”

“Anya. Before we…parted ways, she warned me not to eat anything I hadn’t killed or brought myself. Now you have the same warning. As did Terrence, I might add.”

“You might, but that would be speaking ill of the dead.”

“Don’t you dare blame this on me.”

David laughed humorlessly, grabbing the bottle from Bertrand. He took a swig and pointed at Sy. “You knew. You might have stopped him. You might have so much as flinched when you saw him die.”

“The way you flinched when you saw the wreck that bear left of my back?”

“Should I have frozen in panic?”

“You tend traumatic wounds with ease, you poach others’ ideas for your own gain. The forest is revealing another side of you. I only wonder what else you’re hiding.”

“Then at last, we’re on equal footing.” He took a drink of whiskey, then stared into the bottle and spoke flatly. “My father’s factory manufactures gunpowder. Accidents happen, not infrequently. I’ve seen and tended far worse.”

Sy kept his face neutral, but inwardly winced. He had seen his share of factory accidents himself when he tended the streets of Lower Bunting. Most amounted to a twisted ankle or a sprained wrist, but some were quite gruesome. No wonder David hadn’t flinched.

As for why Sy hadn’t stopped Terrence, he had no answer for that. No answer he wanted to face.

When David spoke again, his voice had less venom in it. Less venom, and a question. “When that woman was hurt. You ran out to help her.”

So David didn’t think him a complete monster. An idiot, perhaps. He felt a tension in his shoulders release. “It was foolish, I know.”

Bertrand sat up straighter. “You know about injured women better than most. Don’t you, Sylas?”

“I’m sure I don’t catch your meaning.”

“The rumors of what Edgard does with the girls he collects. Of what you help him with. Tell us they’re not true.”

At last, someone had asked.

And he said nothing. Let the answer haunt him in its silence, as it always had.

But then David spoke, venomous once more. “I know Edgard will have his way. And you are a King’s Wizard first. A King’s Wizard must obey the king. Especially one…like you.”

“Of course,” Sy agreed acerbically.

“But…to change someone, against their will. It’s a clear violation of our oath as scribes.”

Sy felt as if he had been kicked. His scarred left hand curled into a fist. “There’s no reason I should give a single shit for that hypocritical oath, but you honestly think I would ever take someone’s choice from them?”

“If your choice was taken? If you were desperate to free yourself?” He licked his lips, pressed a hand to his mouth. “If you saw a chance to get ahead of a competitor, one you knew meant something to me, even if it meant letting him die in horrific fear and pain?”

Sy felt his expression smooth.

“There,” he said, pointing weakly. “That. You disappear. I thought it was because of your upbringing, because you felt out of place. But now–”

“Don’t be shy,” Sy prompted, his voice deadly calm.

“After what I’ve seen today, I no longer know what I think you would do.”

Another kick, straight to the chest. David had been boiling with grief, with fear, with anger, and ready to spill it all on Sy. The moment his anger began to cool, Bertrand posed a question designed to paint Sy as an immoral beast. That didn’t bother him; he knew as much – and far worse – had been said about him behind closed doors.

But that David was willing to see the likeness? David, who he thought knew him better than anyone?

Didn’t that mean there was a likeness to see?

“You could have come to me, Sy,” said David, setting the whiskey aside. “I could have helped you. We could have found a way, together. This shouldn’t have happened.”

“Terrence was a beast. Little better than the king. Claude too, evidently.” David paled, and Sy pressed on. “Make of that what you will.”

“He’s right,” Bertrand put in. “They visit my club when they’re not at Martin’s. Not your sort of place. They like to… boast of their latest conquests.”

David closed his eyes. “I – I believe you. Be that as it may–”

“You’re the one who sent everyone scattered about out here like ants.”

“No, that was your country cousin. If we had our wagons–”

“It wouldn’t matter. Some other horror would take you. It may still. And if I’d had my way, none of you would be here. Sabina would be safe at her brother’s country estate, not wandering about alone in the darkness–”

“You’re not the only one who deserves the chance,” said David.

Something in David’s words gave him pause. “Have you considered what we’re attempting to do? Really considered it.”

Bertrand barked a grim, high laugh. “Risking being eaten alive by an evil tree?”

“Giving Edgard eternal life. He’s already a tyrant. Can we honestly expect immortality to temper him?”

“He does have a point,” David said haltingly. “If Edgard were a better man–”

“And what if the next king is worse?” Bertrand replied. “What if the high-ranking nobles get rowdy over this little quest and replace him with someone more vicious? What if he dies without an heir and we’re invaded by Preule, or by the Marchess Empire, made to adhere to their customs, made subservient to their economy? What if parliament takes over and nothing ever gets accomplished because none of the pompous shits can agree? Better the devil you know. And if the devil is ageless, then we’ll get to know him very well.”

“I know him well enough,” Sy said quietly. Well enough to know he must do anything to be free of him, whatever the price.

“How well do you know him, Sylas?” Bertrand asked, implication thick on his tongue. “People do say the wildest things.”

At that, David rose quickly to his feet and stormed into the brush. To Sy’s relief, he took his pen kit with him. It would do no good against bears or carnivorous fruit, but it could protect him from other humans, at least.

Bertrand watched not David, but Sy. He returned Bertrand’s stare evenly. “Anything else to add?”

“What about you?” Abruptly, Bertrand rose, gripped the bottle of whiskey David had left behind. Grimacing, he took a drink. “Go on. You’ve been dying to ask me what I’m doing here.”

“I really haven’t,” Sy said, rubbing his temples. His headache was worse than ever, and his fatigue, chased away by adrenaline, now crept back into his limbs.

Bertrand continued as if Sy hadn’t spoken. “You know I’m studying to become a physician.”

“You’re going to use your knowledge of the body and David’s of magic to compose a spell, then split the prize. Am I close?”

“Jealous?”

“We’re through,” he said coldly. “If that wasn’t painfully obvious.”

“It wasn’t. I wouldn’t need the prize if I had a sovereign for every fight between the pair of you.” Bertrand cast a glance in the direction David had gone. “Your huntress is going to catch it, anyway. Good work setting her on the trail,” he added bitterly. “If she wasn’t a target already, she will be, now.”

Sy’s eyes snapped up. Bertrand shrugged. “Others will be stalking her, tracking her. They’ll wait until she catches it, then steal it from under her nose. Or her neck.”

Sy felt his chest tighten. “Others like you?”

In reply, he took another drink.

“You have an idea. Don’t you?”

“Spoken like a man who has one of his own.” Sy mimed brandishing a hand of cards. “Show me your hand and I’ll show you mine.”

Bertrand weighed his offer. Sy knew his guesses were worth their weight in gold to the others; they were in the forest on his hunch, after all. At the moment, he held all the cards.

Perhaps not all of the cards, anymore.

Bertrand finally made his decision, brandishing his red glove with an ironic flourish. “Are you familiar with the concept of metempsychosis?”

“Can’t say it rings a bell, no.”

He pulled a stick from their unlit pyre. In the dirt around it, he began to draw. One circle, then another. “Simple, in theory. In modern times, it’s sometimes referred to as palingenesis. The concept stems from ancient medicine; the most ancient. It means the transmigration of the soul. More specifically, the idea that a person’s soul can enter another vessel after death. Whether another human body, or an animal, or even a plant. The phoenix creates its own vessel. It’s self-sustaining.”

“After death,” Sy repeated dryly. “Regicide is generally frowned upon.”

“That’s where I keep getting stuck.” He tapped the stick thoughtfully against the first circle. “The ancients believed the soul was located in the heart. Their experiments in that realm proved fruitless, but their understanding of magic was elementary compared to ours. And we can’t very well cut the king’s heart out and replace it with a bird’s.”

The fingers on Sy’s left hand twitched. Perhaps he had not imagined the glyph for heart on his palm. He kept his eyes trained carefully on Bertrand.

“You’ve explained all this to David?”

“Of course.”

That presented a problem, for David knew more about Sy’s mark than the others. Had he ever studied it, late at night, by the glow of a candle? Surely not. Not well enough to jump to the same conclusions Sy had.

“And what of your hand?”

Sy involuntarily curled his fingers closed. Bertrand meant his figurative hand of cards, of course.

He weighed the others’ advantages. They had no weapons that he could see, but were well supplied with food and water. They were as unfamiliar with the Lichtenwald as he was, and sure to get as lost as he had. Unless, of course, they found a willing guide – say, a hunter in need of a spellscribe’s protection and a buyer for the bird once she caught it.

But he had to offer something. Giving them the vague location would seem generous, but offered them no true advantage over him. “There’s a meadow,” he said. “Augur Meadow. The hunters think the phoenix resides there.”

“And any ideas what we should do with it?” His question was half in jest; but only half.

“None,” Sy lied. And his was only half a lie; he had no ideas he was certain of, anyway. “And as an apprentice physician, what do you make of the viability of King Edgard’s request?”

“Only that after what we saw today, I am hard pressed to find anything completely beyond reason.”

“But…it doesn’t make sense, does it?” Sy said, unable to help himself. Bertrand had knowledge he did not; knowledge that may fill in some of the gaps in his own reasoning. “What happened today was magic – there’s nothing else to call it. And yet, glyphs are the highest, most advanced form of magic, but they can’t manage anything of the sort. Has such a thing even been attempted?”

“Such a thing would be highly unethical. Against our oath,” he added, mockingly. Sy was sure Bertrand found it at least as hypocritical as he did.

“Not if one performed such experiments on oneself.”

“And are you willing to be Edgard’s laboratory rat in addition to his pet?”

Sy bristled and leaned back.

At his withdrawal, Bertrand huffed a humorless laugh. “They look down on me far worse than they do on you, you know.”

“I wasn’t aware we were competing for the honor.”

“Of course we are.” He threw the stick he had been toying with into the brush. “You weren’t supposed to succeed and did. I was supposed to and didn’t. You’re a wonder; I’m a fool.”

“You weren’t talented enough,” Sy said bluntly, not interested in pitying Bertrand, competition or no. “There are hundreds more who would rise higher than either of us, but they’ll never have even the chance.”

“That’s the way of the world.”

“So it is,” he snapped. “And long ago, the way of the world was mud roads and illiteracy. The best men like us could hope for was an early, painless death, or endlessly raiding castles for the will of stronger men, for the fleeting reward of gold and glory. It is does not mean it must be.”

Bertrand’s lips twitched. “And how much has changed, really? Think of the bear your huntress killed. Her livelihood itself. Competition is the way of nature, and the way of man. We are always in competition. It’s only that it’s easier to overlook surrounded by wallpaper and liquor cabinets.” His demeanor shifted, his voice louder and brighter. “But you’re right – we don’t have to be, not us. Work with us, David and I, and split the – what did you call it? The gold and the glory.”

“You know I can’t do that.”

“I was afraid of that,” he said quietly. Then, louder, “I will say nothing further without David around to hear it.”

Sy hadn’t forgotten that David was the reason the Lichtenwald was full of scribes.

Nor had he forgotten David’s motivation to win the prize. His father’s factory; his sister’s education. His family. His future, the one he had been promised, vivid as a golden sun. Splitting the prize in half would be hard enough, let alone splitting it three ways.

And Sy could not split it at all.

His heart ached almost as much as his head.

“And I will say nothing further at all,” he said wearily. “I need sleep. I won’t impose longer than I have to. I’ll leave you at first light.”

As he spoke, a rustling in the undergrowth signaled David reemerging from the dark. He stepped slowly forward into the lantern light. His right hand was clenched into a fist, and the open fingers of his left trembled.

“What is it?” Sy demanded, sitting up. “Are you hurt?”

David let out a sound somewhere between a laugh and a groan, then shook his head.

“Go on, David,” said Bertrand. “I got what I needed.”

Before Sy could even think to question Bertrand’s odd remark, David kneeled before him. And before he could question why David would do that, he had pressed his clenched right fist to Sy’s chest, over his heart. In a familiar gesture, he slid his other hand behind Sy’s ear. Then, with a soft breath, David pulled him into a kiss.

His first thought was surprise.

His second, a familiar, welcome impulse, was to kiss him back; all forgiven, all forgotten.

His third was of hesitation. Was of…Anya.

As he puzzled over the mess of his thoughts and remembered he really ought to be focused on Bertrand, who he thought had said something threatening, David pulled away, and said, with all the remorse of a man on his deathbed, “Sy. I’m sorry.”

Then he raised his clenched fist and opened it, revealing a glistening ruby dust. He blew the spell into Sy’s face.

Everything went black.
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


In the morning, they dressed Sabina in flowers. Anya cut five supple, green, blossom-draped branches from the rowan tree. As recompense for taking so much, she left three of her walnut cakes, a bit of hair pulled from her braid, and the bones of the quail they had eaten last night.

“Protect her like you did me, mother tree,” Anya petitioned under her breath as she knotted a branch into a bracelet. So I don’t have to.

They spent an hour stripping and weaving, making protective talismans of the tree’s gift – something Johanna had taught her, but not so different from the daisy chains she’d made in Sperling Park with her governess as a girl. They placed the vernal jewelry around Sabina’s wrists, her ankles, her neck.

Sabina, tight-lipped and puffy-eyed, looked annoyed at having to knot the leaves and wood, but said nothing all morning. At least, until Perrine nestled a crown of white flowers into her hair. “This is ridiculous,” she pouted. “I look like a maiden prepped for sacrifice.”

“You are,” Anya said bluntly. “The forest has marked you.”

Sabina’s brow furrowed. “Marked me?”

“It’s on your trail and won’t leave off until it has you. Those flowers are the only thing keeping you safe. Even being near you puts us at risk. You’re lucky we don’t leave you behind.”

“You look quite charming,” Perrine put in, and Anya shot her an annoyed look. Perrine shrugged. “She does.”

“Why don’t you, then?” Sabina said, ignoring Perrine but faintly flushing.

“Don’t tempt me,” Anya returned. She already planned on abandoning Sabina at the first opportunity.

Last night was the first opportunity. The perfect opportunity. All she would have needed to do was stay still, lie quiet in that dampening dark, that swallowing sleep.

At the thought, which did not seem entirely her own, she shuddered. Perhaps…less sleep, from now on.

Regardless, she needed to create another opportunity, and quick. As they packed up and set off for the Warbler, the falcon circling overhead, Anya considered her options for inconspicuously getting free of the wizard – and, unfortunately, of Perrine.

It was hard to concentrate against the glaring morning light. She squinted, feeling almost as if she had a wicked hangover, though she’d barely touched Perrine’s brandy.

It must be the lack of sleep. She’d been up all night watching over Sabina. She never heard the mysterious crying, but from the whimpers that came from under the rowan intermittently throughout the night, she wondered if Sabina still did.

A not-small part of her felt a grim satisfaction at the violet-eyed wizard’s torment. Sabina had not meant to frighten Anya so badly with her poisoned tea – her cruelty was petty and impulsive, not malicious.

But when Sabina’s spell had changed her tongue, she had been gripped by a shocking fear, almost as painful, in its way, as the invisible vines that writhed through her, the thorns that pierced the pores of her bones. When she felt her mouth becoming foreign to her, she had been certain it was Mira’s curse taking hold, cutting free her teeth and replacing her human tongue with a long, slim proboscis.

No, Sabina hadn’t intended that. But she had cast the spell.

And what had happened to the spell? Could a spellscribe turn a person’s body so completely against them? Anya didn’t think so.

And what of Mira’s magic? She needed no pen, no blood, no glyphs to curse Anya. What did the witch know that the wizards, with their books and their towers, didn’t?

Without warning, a snaking pain slithered up her spine, then split her head. Her eyes burned; her ears rang. She fell to her knees, pressing her hands over her ears, then her burning eyes, then back over her ears. Faintly, she felt, more than heard, a strangled cry coming from her throat.

When it passed – and it did pass – Perrine was crouched before her, her strong hands on her shoulders. In Anya’s distress, the falcon had returned and sat on Perrine’s shoulder. Sabina stood at a distance, arms folded over her chest and her forehead wrinkled.

“Anya,” Perrine said, helping her upright. “Tell me what is wrong.”

Anya took a shaking breath. No lie would come to her lips. “Mira of the Mire has paid me a visit.”

Perrine’s eyes widened. Her hands fell from Anya’s shoulders, as if Anya’s curse was contagious. “You’ve angered the witch?”

“A witch?” Sabina looked between them. “What witch?”

“You know to stay well away from Bosquet Mire,” Perrine scolded, eyeing Anya up and down. Anya felt the urge to pat her skin for extra legs.

She pulled her braid over her shoulder instead. “I went nowhere near it.” She hesitated. “I…I may have stalked and killed her familiar.”

“Oh, Anya,” Perrine said sadly. Anya did not think she imagined her taking a step away.

“It was destroying a farmer’s entire flock of hens. It was miles away from Bosquet Mire. I needed the money.” And none of that mattered.

“What are you going to do?”

“I–” Though she ached to, she still couldn’t bring herself to tell Perrine about the curse or what the phoenix would mean to her. Especially not when Perrine acted as though her touch was pestilent. “I have time before the curse takes hold. I’m still working it out.”

“A curse?” Sabina repeated.

“Nothing can break one of her curses but the condition she set,” Perrine explained. Anya said a silent prayer she would not pry about that condition. “The caster is known for being particularly…cruel.” Perrine ran a hand through her feathery hair. “I’ve never heard of her giving someone time to wriggle out of one.”

Alarmed, Anya racked her brain for something to throw Perrine off that trail.

But it was Sabina who spoke next. “Can I help?”

Anya was startled, both by her offer and by the solemnity of her voice.

“She could do something for the pain, perhaps,” Perrine suggested, brightening. In Gescany, magic was strictly regulated; in Preule, it was altogether outlawed. Perrine understood its limitations even less than Anya, and sought what seemed a logical solution. So did Sabina.

They both wanted to help her. But would they if they knew she could not help them? Her throat closed. “No. I don’t think so.”

“Why don’t you dress yourself in rowan?” Sabina asked, lifting her own flowered wrists. She wore a thoughtful frown.

Perrine answered for her. “Rowan can protect, but not expel.”

“Hold on. Mira,” Sabina repeated. “Not as in the Countess Mirabelle Corveau.”

Anya frowned. “Who?”

“Why Anya, didn’t your governess teach you your history?”

Not Miss Degen any longer, Anya noted. Winded, she leaned against a tree for support. “If you have a point, I’d love to hear it.”

“Mirabelle Corveau. Like you, she performed a mysterious disappearing act. Long ago, though. Decades, when Edgard was very young. A wealthy countess, one of his favorites. Quite the firebrand, evidently. Despite her great beauty, her ideas didn’t win her many friends in court. They say,” Sabina leaned closer, now she’d got to the juicy bit, “every autumn when she came to Äbender, she tried to persuade Sangfeder to enroll her as the first woman spellscribe. Being the king’s favorite let her get away with a great many scandals that would send most women into disgrace. But the academy had always refused to admit women. Besides, her idea of magic was too unwieldy, too wild. Dangerous. I wish the books would describe it – they never do, do they? Wouldn’t want anyone getting ideas, I suppose.”

“The witch,” Anya urged.

Sabina huffed a sigh. “They refused, of course, and threatened to have her locked up in an asylum if she didn’t let up. The city was in an uproar; Edgard caved to the pressure and discarded her. So, one night, in the dead of winter, she broke into the school, stole some of their books, and repaired to her manor, never to be seen again. Some say she bewitched one of the Master Scribes into helping her. Some say she bewitched Edgard, but in that case I’d think she’d have been a bit more successful, wouldn’t you?”

Anya nodded tightly, hoping she would get to the point.

“They’ve put much tighter security in place since then, as you can imagine. They never did recover those books. They say her estate was swallowed by the forest, but some say you can still find it on a starless night.” She lowered her voice conspiratorially. “That part’s not in the history books. More whispered in the women’s dorm at Sangfeder, tittering about love spells and the like.”

“You can find it, alright,” Perrine said. “And you’ll pay for it if you do. Anyone who gets too close finds that out the hard way.”

“Rumor says,” Sabina continued, relishing her audience, “her lair is a lavish estate built upon an ancient wetland. Despite the constant flooding, she keeps regal, regimented gardens – though few have seen them, for even to creep up to the iron fence to steal a glimpse risks the witch’s wrath. I’ve always thought she must have an entire army of servants to keep them so pristine.”

Perrine turned to Anya. “Bosquet Mire. It must be the very same.”

“Mirabelle Corveau was refused admittance to Sangfeder,” said Anya. “But women have been admitted to the school for ages, haven’t they?”

“Not really. The first woman spellscribe, Antonia Fellner, earned her license only sixty-one years ago,” Sabina recited. “Older women can be quite resentful. Great Aunt Midge certainly never let me hear the end of it. I told her there was no age restriction on applying, but damn if she’d listen to me.”

Anya held that in common with Great Aunt Midge, losing focus on Sabina as she concentrated on something the spellscribe had said. Sixty-one years. The witch – Countess Mirabelle, if that was indeed who she was – didn’t look a day over thirty.

Anya realized she had no idea exactly how old Edgard was; she hadn’t ever really thought about it before. The crown was like the weather, or the sky: it simply existed. No use thinking about it unless you could use it, or unless it was going to get in your way. Gescany was a country, and a country needed a ruler. It was the way things were. It didn’t make much difference to her who that ruler was when she was beholden to the title no matter who held it.

She interrupted Sabina, who was regaling a rapt Perrine with her exploits in the capital.

“Edgard wants this bird for eternal life. How old is he now?”

Sabina’s eyes lifted as she appeared to count in her head. “At least twelve decades. Though he doesn’t look a day over forty-five. I have done work on him myself, you know. Actually,” she added, pinching Anya’s chin between two fingers, “I could do wonders with you. Such masculine bone structure.” She touched the bridge of Anya’s nose, muttering. “This wants widening…Lower cheek bones? Ah, no, those are truly impeccable.”

Anya batted Sabina’s hands away, glaring. “Save your blood for the king, yes?”

Sabina was unphased. “Oh, he rarely calls me. Though at his age, he needs constant work. But he doesn’t need anyone else; he has Sylas.”

Mira must use her magic to keep herself young, like the king used the scribes. One scribe, in particular. And Mira used the forest.

Though it was called the king’s forest, it was not Edgard who ruled the Lichtenwald. It was not to his deference one bowed when beneath these leaves. And there was only one in the forest who demanded a deference even the sky could not command.

With whose blood did she sustain her rule?

And how long do you have left to wonder?

With a shiver of fear, Anya suddenly felt recovered. She pushed away from the tree and the others, after a moment’s hesitation, followed her.

“Shouldn’t you rest?” Perrine said, looking at Anya as if she might blow away in the soft wind.

“I’m fine,” she said shortly, still hurt over Perrine’s fear of her.

She turned back to Sabina, slowing her step to keep even with her. “Edgard. Whenever he calls. Whatever he asks. Sylas can’t refuse.” She wondered how far Edgard had tested that enforced loyalty.

“He refuses some things,” Sabina said, a bit defensively. “I know he won’t do tongue-tyings. He’s sentimental. Like with his charity work.”

Tongue-tying? What under all seven skies did that mean? What it sounded like, she supposed. While she thought of spellscribes as artists of the flesh more than as healers, she knew they were both. But she had never thought of their magic as a weapon. As she understood it, they took oaths against it. She remembered asking Sylas in mockery what he meant to do with his pen if someone had attacked them in the park. She supposed the limits to the ways a spellscribe could harm another’s body were only of scruples, and imagination. And oaths.

But something else Sabina had said surprised her even more. “Sylas does charity work?”

Sabina nodded primly. “He takes himself to Lower Bunting and scribes for a pittance, far less than the market rate. Cures coughs and colic, birthmarks, bad backs.”

Anya couldn’t contain her surprise. “Why? Is it part of his indenture?”

Sabina shook her head. “Far from it. He comes from there; I suppose he thinks it’s his way of giving back. The others think he’s a martyr, think he’s wasting his talent, especially for how artistic he is, and especially with his debt to pay back. It costs far more blood to heal, no matter how superficial, so he’s out of commission for weeks after one of those little stints. Aesthetic changes cost less and pay far more. It’s why I pranked you, dear Anya – merely a trifle. I do apologize again, for that.” At the last, her eyes lowered, and her voice took on an unaffected contrition.

Anya didn’t quite believe it – it was a bit too contrite – but she supposed Sabina had her own way of showing Anya her gratitude for saving her life; such as answering all her questions, of which she found she had several more.

“So it costs less blood, and pays more gold, to give someone a new nose than to cure the common cold.”

“Precisely. And he has all the wealthiest clients.”

“Then why bother curing a street urchin’s sniffle? Especially with the debt hanging over him?”

“As I said – sentimental.”

“I don’t believe it,” Anya said, shaking her head. But, as she recalled his wistful staring out her kitchen window and plaintive speeches, the way he clung to beauty like a life raft, the way he rushed to pen a spell to help that woman before even knowing she was hurt, she realized it wasn’t so hard to believe at all.

Then how to square that with the vapidity, the carelessness, with the cruelty he’d shown so flagrantly yesterday? He wore many faces; some out of necessity, but not all. So which was the mask, truly?

And more importantly, why in all seven skies did she care?

“Why did you two split up, again?” Sabina pried.

“He didn’t want my services any longer,” Anya dismissed. “Thought he could manage on his own.”

Sabina raised a prim eyebrow. “Wasn’t he wearing those gloves at our ill-fated dinner party?”

“I needed a pair and he had one. Purely practical. Or…no, it must have been charity, as you said.”

A knowing, amused look lit Sabina’s eye, and she shook her head. “No, Anya. Not that.”

“Well, you need a hunter, and we need a wizard,” Perrine said to Sabina. Anya felt a pang at the word we. She had to get away, had to catch the phoenix, and interrogating one scribe about another wouldn’t get her any closer. In fact, she was properly sick of scribes.

“Why don’t the three of us work together?” Perrine suggested.

Sabina appraised Perrine, her height, her rifle, eyes lingering on her short, feathery hair illuminated like a halo in the sun.

“A fine idea,” she said uncertainly. “But my king won’t like it very much if I help your kingdom become eternal in place of his.”

“Yes, there is that,” Perrine admitted, crestfallen.

“Tell me,” Sabina said. “How does a woman fare on her own in your country?”

“On her own?”

“You know,” she prompted. When Perrine shook her head, Sabina sighed curtly and lowered her voice. “Unmarried.”

Now Perrine brightened. “Quite well. Once I have the coin, I’m going to purchase and run my own restaurant, with top references. Can a woman do that in Gescany?”

“I’m not sure many have tried,” Sabina returned. “The sort who’d have the funds generally aren’t the sort interested in that kind of thing. Paying someone else to, perhaps.”

“And what are they interested in?”

“Parties,” answered Anya. “Pranks.”

“Power,” Sabina returned. “It’s all I want. A little independence.”

“I admire that in a woman,” Perrine said. “An independent spirit.”

“It is an admirable quality,” Sabina concurred. “The exact kind of thing you’d want in a business partner.”

“In all kinds of partners,” said Perrine.

“Seven skies,” Anya groaned.

“It’s why I became a king’s wizard.” Sabina pressed her lips together. “Only, it hasn’t panned out quite the way I imagined. I’m just as talented as the men, certainly far more than some of them, but – oh!”

Sabina let out a high-pitched squeal of disgust. Focused on Perrine, she had stepped in something up to the ankle of her kitten-heel boots. A wet pile of dark red sludge.

Perrine grabbed her by the shoulders and jerked her backward. Her boot made a squelching sound as she pulled it free.

Anya crouched low to examine the muck. The noxious smell of decaying blood slipped up her nostrils.

The texture reminded her of a rare treat Johanna used to make, one that paired well with the walnut flour biscuits. Rose hip and raspberry jam. Dark red, glistening and thick, filled with shining little bits of sweet rose hip, sprinkled with raspberry seeds and dark flecks of mint leaf.

The bits and flecks floating in this pile were not seeds or leaves.

As she realized what it was, bile rose up her throat; she clamped a hand over her mouth to keep it down. “Fuck,” she murmured under her hand.

“What is it?” Sabina demanded, voice wavering.

“Meat,” replied Perrine.

It was then Anya noticed a bit of cloth sticking out of the mess, what looked like a piece of someone’s sleeve. Heart pounding, Anya grabbed a stick. “I thought you said the others went back.”

“Most of them did,” Sabina said wanly.

“There were other hunters from Preule, as well,” Perrine provided.

Anya shifted through the viscera with her stick. She found more scraps of cloth, but not a velvet coin purse or a golden pen. Not a gilded earring with leaves of carnelian.

“What’s that?” Perrine said, crouching low and pointing.

Anya saw it, on the ground outside the wet mess – shiny and black, glistening blue and green in the sunlight. A beetle’s wing.

Perrine’s voice was small. “Buzzard beetles.”

Grimly, Anya nodded, and Perrine’s face went white.

“What?” Sabina said, looking between them. “What is a buzzard beetle?”

Anya answered. “Carnivorous, and they only eat mammals. Something about the warmth of the blood.” She grimaced. “They’re harmless enough alone. But when they’re hungry, they swarm, eat the skin and the bones, and regurgitate the rest.” Anya pointed. “There’s the rest.”

“Seven skies,” Sabina whispered, blanching.

With a jolt, Anya felt a sickening buzzing under her skin, reverberating in the hollows of her bones. “Do you hear that?”

Perrine turned her ear to the wind. “I hear nothing.” The falcon on her shoulder suddenly cocked her head, let out a chirp, and flew into the air. “Shit. She does.”

“The beetles,” Anya said. She rose, throwing the bloody stick aside. “A swarm. It’s coming this way. Quickly, you must run. Head for the river.”

Perrine paused when she saw Anya did not move to go with her. “What are you doing?”

“I’ll head north for the valley, lead them away. Go, you must go!”

“No. You could die,” Perrine protested.

The buzzing grew stronger. “They’re coming. If they catch us, we’ll all die.”

Adamant, Perrine shook her head. “I’m not going without you.”

“I hear them now,” said Sabina, her voice tight.

Throat burning, Anya gripped Perrine’s hands. “I’m already dying, Perrine.” Her friend’s face crumpled. “Please. Go.” Anya smiled tearfully, squeezing her hands tight. “When you open your restaurant, name something sweet for me.”

Sabina, who had been watching Anya carefully, grabbed Perrine by the elbow. “Come.”

“Fuck,” Perrine gasped, squeezing Anya’s hands back. With one last look and a clipped sob, Perrine relented, heading east as quick as she could without losing Sabina.

Anya stood where she was, waiting. She needed to ensure the swarm followed her, and not them. Moments passed. She could hear them, now, the buzzing in her ears joining the buzzing under her skin. Then, she saw it – a glistening black cloud, the size of a man.

And it saw her, abruptly shifting in her direction, forming in the shape of a giant horn.

Without stopping to think or orient herself, she took off at a sprint. She must lead the swarm away – away from the river, away from the others. She didn’t have time to question where she went. She ran the way her feet carried her, trusting them.

The swarm grew closer.

Her path took her through a small clearing in the thick pines. The sudden brightness of the sun nearly blinded her. For a few moments, she could stand it, but soon tears were streaming down her face and her eyes began to burn. Wincing, she threw her arms over her face. As she did, her foot caught in a tangle of mountain rose and she tripped. When she landed, she was overwhelmed by the cloying scent of flowers and the prick of tiny thorns against her exposed wrists, by the buzzing behind her, cacophonous, disorienting. She rose to her knees. They were almost upon her. There was nowhere to run.

She ducked her head into her hands and braced for death. The swarm engulfed her.

She couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. She felt them crawling over every inch of her body, under all her clothes, in her ears, up her nose, trying to slip past her sealed lips. Microscopic tongues tasted every inch of her skin. She waited for the biting. Waited.

Waited.

All at once, almost as suddenly as they had subsumed her, they clambered off her and flew away. The glistening black cloud vanished into the trees.

For several panting minutes, she frantically scanned the direction they had flown, waiting for them to return. Gradually, the sound of the buzzing faded. Her heart leapt for joy. But it didn’t make any sense. Did something she wore mask her human scent?

She felt the swarm’s buzzing long after the sound had faded. It took her a moment to remember that, while her senses were sharp, this was not a sense she had ever possessed.

And then she remembered, like a punch to the gut.

Buzzard beetles only ate mammals.

Her leaping heart sank as the only logical conclusion swallowed her like sickly sleep.

She had become more insect than human.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


In the black, he dreamed.

He was in the forest, on his back in a patch of dirt, beneath a circle of trees – not the pines he had been put to sleep under, but a ring of silver birches. The golden light of late afternoon bathed him, but no wind blew, no leaves whispered.

Roots, like worms, poked up from the ground, growing longer and taller as he watched. They touched him, tickled him, tried to crawl into his skin. He felt the pinch of one digging in beneath the cuff of his sleeve, and he plucked it free. He pulled, and its stem came up higher, shedding crumbling dirt; the source of it stayed buried underground. Deep. Incomprehensibly deep. He pulled the tip of the root closer, peering at it. Red and coursing, sticky and wet. It looked more like a vein.

As he held it, it slithered beneath his fingernail, puncturing the skin and slipping inside his flesh. He could see it just below his skin’s surface. Panic engulfed him as he watched it travel up his palm, up his wrist, disappearing under his sleeve. It burrowed through his arm, under his shoulder, into his chest. Into his heart. Suddenly, his panic dissipated like dust, and he felt flooded, and all at once, he knew.

In the air was the breath of the trees – their laughter, their sighing, their speech. In the earth were countless creatures, too small to see. Networks, like veins, like roots, like the branches of trees or the cascade of rivers, of streams, of trickles across leagues toward the sea, of fungus and mold and things in between. It was alive, as alive as the air above it, or more, and the knowledge of it was like a volcano erupting, like a sea covering the entire earth. The knowledge was bigger than him and took him out of his body.

But then the root-vein, still rooted deep underground, pulled and twined, and he was back in his body, his dream body. Red leaves began sprouting from his skin, all over, coating him. He could feel them growing like wet fur in his lungs, in his guts, inside of his mouth.

Directly across from him, a ten-foot tall, gilded mirror, like something from a duchess’s sitting room, appeared from thin air.

In the numbing, golden light, he stood and walked toward it, the root-vein leaving a trail of cracked earth behind him but never ripping free of the ground. When he reached the mirror, his reflection showed him not as he was in truth, nor as he was in this dream, but a third self – a self made of clear glass, filled with churning red liquid.

Behind the reflection stood not silver trees or golden light, but crumbling plaster walls and a wooden floor, covered with scattered blank white pages. On an impulse, he reached out to touch the reflection. The instant the red-leafed finger and the glass finger connected, the glass-self shattered. Tiny shards of glass sprayed against the surface of the mirror. Blood flooded the floor, staining the wood floor dark, the scattered pages red.

Blood seeped out of the base of the mirror, soaking into the dirt until he stood in a muddy puddle of it. As it did, he felt the leaves on his body sucking him dry. He tried plucking one free from his hand. It hurt like peeling off a fingernail with pliers. Like he was awake. Nauseated, he abruptly released the leaf. There was nothing he could do. It seemed to take ages. The sun never moved. His skin clung to his bones, then even his bones turned hollow.

The wind stirred. The leaves were all that was left of him. They fell, one by one, and blew away, dripping red fragments scattered among the silver trees.

Sy woke with his heart pounding in his ears like a mallet against wood.

As in the dream, it was daylight, but he was once more surrounded by tall, whispering pines, and no roots, or anything else, poked through the soft dirt.

Beside him, a small, round, tawny rabbit chewed on a white clover blossom. It was close enough that he could touch it, could stroke its small forehead if he reached out. His heart slowed, and a relieved breath of laughter escaped him. He reached a finger toward the rabbit, and it stopped chewing, its nose wrinkling as it sniffed the air.

Something slithered along Sy’s leg. Remembering his dream, he shot up.

A long black snake rested on his leg, stirred into motion by his waking. Barely suppressing a cry, he shook it off. It disappeared haughtily into the undergrowth. The rabbit vanished in the opposite direction.

Rid of his guests, he sighed and took in what was left of the camp. David and Bertrand were gone, as were all their supplies. He located his rucksack roughly where he had left it.

As he did, it moved. The rowan branch Anya had given him was on the ground beside it. Forcing himself not to move too quickly, he reached for it. The bag moved again, like there was something inside it, rummaging.

He lifted the branch of rowan. What was he supposed to do with it? Feeling foolish, he waved it over the bag; when that did nothing, heart in his throat, he poked it.

A fat red squirrel burst forth and scurried away, a piece of stale rye in its mouth.

Groaning with relief and exhaustion, he dropped the stick and rubbed his face. It seemed he had the use of all his senses and limbs. Only a sleeping spell, and no ill effects, other than the heavy strangeness of his dream. He calmed the burning sting of the betrayal by focusing on more practical matters, such as the fact that Anya’s shotgun was gone, as was the pouch of ammunition he’d had on his waist.

And, as he dug through his rucksack, he realized, so was the map.

They’d left him all his provisions, at least, except those stolen by the squirrel. He still had his pen kit. He opened the satchel and checked it – nothing missing there.

It was then he noticed his left palm was covered in some mysterious substance. He rubbed it with his thumb. Ink. They’d traced the mark on his palm in ink; pressed it to parchment, he assumed. He supposed he should be grateful they hadn’t cut it off. Or maybe not; it would not be long in the climbing summer heat before the severed flesh began to decompose, making the paraglyph unreadable. It would have been a waste.

So, David did suspect the king’s mark held the key to the spell they all sought. Did everyone? Sy realized his cooperation – or the mark on his hand – may soon be as sought after a prize as the bird itself.

Bertrand’s strange behavior made much more sense. They knew the mark may hold the key to the spell and that Sy would not help them. David had been wavering; Bertrand had been trying to convince him Sy was not only an obstacle, but a danger.

Since entering the forest, Sy had been doing his best to prove that himself.

And now they had the location of the phoenix, a map to lead them there, the gun, and the knowledge that Anya was on her own.

Sy put his head in his hands, then slammed a fist into the dirt. He’d been such a fool. Every step of the way. He’d been a fool to try at all.

But he had no time to wallow. He may be at every disadvantage, but the game wasn’t lost just yet. He plucked a jar of figs from his rucksack, stuck the branch back in, and forced the fruits down his throat. The sun was out; the river was east. He walked.

While he walked, he considered his dream. Nothing like any dream he’d ever had. Not quite like a dream at all. As with the trick Sabina had played on Anya, something had gone awry with David’s spell.

More than that, it almost felt as if something spoke to him, something beyond the dream, beyond himself, beyond comprehension. Colors that hit his eye, but that he couldn’t see. If he could paint what he saw, the parts that made sense – recreate it in vivid detail, gold and red and silver and green – he could make himself mad repainting it, study it his entire lifetime, several lifetimes, and still not see the scope of it. He simply didn’t have the eyes.

The magic he had seen, the magic he sensed here. It wasn’t that it was nothing like the magic he made in the capital. They were kin; in the same family, the same alphabet. What were letters but a way of arranging thoughts into recognizable patterns? Of communicating ideas in the only way another could ever possibly understand them, in the hopes they would, in fact, say what one wanted them to say?

And what were glyphs, after all, but an attempt at making sense of the insensible? At bottling an earthquake, or catching a pixie by its wings?

And what if they could do more than merely catch, or confine?

A spiderweb spread across his face, tangling in his eyebrows and eyelashes, pulling him back to more comprehensible realms.

As he closed his eyes and wiped the web from his face, he felt something catch on his ankle. He stepped forward, trying to shake it loose, but it only tightened. He realized what it was as he tripped: a copper wire snare. The weight of the rucksack on his back sent him careening forward, and his fall pulled the snare tighter, wrenching his ankle. With a curse, he landed in the brush, barely managing to catch himself with his hands.

Before he could even catch his breath, he heard the quick shifting of brush that meant someone running toward him. Helplessly, he reached for his pen, lifting the satchel’s flap and sincerely regretting the loss of the shotgun, even if he could barely use it. He couldn’t appear less threatening if he tried.

A tall woman with an ash-brown braid and leather gloves emerged from between a pair of junipers.

He let the flap fall. His chest tightened.

“Sylas.” After the way they’d parted, he’d expected the next time he heard his name from her mouth, if he ever heard it again, to sound wretched with hate – or worse, indifference.

But her voice flowed with relief. She rushed to his side. “Are you hurt?”

Her reaction stunned him. Perhaps the note he had left and the foolish nobility it signaled was enough to redeem his viscousness in her eyes. “Only embarrassed,” he managed, easing into a more dignified position. He gestured to the trap. “It seems I’ve been ensnared.”

“You’re on a rabbit run,” Anya explained. The openness of her voice had choked off. She pointed, and the faint trail of worn earth and bent grass seemed to materialize before his eyes. He must have unconsciously settled upon the path of least resistance and as a result, walked directly into a trap.

Anya pulled the wire between her fingers and carefully felt toward his ankle. She found the lock and loosened it, then pulled his ankle free. “Expensive snare. A city hunter must’ve set it. They’re miles off if they think they’ll catch the phoenix here. Suppose when you have money to spare, you feel free to take your chances.”

Something was different about her. She was rambling. Nervous. Small wisps of hair had escaped her braid and framed her face, which was shining with sweat.

Gingerly, he pulled his foot free from his boot. He rolled his ankle, testing the damage. It was lightly bruised, more from his lack of blood than from the strain. It didn’t feel sprained.

He felt her examining him. He knew she had never thought highly of him. What must she think of him now?

“I must admit, I’m glad to see you,” he said, pulling his boot back on. It came out stilted, stiff, and he closed his eyes in annoyance at himself.

“You could have freed yourself after a bit of fumbling around,” she said dully.

“That…” He took a deep breath. His eyes sought hers, but she wouldn’t meet them. “That isn’t what I meant.”

At his voice, she lifted her head imperiously. “I couldn’t pretend to know what you meant. Surely only an educated mind could decipher it.”

His words thrown back at him pierced him like talons. “I want to apologize,” he began inadequately. “What I said was–”

“You’ve seen things, haven’t you?” Chastened, he nodded. “And so you believe me now.”

“It wasn’t that I didn’t believe you–”

“What was it, then?” Her eyes found his, and he felt stricken. The anger in them was startling enough.

But in the sunlight, they should be dazzling. Instead, they were flatter, deadened, their beautiful color dulled. Almost as if they reflected no light at all.

She backed away. She still wore his gloves. Looking closer at the dewiness upon her skin, he began to suspect it wasn’t only sweat. Perhaps it wasn’t sweat at all.

If she expected an answer, she didn’t wait for it. “Where is my shotgun?”

He took a deep breath. “I was involved in a misunderstanding–”

“Have you any idea how much those cost?”

Irritation tingled his tongue. “Then why did you give it to me?”

“I wouldn’t have if I’d known you’d steal it. Along with my map.”

He balked. Steal seemed overly harsh, though technically true. “I – I didn’t think you needed it.”

“Then why in all seven skies would I have brought it?”

He lost his composure. “I don’t know. That’s gone, too.”

Her face fell. He realized her connection to her mentor’s map was more than practical. “Gone?”

“The misunderstanding I mentioned,” he said, rising to his feet. He offered her a hand. She stood without even glancing at it.

“What happened?” she demanded. “What did you see?”

He chewed on his tongue, debating his answer. But he saw no point in lying. “An apple tree.”

She nodded. “I know the one.” Her imperious anger wavered. “Did anyone–”

“No one I’ll miss,” he said bluntly. “I told him not to.” His head throbbed; he rubbed his temples. “I… might have been more insistent.”

He heard her sharp inhale, and he expected a fresh outburst of indignation.

But her voice was plaintive. “Do you understand, now? What you saw, that could happen to you, or worse. Give this up. Go home.”

“If there were any other way, I would happily take it.”

Something in his tone gave her pause. “There are others on the hunt, too,” she offered. “From Preule. Somehow word got to their king and he’s decided to hold a contest of his own.”

Of course it had. It was only a matter of time, though he’d hoped he’d have more. “It doesn’t matter; magic is illegal in Preule. Gescany has the only scribes.”

“As if none of you would defect. We’re already halfway to the border, and Preule’s king is offering a higher prize.”

She had a point. He could hardly defect; if Edgard found out about the treachery, as he surely would, Sy was sure the summons would be swift and merciless, and from that far away, unending. Aquila was a loyalist; David would not risk his father’s factory, nor his sister’s education. But what about restless, flighty Sabina? What of social climber Claude?

“And,” he wondered aloud, “how long before other kings are on the hunt, too?”

“Kings, queens, presidents, prime ministers. They’ll all be after it, and they’ll never stop until they’ve done what your king set out to do. It’s spilled, and we’re all wet with it, and it can’t be put back.”

He bristled. “My king?”

“A nationalist, are you? The king, then.”

He relaxed; she hadn’t meant it the way he thought. The last day had opened him raw, and he’d been rash.

But she was still acting strange, and he was too exhausted to keep pretending she wasn’t. “As citizens of Gescany, with the winning ruler, and thus the winning nation, promised supremacy, it is in our best interests to ensure our king wins the contest. Don’t you agree?”

“Who else would I be hunting it for?” She laughed. A false, wholly unconvincing laugh. At his blank expression, she tensed. “What, you think I’m a spy for Preule? Is that it?”

“I think you’re hiding something.” He nodded at his gloves on her hands. “I know you are.”

“Well, that would make two of us, then. Sabina told me–”

His breath caught. “Sabina is alive?”

“Well – she was the last I saw her. We got separated.”

David’s fresh betrayal pricked him like the sting of an angry bee. Only a sleeping spell, but Sy might have been killed or captured in his sleep. It was not a mercy. He couldn’t believe David had done it. And David was far more conscientious than Sabina.

He looked Anya over carefully, lingering a second too long on her dull eyes. “Did she hurt you again?”

“What? No, I–” She broke off, obviously flustered and turning pink.

Now, a wary fear gripped him. He didn’t know Anya, not really. And she had every reason to want Sabina out of her way; to want revenge. It slipped out before he could stop it. “Did you hurt her?”

Wits recovered, her nostrils flared. “The forest has marked her. Something wants her. I’ve done what I could for her. She’s with a friend of mine, a hunter from Preule. Perrine. They’re already making plans to abscond across the border together. And if she’s smart, she’ll be quick about it.” She paused, gazing thoughtfully at the trees. “It’s defending itself. I think it may loosen its grip if they give up.”

He sensed their own time together was running short. She was initially relieved to see him because she thought he had her things; now she knew he didn’t, he was worth less to her than if he had been a rabbit caught in the snare. She had no interest in staying with him. And why should she? He had nothing to offer.

Laughably, he realized he’d hoped she would be at least mildly impressed by his misguided attempt at heroism. But abject failure wasn’t very impressive, was it? She couldn’t think less of him if he’d tried – and he had tried.

Then he’d gotten what he wanted after all.

“The others,” he said carefully. “Most of them went back to Äbender. The ones left are desperate and will have an easier time tracking you than tracking the bird. Do you understand me?”

She did. Her eyebrows rose in a challenge. “I’m not afraid of them.”

“You should be,” he said, turning to go. As he did, she looked sharply away, pulling her braid over her shoulder, toying nervously with the end, and he hesitated.

Something was different; she had changed. More than the dullness of her eyes, the shine of her skin – a hollow desperation that hadn’t been there before. Automatically, he reached for his pen, though something told him it was futile. “Anya. Something’s happened.”

Like a bowstring, she snapped. “I didn’t touch your little friend, alright? Though the seven skies know she deserves it. The whole rotten lot of you do.”

Startled, he started to form a response, but at the sound of her rising voice, something moved in the distant undergrowth behind her.

He froze, staring. “Anya.”

She froze as well, eyes wide. “What?”

“You said the phoenix would be miles away,” he said, voice low.

“Yes.”

“Then what is that?”

Slowly, she turned to where he stared. A bird, the size and shape of a pheasant, but glistening, glorious, like a sunrise.

Without speaking, she reached over her shoulder for her quiver, running her fingers along the end of each arrow before pulling one free. She chose the arrow with the X carved into the end of the shaft. He saw that the arrowhead was covered in strange markings. Markings like glyphs.

She nocked it, pulled the bowstring, aimed straight for the bird, all almost too quick for him to follow. But just as she was about to release the arrow, he slammed into her shoulder with his. The arrow flew a few feet forward, lodging into the dirt.

Startled by the noise, the bird took off at a brisk run.

Anya let out a strangled cry and ducked for her arrow. Hoping she wouldn’t turn around and shoot him in the back, Sy chased after the bird.

It was fast, much faster than him, darting over familiar terrain with ease while he could barely avoid tripping over his own feet. And he was quickly winded, especially with the pack on his back. He ignored the impulse to drop it.

With every step, a stab of pain shot through his left ankle. He would never catch up to it. He had nothing to capture it with. But he couldn’t let it out of his sight. He would run as far as he had to.

If Anya didn’t kill it, or him, first. It wasn’t long before he heard her light step behind him. He sped up, eyes trained on the bird’s bright yellow spotted neck, its ruby breast, its orange tail feathers gleaming with hints of green and violet in the sun.

Then, before his eyes, the bird disappeared.

In an instant, he recalled something Anya had said about pheasant. I’ve even seen one dive into a rabbit’s burrow.

“Wait,” she cried from behind him, but he ignored her. He reached the rough area it had vanished and scanned the ground frantically. There, beneath a dead, silvery birch, split down the middle and blackened by lightning, its branches sharp and pointed as thorns, was a small, narrow divot. He sprawled onto the ground, and, ignoring his instinctual fear, plunged his hand into the dark hole, feeling for feathers or a scaly leg. It could be nowhere else, but it was not there. Desperate, he dug, feeling dirt under his fingernails, but only dirt. He dug, and the hole widened, deepened. Too wide, too deep to be sensible. No rabbit nested here.

As the realization hit him, he fell.

He felt a grip on his hurt ankle, and winced. With every breath, he slipped further into the dark, but Anya held him steady. She tried pulling him up, but he was too heavy, sunk too deep. Her weight on the edge widened the hole further.

It fell out from under her. With dirt crumbling and rocks crashing all around them, they both fell headlong underground.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


Sy came to in a pile of dirt and a barrel of sunlight. Anya was passed out on top of him. He registered her presence in bits: the leather laces of her jerkin tickling the hollow of his throat. Her legs, tangled in his. Her breasts, firm and round and very soft, pressed into his chest. Her pelvis, heavy and solid upon his. The crown of her hair brushing his nose. Her smell, of strain and outside; of something sweet and subtle, like sun-warmed violets.

He became uncomfortably aware of his own body beneath hers, including, pressed as she was against him, a treacherous stirring in his trousers.

Well. He hadn’t lost as much blood as he thought.

Turning his attention to the earthen ceiling and the smell of damp earth, he gingerly nudged her shoulder, careful not to stir her – or himself – too much, lest he wake her in a way he’d really rather not.

She woke gradually. From this close, there was no mistaking it: her eyes reflected no light, and their color was duller. Darker. Her pupils nearly swallowed her sea-foam green irises.

And her eyelashes were still enchantingly long.

He held very still as he watched her realize where she was. After an almost imperceptible widening of her eyes – and, very possibly, a faint blush – she unceremoniously slid off of him, dusting dirt from her jerkin and trousers. The light seemed to bother her; she winced at it, favoring the dark away from the high-up hole, where she inspected her bow for damage.

Behind them was a nearly vertical, slippery slope of loose dirt, rocks, and roots. Attempting to climb it would only land them back where they started.

Before them was a long, endlessly dark stone tunnel.

They did not speak of what had passed. For Sy’s part, his headache was worse than ever, and he couldn’t seem to fully catch his breath. Anya seemed unhurt, though she did move stiffly.

They gathered their supplies along with their wits. Sy scanned Anya’s quiver for the glyphed arrow, but she wouldn’t show him her back. With swift, jerky motions, she pulled a tinder box out of her satchel, then reached for him.

He tensed, and she did, too. Her arm froze in midair. Not breaking his gaze, she slowly slipped the rowan branch from his rucksack. Then, with her knife, she stripped off the flowers and carved the cut end into strips, releasing a sweet-smelling sap. She reached beneath her jerkin, untucked her shirt, then started to rip into the linen.

He put a hand on her arm to stop her. She went rigid, her hawk’s gaze trained where he touched her. He removed the rag of his first shirt, ripped and bloodied, from his bag. He held it out to her.

After a moment, she took it, then ripped it to strips with her knife. She wrapped them around the branch, soaking them in sap.

She had made a torch. She lit it.

In the torchlight, she regarded him. “I know this place. The lightning-struck birch.”

“The lightning-struck birch?”

“From Johanna’s map.” Her voice was acid. He found it a vast improvement over her stony silence. “Birch trees are almost never struck by lightning. There’s only one in the Lichtenwald. Which means we’re in Budgerigar Cavern. The mimic’s lair.” Briefly, she closed her eyes, pressed a gloved hand to her forehead. She spoke quietly, almost to herself. “Even infants know to stay away from here. I should have noticed. It’s like I can’t fucking think.”

At that, she slammed an elbow against the cavern wall.

Concerned for more reasons than one, he pulled her attention to what he currently found the most pressing matter. “And what exactly is the mimic?”

“A vile creature,” she answered with a sneer. “It can replicate the shape and sound of anything it sees. It plays tricks, lures things into this hole to eat them. Its preferred sustenance is brains.”

“Ah.” Sy rubbed his own aching forehead. “A blessing in disguise, perhaps.”

A humorless laugh escaped her. “It played us both for fools.”

So they had fought over a phantom.

But she hadn’t let him fall. She’d called out to him; she’d known by then that certain death awaited him in this cavern, and all she had to do was let him fall, let his desire take him. And she hadn’t.

Then her words caught up to him.

“If the mimic takes the shape of things it has seen,” he said slowly, “then that means, even if the phoenix we saw was the mimic – it has seen the phoenix.”

“It’s been near here,” she finished. Then she pressed her lips together. Yes, probably unwise to share insight with a rival, especially one who had just ruined her perfect kill shot.

What were those glyphs on her arrow? They weren’t written in blood. They could be as simple as a good luck charm, or as dangerous as another’s spell. Either way, he suspected they held the key to whatever Anya was hiding; to who she was working with, he realized. She hadn’t carved those glyphs herself.

To what made her skin stick to leaves and wood, turned her eyes a void, wracked her body with pain.

Perhaps, a key to deciphering a mite of the forest’s indecipherable magic.

He needed to examine that arrow. If he walked behind her, he might be able to slip it out of her quiver unnoticed.

He shouldered his pack. “Do you know the way out?”

“Lucrative though their hides surely are, I don’t often have occasion for hunting toads and newts.”

He tried to come up with a retort and, exhausted, failed. “What should we do?”

“We can only go forward. Straight into the mimic’s mouth.” She thought for a moment. “Tell me something about you no one else would know.”

Sy faltered. “What? Why?”

“The mimic is a tricky beast. If we get separated, we need a way to know if the other is real or the mimic in disguise. So you tell me a secret. I’ll do the same. Something no one else could know, something specific, impossible to fake. If at any time you suspect I’m not real, ask me to tell you my secret. If I can’t answer, you’ll know it isn’t me.”

“Won’t that give away that we’re on to it?”

“Obviously.”

His eyebrows lifted. “And what good will that do, exactly?”

“For me? I’ll kill it. For you?” She shrugged, eyeing his satchel disparagingly. “Turn its eyes a more flattering color. Perhaps it will take the compliment in lieu of a meal.”

“If it has your eyes, I’m doomed. Yours couldn’t have a more flattering color.”

No one could be more surprised he’d said it than him; but Anya looked close. An awkward silence bloomed between them.

“I hope for my sake this monster takes compliments better than you,” he managed.

“Just…think of something,” she grumbled.

He knew she was right; he sighed. “I – I paint. Used to paint,” he corrected.

“Not specific enough. Anyone can tell you’re artistic from one look at you.”

“I’m going to take that as a compliment, I think.”

“More specific, wizard. Use that appropriately stimulated mind of yours.”

He ignored the jab. Specific, and secret. A memory blue as melancholy swallowed him; one he’d never shared with anyone, not even his parents.

“I painted my first still life when I was twelve,” he told her. “Long before I ever had a drawing lesson. I didn’t know the theory and barely understood the form. I liked the style. I used watercolors, all my parents could afford. I submitted it to the Royal Art Society of Gescany, hoping they would admit me on scholarship, or at least display it at their annual salon.”

Embarrassed at his childhood naiveté, at where that dream had brought him, he halted. Still, the memory was warmer than the yawning dark before them; as was Anya’s furrowed brow concentrated upon him. He found he wanted to linger just a bit longer.

“It was rejected, of course. And now I know they would never accept a still life, whatever the quality. It’s a low form, vulgar, material. Vaguely proletarian.” He laughed ironically. “True enough. My parents must have scrimped pennies for months to afford the canvas and brushes.”

He was rambling now; he cleared his throat, etching the blue wash into focus.

“To be specific, it was a floral arrangement, in a blue porcelain vase on a plain table. I believe I added a lemon, for contrast. I’m sure it was laughable, both for skill and for likeness. At that age, I had never seen a grand floral arrangement except from far away. The only flowers I knew were unimpressive. Sidewalk daisies, potted chrysanthemums. Those went in, of course. I think I may have imagined the rest.”

Abruptly, he stopped, clamping his mouth shut. He’d revealed far more than he needed to, far more than he’d intended. He kept doing that with her. Losing himself. Showing soft shades he would rather stay shadowed; shades he knew she would despise. He rubbed his aching temples and braced for her derision.

None came. Vaguely concerned, he looked up.

To his great shock, she did not look at him with contempt. She looked at him like she’d uncovered even more than what he’d shown. Like she’d discovered a hidden detail in a portrait she’d never noticed before, one that gave new light to the whole picture, one that explained everything.

And, if he let himself, he might imagine she looked at him with something like understanding. A resounding consonance. A heart-wrenching accord.

It pinioned him to the cavern floor.

“Specific enough?” he said tightly, looking away, hoping to calm his beating heart.

“…Yes. That’s…sufficient.”

“Your turn, then.”

She hesitated, shifting the torch to her other hand. Neither of them were eager to leave this moment of calm, but he would not imagine it was anything more than a chance to catch their breath, strangers paused under an oak at the edge of a pouring rain. Strange, though, that his breath seemed harder to catch than ever.

“There’s too much to choose from,” she said finally. “No one knows much about me at all.”

You’re fierce as a falcon. You’re sly as a snake. You’re more beautiful than the first bloom of spring after a winter starved of light, than the first breath of autumn after summer’s haze.

He cleared his throat. That wouldn’t do.

“Your first kill was a pheasant,” he ventured. “You were eleven years old. He lives on your wall. Johanna paid a taxidermist to stuff him for you, though she loathed vanity, and he’s very handsome.”

Now, an embarrassed laugh escaped her, but her voice was warm. “Goose. I named him Goose.”

He could picture her, stoic and steady even as a young girl, but still unable to resist such a sweet, imaginative impulse. There was a bit of that warmth in her eyes now. He returned her laugh with a charmed hum of his own.

But at the sound, she looked up sharply, her eyes gone smooth as sea-glass. If her look before had pinioned him, this one cut him loose. She expected every sound that came from his lips to be barbed. Even the unadorned expressions he kept forgetting to hide, the ones she kept luring out of him against his will.

She was right to. They often were. How long had that been the case? How long had he faced all the world with claws, with spite? How long since he had shed the man who, as a boy, pinned all his hope on penny watercolors and imagined flowers?

How long since he had let anyone peel him open like this?

He knew: never. Not once.

How did she do it? They had nothing in common; she thought him frivolous, facile. While he pinned his hope wherever he could hang it, Anya didn’t pin hers on anything – didn’t even let herself have it. It was too delicate; too distracting. Even the childhood act of naming her trophy was, to her, worthy of others’ scorn, a secret to keep close. She met the world how she expected it to meet her: beneath a shell, sharp as a knife, hard as a stone. And people like him showed her, again and again, she was right to. Showed her that her casing was necessary, was earned.

As he had earned his claws.

But he didn’t want them. He didn’t want to use them. Not against her.

He was losing his mind. From the strain, from the blood loss, from the chase. He must be, to want her to cut open the layers he hadn’t even realized he’d gained. To want her to see not the crimson red of his claws, nor the muted beige of his affected indifference, but the trilling gold of the thing he thought – he hoped, hoped he was under all the rest. It kept slipping out, against his judgment, against his wishes. That meant it was there, whatever it was. Didn’t it? Would he recognize it himself?

He wanted to ask her if she knew. To ask her what exactly she was doing to him.

To slip the snare she’d trapped him in and run as far as he could in the opposite direction.

But then, something colored her face. He knew it, this color. She kept it closely guarded, but she had let him see it before. The languid rise of dawn, the blush of a rose unfurling. In the birch grove, when she learned of his indenture. In the glade, with his fingers on her cheek. Lovely, delicate, petal-soft.

Again and again, she had let him see it.

Desire swallowed him – a desire to pull her close, to kiss her and never stop. Hang the phoenix; hang it all.

“Anya,” he said. Before he could speak further, or even know what he meant to say, she shuttered once more, and he remembered himself. She pulled her hatchet free from her belt. She disappeared into the dark, taking the light with her.

“We’re wasting time,” she said over her shoulder. “Stay close.”

He had no choice. He followed.

As they walked, Sy kept his thoughts firmly trained on his goal, because to let them stray again, he risked tripping into another camouflaged, dawn-colored snare. Or a sea-foam green one. He was losing his head. He couldn’t afford to.

Both of them kept their ears tuned for sounds of the mimic – or of the phoenix. If it was the true phoenix, they needed to find it before the mimic did, because, as Anya informed him, the mimic was not discriminating in its taste of brains. Though, like any predator, it would likely target the easier meal: the two of them.

“More likely, you,” she clarified.

“I do hate that you remain so opaque about my prospects of brutal death.”

She almost revealed a rare smile and his heart fluttered. Seven skies, what was wrong with him? Blood loss, he reassured himself unconvincingly.

“This bird is ancient,” she said, saving him. The bird, focus on the bird. “It’s never been caught. It’s smart.” She pointed the torch ahead, into the dark. “If the phoenix came in here, it knows a way out and went straight for it. If we’re lucky, then we’ll find an exit before anything else finds us.”

Anything else. The mimic, or worse. Lurking, stalking them from the dark ahead – or behind. A shiver ran up his spine, vibrant as electricity. The tunnel was large enough that something could have skirted the edge of Anya’s torchlight, slipped past them. More than once, he had felt a presence beneath the open sky. It was not hard to believe more terrors awaited beneath the swallowing earth. Especially not after his unsettling, magic-tinted dream.

Suddenly, he stopped. He felt as if someone had called out his name behind him, though he’d discerned no sound. Anya kept moving. A prickling sensation scurried across the back of his neck.

Reaching for his pen, he started to turn, but a strange sight drew his eyes forward.

“Light ahead,” Anya said at the same time he saw it. “Sunlight, looks like.”

“A way out?”

“We’ll see,” she said warily.

At their approach, the sunlight and Anya’s torch revealed a fork in the tunnel. One way, dark as the one they had been traveling.

The other, damp and muddy under a ceiling of roots and showered with streaks of light from the world above. And directly ahead, radiant in a beam of light and pecking at a puddle of mud, was the phoenix.

Heart in his throat, he turned to Anya, unsure of how she would react; but she was gone. By the bounce of the torchlight, she had run ahead, down the dark tunnel.

He started to call after her but stopped. Why had she run? Had she seen the phoenix, too? If she had, which was the true one?

Or perhaps she had merely grown tired of escorting her rival closer to his prize and, seeing an opportunity to desert him without leaving him completely helpless, had taken it.

Regardless, if he called out, the bird would be startled. If it was real, it would run. If it was the mimic, it would make brunch of him.

And unfortunately, if it was real, he had no way of catching it without Anya. Perhaps he could coax it toward him, offer it something to eat. Did birds like salted mackerel? Did mimics? Neither could hate it more than he did; he’d be glad to be rid of the stuff, but he did need it for his blood.

The phoenix still hadn’t moved. Perhaps he could just…grab it.

Quietly, so as not to alert it to his presence, he stepped toward it. It flapped its wings and disappeared down the passage, past the filtered light of the roots, into the dark. Slowly, he followed it, stopping at the edge of the curtain of roots, peering into the darkness after it.

He registered movement behind him. Heart hammering, he braced to run; but it was only Anya, returning from the other tunnel.

“Did you see it?” she said when she reached him.

“It disappeared again,” he said. “You saw it too?”

“I thought I did, until I shot it.”

“The mimic?”

She nodded. “It’s dead.”

Not a hair was out of place. She hadn’t even worked up a sweat. “Easy prey, for a predator,” he observed, frowning.

“All in a day’s work,” she said breezily. “I told you I’m the best there is. It did look real, though. The one you saw was the true phoenix. There must be an opening ahead.”

He hesitated. “We know there’s no danger the other way. Perhaps we should try that way, first.”

“No, if the phoenix went this way, this is the way out.” She started forward again. “We’re wasting time.” She lifted her torch. He noted the torchlight reflected in the white of her eye.

“How do you know it’s safe?” he asked, pulse quickening, thinking on his feet. “Did Goose tell you?”

“Of course,” she said without inflection.

His breath caught, and he took an involuntary step backward. “Anya. Tell me my secret,” he said abruptly.

Anya stopped and turned to face him, a familiar, sardonic look on her face. “Which secret? You have so many.”

“The one I just told you,” he prompted, stalling. Uselessly, he reached for his pen. It certainly seemed like her. Was she testing him? Revenge for all he’d put her through? “The one no one else knows.”

If it was the mimic and he started to draw his blood, it would surely attack him. If it was the mimic, he had to do something, or he was going to die soon.

Could he stab it? Could he make himself stab a neck that looked anything like hers?

Unsure, he pulled the pen from his satchel. As he did, his uncertainty evaporated. Anya’s face ripped and stretched, rearranging into an appalling melt of woman, insect, and amphibian. With a rippling like wet clay, the rest of its body shifted, and the mimic revealed its true form.

Now twice Sy’s height, its pale and hairless body looked soft and fleshy, but it was encased in a thick carapace, shaped almost like a spidery cave cricket, with six long, crooked legs. It had no mouth and its four eyes fixed on him, uncannily small and milky white. The ends of its jagged front legs were sharp and pointed like protruding fangs.

Transfixed in horror, he managed to back out of its reach until he pressed flat against the cold cavern wall. Two legs punched into the stone on either side of him, cornering him. One of the fanged front legs reared back and its pointed tip hovered over him. The sharp end opened, forming a knife-like tube, dripping saliva. A drop, thick as mucus, landed on his cheek. It was going to stab him, pierce his skull and suck it dry.

With a thwack, an arrow pierced the mimic’s skull. It stumbled forward, and he ducked under and away. In quick succession, another arrow went into its neck, then another in the fanged foot hovering over Sy’s face.

With a horrific screech, it turned on the source.

Anya shot straight through one of its milky eyes but still, it did not waver. And now it scuttled toward her.

He stepped back, rolling up his sleeve, clicking the needle into place. He didn’t have time for a tourniquet. Hands shaking, he steadied them enough to puncture the needle into his inner elbow. He had more blood left in his body than he thought, but still not enough to waste – he drew only a thimbleful.

It was creeping toward Anya, wobbling but taking wide, sweeping swings with its pointed feet. She backed up, shooting it again through the neck.

He pulled out his drawing board and a scrap of paper. With a sobering breath, he willed his hands to steady. Quickly, he penned the spell he’d come up with himself, the one he used on squeamish clients. Short, sweet, and effective. Still.

It likely wouldn’t work. If it did, it wouldn’t last long, but it would buy her time.

He ripped the paper free, blew onto the glyphs. Palming the dust, he heard the thwack of another arrow, followed by the tearing of flesh, and Anya’s cry of pain.

He rushed forward, until he was practically on top of the thing. Rearing his arm back with all his might, he threw the spell upon its back.

Nothing happened, except that now its attention was back on Sy. Good enough. It wheeled around, aiming both its leg-fangs for his skull. He closed his eyes, bracing for the puncture.

And with a sickening crunch, Anya’s hatchet landed squarely in the soft back of the mimic’s neck.

It hovered, leaning to and fro like a tree about to topple. Sy scrambled out of its way as it collapsed to the floor. He watched as its legs curled up like a crushed insect, twitching for a few moments before stilling completely.

Catching his breath, his eyes sought hers in the dark. She retrieved her dropped torch and lifted it high, her face coated in white panic as she looked at him. Like his, her chest heaved with exertion.

“You painted flowers from your imagination,” she said around her heavy breath. She approached the creature and pulled her hatchet from its fleshy neck, then, with a shout and an arcing swing, hacked its head free from its shoulders. For good measure, she kicked it. It remained deadly still. “And Goose can’t talk.”

The creature had sliced open her arm. Seeing him notice, she turned to hide it from him. She gripped the end of one of the arrows sticking out of the creature and tugged. It remained lodged in the thick carapace. “Shit. I’ll never get these loose. It’s a wonder they pierced at all.”

“The phoenix,” he said, catching his own breath. “I thought – well.” He wiped the monster’s spit from his cheek, then felt a warm trickle inching down his left forearm. Blood; too much of it. He hadn’t followed proper procedure at all. He was lucky he hadn’t severed an artery. He reached into his kit for a bandage.

“Yes,” said Anya with an air of defeat.

He paused, holding the bandage in midair. “Then what you saw was the true phoenix.”

She jerked a thumb behind her. “It went through the other tunnel. I saw a bright light up ahead. Sunlight. It must be the way out.”

“The phoenix left the cavern.” He tied off the cloth. “And you came back for me.”

When he tried to catch her eye, she turned quickly away, examining the path with her torch. He counted the arrows left in her quiver. Only four. The arrow marked with an X was still in it.

“You penned a spell,” she said airily, as if she risked her life for her rivals and slayed monsters every day. Perhaps she did. “What was it?”

“I was trying to stun it. It didn’t work, obviously.” He pulled his sleeve down, buttoned the cuff. “I should have known. Our magic only works on humans, but…”

Less airy, now. He couldn’t read her tone, or her face in the dark. “But you drew your blood anyway.”

“Yes, another careless waste of resources,” he said hotly. She started to respond, but he cut her off. “You think me a fool. Selfish, careless. A shadow playing at being a light. Yes?”

Something shifted in the air between them.

He took a steadying breath. “Think what you will of me, Anya, and know that most of it’s true. But know this, too. Seeing you hurt is the last thing I ever want to see.”

He met her eyes. There was no torchlight reflected in them, now. He couldn’t begin to discern what she was thinking.

And it hit him, swift and piercing as an arrow to the chest: he wanted to know, desperately. He wanted her to think of him not as a rival, or a burden, but as someone worthy of her strength, of her softness. Of her admiration. Of her. To think of him at all.

Each desire another arrow. Each an obstacle in his path.

And that wouldn’t do at all.

He should leave her now, before those feelings overwhelmed him; before he was as full of arrows as the monster between them.

He could. He could manage on his own. He had to; that had not changed.

But then she said, softly, “The passage is this way. Come with me.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY


Anya had smelled the way out before she had seen it.

She smelled it chasing after the phoenix and smelled it again now. Flowers; hundreds of them, easily. Disconcertingly, the smell was almost as enticing to her tongue as to her nose.

From the edge of her vision, she watched Sy’s more human senses register the floral bouquet, his brow wrinkling in the torchlight.

She supposed the cavern must open up to a meadow. But as the darkness waned and the tunnel opened up into a chamber, she saw the smell was not coming from outside – it was coming from within. The sunlit chamber was bursting with colorful life. Light from the world above poured from an opening in the dirt ceiling like a picture window, angled just so it flooded half of the chamber with daylight. In the center of the cavern was a serene green pool. All around it grew an impossible, kaleidoscopic patch of flowers.

In the Lichtenwald, such a sight usually meant some obscure horror lurked nearby. But the obscure horror was dead by her hand – and his. Now, it was just beautiful.

Or it should be. But to her, the flowers held a tint of menace. A reminder of the curse creeping up her spine, twining around her throat.

Sy was breathless as he took it all in. Anya watched him, tried to see the underground garden through his eyes – violet and lilac spiderwort, spiny pink astilbes, creamy white turtlehead, bleeding hearts a riot of scarlet and magenta with dripping ivory teardrops. Orange and yellow lilies lined the cavern walls, and below them, spread across the mossy stone floor, was a soft bed of blooming forget-me-not.

“Anya. This is incredible,” Sy breathed, dropping his rucksack. “I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s almost midsummer. Half of these shouldn’t be in bloom.” She watched him touch the dangling teardrop of a bleeding heart, his demeanor as relaxed as she’d ever seen it. More than relaxed. Enchanted.

He turned to her. “More magic?”

She shrugged. “Magic, natural. Things aren’t so distinct as that. Not in the forest. Likely not in the city either, though they certainly try to force it.”

At that, he straightened, surreptitiously examining the mark on his left hand, as she had seen him do more than once.

She turned toward the sunlight streaming from above. The rock wall below it made several footholds; they could climb out easily. The phoenix had gone out that way; now that it knew it was being hunted, it would be that much harder to find. She must go after it without pause or remorse.

But she could not go back into the sun.

After being spared by the buzzard beetles, she had made her wincing way back into the far more bearable shade of the trees. As she did, she recalled how, looking for Sabina, she had seemed to see clearly in the pitch black. She now understood why.

Fine for the night. But the phoenix was not nocturnal. How could she ever hope to find it if she could not even go into the sun?

Is that why the moth flew into the flame? Did she crave the sunlight, too?

Why must her last days be spent in the dark?

Her last days. For all the horror she’d seen and felt, it was the first she had truly confronted the concept. Last days. So final, so unforgiving, so jarring in its paradox.

Despairing – and, she knew now, drawn by the smell – she had found a cluster of purple foxglove on the edge of the trees, and sat in its shade.

It had taken her longer than it should have to remember.

Foxglove was poisonous to humans. To the heart. Prepared properly, a bit of it could cure. But if one ate enough of it, it would slow the heart until it stopped.

She had grazed the tip of one violet flower with her gloved fingers. Poisonous to humans. Not to insects.

Did she even still have a heart? She felt a pulse. Was her blood still hot and red? It wasn’t as if she had ever been very familiar with the workings of her body; but now that it was unfamiliar, now that she couldn’t even begin to know herself, she felt that loss acutely. But here – here was a way to know. A sweet-smelling, violet, beautiful way. And so much of it.

But then, a shout in the trees. Sy. She knew it was him by the vulgar curse, by how strange it sounded coming from his mouth. She found him, caught in a wire snare but unhurt. He’d looked so relieved that it was her and not some fearsome monster.

Relief. She had thought it was that, at the time. Basic, animal.

Then, in the entrance of the cavern, she told him her secret, something no one else knew. That she’d named her trophy. She’d never even told Johanna; she knew Johanna would have taken the bird away. Would think it was frivolous, the folly of a much younger child, the kind of nonsense that meant she was unserious, the kind that got a person killed.

A ridiculous secret. Not a beautiful one like his, but no less dear. And he laughed.

The nerve of him. The viciousness. She’d been ready to lash out, to cut back. But she’d been stunned into silence by his reaction to her anger. Not annoyed disinterest, or hateful contempt.

He looked hurt. Like she’d misunderstood him and it wounded him that she had. Like she had the ability to wound him.

It occurred to her then that his perfectly tuned voice had been wavering incessantly since they’d come back across one another’s paths. His carefully molded mask cracked like clay on a summer’s day.

Perhaps she had misunderstood him. Perhaps she had misunderstood him completely. Or – more dangerous still – perhaps she hadn’t.

And before she could process what that might mean, he was looking at her like she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. Like he wanted to close the distance between them in every possible way.

She turned away from him, to the dark, because in that moment, she knew. She did not want to hunt the phoenix; she did not want to do Mira’s bidding. She did not want to lie to Sy anymore.

She wanted him to look at her like that again. Again and again.

Bad luck, she thought now, watching him marvel at the florid grotto. What putrid, rotten fucking luck.

Suddenly exhausted, she dropped her pack. The mimic’s cut on her arm throbbed. He watched her gingerly set down her bow and quiver. “I’m staying here until nightfall. You do what you like.”

His brow furrowed. “I won’t pretend to know your craft, but won’t it escape? And won’t chasing it be safer during the day? Easier?”

“I’m tired,” she said flatly. It wasn’t a lie. The past day had left her completely drained.

“Your eyes,” he realized, looking her over. “You can’t go into the sun.”

Defeated, she closed them. Ever observant, wasn’t he?

“Anya, please. Tell me what hurts you. There must be something I can do.”

“How I wish you would stop asking me that. I’m fine,” she snapped, then stopped, because as the words left her mouth, she felt tiny thorns piercing through every pore of her skin, and then her skull exploded.

This time, the pain did not linger, because she blacked out.

It was a deep sleep, like before. Dreamless, but not peaceful. Something called to her, like the crouching silence of the night, the things breathing, waiting, outside the arms of the rowan tree. It would be so easy to cry out, to let her fear take her, to let the silence take her in her fear. To taste the violet beauty, the green, all-encompassing sleep.

But she still had so much to do. She didn’t know what, but something important. She would rest here, a while. Just a short while, in the dark, in the green.

When she awoke, she did not feel well rested, but she was no longer in pain. She felt along her face, her chest. Nothing more seemed to have changed; not externally, anyway.

Except one thing – the gash on her arm was healed.

She realized she had been moved into the bed of moss. Clusters of forget-me-nots cradled her limbs. Her head had been propped up on her pack, her braid laid carefully over her shoulder.

The sun had set. Fireflies danced lazily above and around the pool, now indigo.

Sy was still there. He’d managed to make a fire. He must have climbed outside for the wood, then back down, his arms full. It would have taken several trips.

He sat beside it, examining Mira’s arrow in the low light. She closed her eyes. So, he had seen its strange markings. That was why he stopped her from shooting the bird. He had known she was hiding something, and now he knew the arrow was part of it.

He had pulled parchment and a pencil from his kit. He turned from the arrow to his paper, scribbling something busily.

She sat up. At the movement, he looked up, and his pencil stilled on the page. Slowly, he set it aside.

“It’s something the forest has done to you. It’s killing you. Isn’t it?”

For a long time, she didn’t answer, watching the lazy, winking glow of the fireflies. She told herself, over and over, that she wasn’t going to. That she shouldn’t. That he would only use it against her.

Then she said, “Not the forest. The witch.”

His forehead wrinkled. “The witch?”

“Mira of the Mire. Her magic is forest magic, ancient. The forest isn’t evil. She is. She does awful things without even the slightest provocation. She’s a monster.”

“I take it you have…provoked her.”

“I killed her pet,” she said. “Her familiar. I didn’t mean to. It looked like any other fox. Just a very pretty one.”

She wiped her eyes. They weren’t wet, but felt as if they should be. A stone settled in her gut as she pictured the fox pelt in her empty kitchen.

“I almost feel bad for her,” she added in a small voice. “She must be very lonely, all alone in her house in the woods.”

He retrieved his pencil, but even after several minutes, she never heard it scratching against the paper. When she looked up, he was watching the fireflies.

“Why can’t you go back?” she asked. “I need to hear it. From you.”

“Why?”

“Because I have to.”

He lifted a dismissive shoulder. “Do you know how much blood it takes to force a liver twelve decades old into the shape of a twenty-year-old’s?”

“Enlighten me.”

“A great deal,” he said dryly. “Particularly when the attached stomach and tongue are so fond of brandy and foie gras.”

His words rang true; and even if they didn’t, the effects of his work on his body were plain to see. But his bitter humor was too calibrated. His voice too fine-tuned.

“That isn’t it,” she said. “That’s part of it. But not it.”

At her words, he stared at the mark on his hand for so long she gave up on getting an answer. Then he moved closer, sat beside her, and held it up for her to examine. He had let her see it when he gave her his gloves, but now she really looked at it. It was a mess of markings, one on top of another. Far more complicated than the spells she had watched him draw. Something about it reminded her of the markings on Mira’s arrowhead. It was the way they seemed to suck light from the air, she decided.

He watched her studying it. “Do you know how this works?”

She shook her head.

“I don’t think anyone does, except the scribes who composed it. It binds me to the king. From wherever I am, he can summon me. Summon. It sounds very polite, doesn’t it? The kind of word one can discreetly mention over tea without spoiling anyone’s appetite.” He nodded, as if to himself. He wouldn’t look at her. “What it really means would spoil teatime quicker than curdled cream. It means my body isn’t my own.”

Anya felt her stomach clench, felt a pinprick of fellow feeling as she watched his fingers curl shut. “You don’t just mean your blood. Do you?”

At that, he did look at her. He thought a moment before answering. “When he calls, it hurts me. I must answer and obey to make it stop. The more I try to resist it, the worse it gets. The one time I tried to defy him directly, I thought I would die from the pain. Or end it myself.”

“Why? Why did you defy him?”

He stared at the notes he had made. “Edgard is cruel. He performs well enough in public to keep the nobles from plotting his overthrow. But behind his palace walls…he hurts people. Takes their choice, their speech. Their faces, some of them. And even with the respectability my education has earned me, even with this hanging over my head,” he said, brandishing his hand, “I know I’m not above such treatment if I make him angry enough.”

She watched his throat work as he swallowed.

“So I have learned more indirect methods of defiance. I won’t do certain things, and so there are certain compromises I must make. You asked why I must have the phoenix. This is my last chance, my only chance. If anyone else gives him the spell he seeks, if anyone else wins the prize, then I’ll remain stuck, tied to his will until the day I die. And Anya, I am afraid of what he will ask of me without even the mere specter of death hanging over him. Of what I will be unable to refuse.”

She wanted to reassure him, but found she couldn’t speak.

“I don’t have anywhere near the worst of it. I’m lucky. I know it. But…” He let out an ironic breath. “But I don’t want to hurt. And I don’t want to hurt anyone else. And yet it seems I can’t escape it.”

“You’re talented. Take on wealthier clients,” she said, aggravated on his behalf, on her own, wishing she could solve it for them both.

“I do,” he said without rancor. “I did. It wasn’t enough. It has never been enough, and it never will be. It took me far too long to realize, but now I know – I don’t think he ever meant me to be free. Someone from my background – it was always a castle in the sky. A trap. And I took the bait.”

“It’s why you do charity instead,” she realized. “But…it isn’t charity, is it? Not if you’re getting paid.”

He turned his amber eyes upon her, somber but wary.

“Sabina told me,” she admitted.

Half a smile turned his lips. “You asked about me?”

“She brought it up,” Anya protested, warming. “She wouldn’t stop going on about the damned gloves.”

“She knows I wouldn’t give them up for just anyone.”

There was a quality to his voice that hadn’t been there before; one that made her heart speed. Anya flexed her fingers and put her chin on her knees.

“What has the witch asked you to do, Anya?” Though his voice was still gentle, his words carried a slick edge. “What is the penalty for your disobedience, that you obey someone you so clearly despise?”

“If I do this thing for her,” she said carefully, “I will be free.”

“And so it is for me. Free of the king. Free of…”

“Free of the game,” she finished.

“Free of…spite.”

“None of us will ever be free of that.”

“You’re right. I don’t want to be free of, I want to be free to. Free to paint because it pleases me, to eat for pleasure and not to become a more perfect machine. To fail without an axe over my head. To–”

“To what?” she whispered.

“To live. To breathe. To rest. To help others do the same. I know you won’t believe me, but I did not enter this profession with hopes of riches, nor of aiding Edgard’s cruelty.”

The words ripped out of her. “It isn’t right. So you make peace with it. We hurt each other. We help when we can. It’s the way of the world.”

“Yes, I keep hearing that. But it shouldn’t be.”

“Should or shouldn’t doesn’t matter when you need your next meal or a respite from the cold.” Emotion closed her throat. “It doesn’t matter when should but can’t is all you know, when shouldn’t but must means another sunrise.”

“I need more than that,” he said, shaking his head. “I need more than should or shouldn’t. I need more than life or death. We all do. Even you. You especially.”

She barely registered his last words, still reeling with emotion – too many emotions to name. “You ask for too much.”

“You’re right. I do. I ask for life itself. Bread and beauty. Comfort. Love.” Her breath hitched. “I ask for the priceless. I demand it.”

She laughed, exasperated – with him, with the world, both of them immovable, both of them treacherous. “Far better to demand what you can earn for yourself.”

“The way of the world,” he echoed ironically. “To use and be used. To use it all up.”

“To survive,” she said, facing him. His gaze scrutinized, seared, and she turned away.

“If I do this,” he said slowly. “For the king. He’ll live forever. Then nothing would ever change.”

“No,” she agreed, thinking of her own contract and its arbiter.

“Nothing,” he amended, “for the women he hurts, or the soldiers thrown to his next war, or even for the other scribes. But it would change for me.”

“Yes,” she agreed, thinking of her own freedom.

“It’s all I can do. All I can effect. My own fate.”

“Yes,” she said. Rotten luck. Evil luck.

“I know you need it, Anya.” His voice was full. “I cannot let you take it.”

Hers was empty. “No.”

“And you cannot let me.”

Though her mouth was very dry, she swallowed. “No.”

Suddenly animated, he withdrew his pen. “Your curse. Let me try. Magic is magic.”

She shook her head against her knees. “There’s only one way to break it.”

“There must be something–”

“You said your magic only works on humans.”

The air between them grew thick as her words took root. “Surely, you don’t mean–”

“Less than I was yesterday,” she said, her voice short and ragged. “More than I will be tomorrow.”

His pen fell but his voice was still adamant. “I only need the spell. That’s all. Once I’ve figured it out, then I’ll give the bird to you.”

“I only have until midsummer’s dawn,” she said. Three days. “There isn’t time.”

He nodded. He put his pen away. When he turned back to her, he was flushed. “There is tonight.”

She hadn’t heard him right. She lifted her head. “Tonight?”

“Tonight, we are in neutral territory. I propose an armistice.”

“Sy,” she said, “I can’t.”

Time seemed to slow as he reached for her; as he brushed his knuckles against her cheek. “Only for the night.”

Her body understood before her mind did. She felt her heart pounding against her breastbone. She felt her chest tightening, her navel alight like a flame.

“Only for one night,” he said again, his fingertips spreading against her skin. This time, there was no imagining. He held her, looked at her, like something beautiful. Something necessary. No longer hopeless, though still desperately sad, and reckless.

He put his other hand on her waist.

Anya froze, utterly lost. This, this was uncharted territory. There was no map for this.

She was frozen, but she willed her tongue to move. She had to say something, something to get herself back on the right track.

What it said was frightful, and true, and absolutely humiliating.

“It would make tomorrow impossible.”

He withdrew his hands. They had not been warm, but she felt their lack like a cloudy day in spring, resisting the urge to touch where his fingers had left her cheek. She thought her skin was not as warm as it should be, either. He studied her, like a painting he might want to recreate.

She swallowed. “I’m not doing any of this by choice.”

His sand-gold hair shifted as his head tilted forward; his amber eyes absorbed her, savored her, and she felt each place they rested. Her eyes, her neck. Her lips.

“None of it?”

The flame in her navel throbbed. She wet her lips; diligently avoided staring at his. She wanted to push his hair behind his ears. She wanted to see it plastered to his forehead. “None of it.”

“You’re right,” he said, his voice soft. “It will make tomorrow impossible.”

Disappointment clawed at her throat.

Then his fingers drifted to the tip of her sternum. She sat silent and still, taking small, short breaths, a doe caught in his sights.

“But that is for tomorrow.”

“Sy,” she said again, really more of a choked whisper, as he had started pulling loose the laces holding her jerkin closed.

“Tonight,” he went on, starting on the buttons of her shirt, “there is one thing more impossible.” Delicately, he parted the folds of her shirt.

She struggled for some control over her battering heart, over this madness. “And what might that be?”

“Keeping my hands away from you.”

His hand glided lightly between her exposed breasts, over her stomach. Her lungs collapsed, and her muscles responded to his touch as if they were his to own. His fingers lingered just below her navel, and he looked at her, waiting for her permission. His amber eyes flecked with gold, owl’s eyes, lingered on hers. Searching, studying. And…

And pleading.

Raw desire cracked through what remained of her reserve like lightning.

It came out in a rough breath. “Then don’t.”

His own breath hitched, and his hand slid lower. With it, heat crawled up her body, and her parted lips drew to his.

He kissed her, played her like an instrument with his lips, with his tongue. With his fingers in her hair, on her breasts, inside her. She let him, reveling in the sensation of being played; of the softest parts of her pried open and caressed.

She wanted more.

She pulled back and shrugged out of her jerkin, her open shirt. She kissed him ravenously on his neck, on his ears. Each taste of his skin stirred a new, dangerous sensation in her. She wanted to see the flowers of his imagination. She wanted to see him when he hadn’t been worked ill, when he wasn’t desperate.

She wanted to see him when he was.

She pulled away, gasping; and at her withdrawal, immediately saw her wish granted. There was no other way to read the look on his face, tuneless and true; he was desperate for her.

It frightened her. It elated her. What were they doing? What had she done? “I shouldn’t–”

Abruptly, he leaned back. “Should we stop?” he asked, trying, and failing, to hide the fervor in his voice.

The thrum in her body – like lightning, like magic – answered for her, and took her speech. She shook her head.

Brow furrowed, he didn’t immediately reach for her, and she knew she’d ruined everything.

But then, with a painter’s grace, he reached around her neck and pulled forward her braid. He removed the cord holding it taut and unwound her hair, fanning it over her bare shoulders, tracing her collarbone. She felt newly exposed. Admired. Adored.

He took her hands in his. Slowly, he peeled away the gloves. He touched the tips of his fingers to hers. Hers didn’t stick to his skin. His electrified her.

Then he wrapped her hands around his waist, pulling her closer as he did, and graced small, tasting, exploratory kisses up her shoulder, along her neck.

This was worse than before. No longer a headlong rush into a desperate mistake, but a careful stroll, a conscious choice to linger, to become familiar. She did not know what she would see. She did not know what would be seen of her.

But it was too late to go back; she was caught, and she wanted to be.

As he continued kissing her, she pulled his shirt over his head, admired him as she had been admired. Her fingers explored his chest, then his arms, feeling the fine, light hair, taking extra care when they drifted over his bruised, bandaged inner elbow. She put one hand in his hair, ran the other along his back, his thigh, his erection. With a short, hot release of breath through his nose, he laid her gently down into the flowers, then slowly stroked his fingers along her stomach, her waist, her ribs; every touch purposeful and perfect and never where she wanted it.

All the while, he planted soft, lingering kisses up and down her body. Careful, but not hesitant or restrained; alert and alarmingly attentive, as if memorizing the feel of her, making a map of her every single inch.

It drove her wild. He drove her wild. Being with him, the sex, yes, but him. Impossible, rotten, perfect, necessary. And if she thought about it a second longer, she was going to scream or cry, and she didn’t know which was more humiliating, and she should turn back, run away, but there was no world, no sky under which she could.

So she stopped thinking. She gripped him by the shoulders and pushed him to the ground, into the spongy bed of flowers, and rolled on top of him, straddling his waist in her thighs. A startled smile slipped past his lips. Her own lips turned into a grin before she smothered his with a breath-stealing kiss, all thought fleeing at the helpless sound he made as she ground her hips against him. He didn’t want to wait any longer, either. Quickly and deftly, he maneuvered out of his trousers, then helped her slide out of hers. When she slid onto him, they both gasped, momentarily halted by the sensation. But only momentarily.

Tomorrow, they must part for the last time. Tomorrow, she must somehow return to the faded silhouette of life she had accepted before this delicious, excruciating, all-consuming vibrance. And after this, tomorrow, and all the days after, would be even duller than before. Worse than dull. Deadened. She only had the night, the one night with him, the one night to know this feeling, to know beauty, to know life.

She made the utter most of it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


The mystery of Anya Degen had been further unveiled, the shadow more illuminated.

The glyphs on her enchanted arrow were all on his hand.

While Anya slept, after he’d made them a fire, he’d copied them down and compared each of them to the mark on his palm. Every one had a place. In fact, if he arranged them in just such a way, he could remake the mark completely.

He did not know all of them; he’d never seen them before, but he felt a strange feeling, like in his dream, the knowing, the vast. Felt it in his heart; in his gut. He let it fill him. The shapes came naturally, grew from his mind to his hand, from his pencil to the paper, sprouting and curling like the form of a budding leaf.

He didn’t like to leap to conclusions. Time being of the essence – three days, by his count – a leap of faith was the only way forward.

He had to assume the arrow was meant to bind the phoenix to the witch. A familiar, Anya had said. If he recalled correctly, some kind of psychic as well as physical link. One which could only be broken by magic or death. Thought to be pure superstition.

A psychic and physical link, like the one binding him to his debt. To the king.

Superstition, indeed.

If one’s soul could be bound to another’s in such a way; why not their soul to another’s body? Say, Edgard’s to the phoenix’s?

Now there was only the question of the phoenix itself.

The phoenix, and Anya.

He refused to believe he couldn’t help her. If he got the phoenix before her, he could. Somehow. Probably.

Certainly, more impossible tasks had been accomplished. Such as Anya somehow managing to leave him, despite what she had said the night before.

That absolutely won’t do, he chided himself as he pulled his clothes back over his aching, scale-dusted limbs. He had known this would happen. They both had. It was better she had left without saying goodbye. Easier. And anyway, he certainly wasn’t one to complain that his bed was empty by the time he woke up, whether that bed was a third-hand mattress in a closet of an apartment, or a bed of flowers in an enchanted grotto.

So he ignored the pain like a dozen arrows in his chest, and he set to work. He had three days; he best make the most of them.

The Warbler River, as far as he knew, was still to the east, and the morning was clear and bright. After clambering out of the cavern, marking his way by the morning sun, and determining the vague sense of it, he set in that direction. He tried to embody Anya’s ease of navigation, marking the trees by their leaves, the ground by any odd-shaped stones he could identify, checking for signs and trails. To his subdued delight, he noticed he was barely stumbling.

It was because of this careful attention, less than an hour later, he knew had he ended up back exactly where he had started.

“Shit,” he hissed under his breath.

As if in response – or mockery – a robin chirped bright as sunshine on a branch to his left.

“And which way would you go?” he asked it testily.

The robin lifted from its branch. It landed on another, a little further ahead. On a nagging hunch, Sy followed it. Again, it lifted and landed further away.

“This way, I suppose,” he muttered, following it.

He followed the robin in this manner for several hours and seemed to make actual progress. It was windy, the kind of wind that signaled a coming storm. Under the trees, it felt wilder, more dangerous than it did in the city. The wind seemed to shift with every gust, sending branches creaking, the leaves shuddering and chattering, making the pines whisper and sigh. The forest was alive with anticipation.

Around midday, the robin left him. It seemed as good a time as any to stop and eat. He settled under the leaves of a beech, surrounded by exuberant ferns. As he forced the last of his salted mackerel down his throat, he listened to the rustling of the leaves. He had never truly stopped to listen to the wind, to register the different notes it made through grass, through leaves, through twigs on the ground. The wind was calmer, but still strong. As it slipped through the ferns, it almost seemed to speak.

Even a stagnant stone, given time in the ground, may grow, it said. Even a worm has the spark of life.

The voice was silent, but resounding, clarifying. It filled him with – not with peace, exactly; it was too stimulating to be peace. A sort of communion. Like the unexpected feeling that filled him when he saw a painting, or heard a song, and thought, There, like that. That’s how I feel. Just exactly like that.

Or one even stronger. In the comforting dark; in the vibrant underground. In the steady glow of fireflies and the bewitching scent of hundreds of impossible flowers. In the touch of soft skin, the taste of tongue, of stolen time.

Everything, everything felt more vivid, more colorful. Shades he’d never been able to see. He felt the sun on his skin, in his hair, the warmth radiating into his bones. He smelled the earth beneath him, loam and clay. He saw a fallen tree, dead, but not static; crawling with beetles, nourishing mosses, sheltering mice and marmots from the sharp claws of hungry birds.

On the tree behind him, he noticed a stack of white mushrooms, long and round with dangling tendrils. In the ferns around him, smaller orange mushrooms budded like spring dandelions. He felt compelled to pop one onto his tongue. Eat nothing you didn’t kill or bring yourself, Anya told him. But would he not be killing this mushroom, this fruit, by plucking it?

Across a sunny patch of clover, he noted a squirrel clutching one of the orange earth-fruits between its small hands, gnawing on the spongy surface. He pulled a nearby mushroom from the ferns. He didn’t bother dusting the dirt from its stem. It was chewy between his teeth, but pleasantly so. It tasted good, of spice, like black pepper, of apricot and spring earth.

There, said the silence. There.

The robin returned. “Ah, there you are,” he said to it. “Just in time. I think I’m going mad.”

Madness was the only logical explanation. Why he kept going in circles. Why he felt as if the forest was a living creature rooting itself inside of him. Why he kept letting his future slip away from him. Why he kept thinking of Anya’s eyes on him in the dark when he should instead be thinking of how in all the seven skies he was going to turn Edgard into a bird, to make his mark on history, to free himself.

Behind him, the wind carried the sound of rustling branches. Voices. Not silent, not resounding. Human. After a moment, he recognized Sabina’s.

Heart leaping, he stood and peered around the beech’s trunk.

Her jacket was missing, and her dress and hair had the look of having been soaked and recently sun-dried. The hem of her skirt was torn and coated in mud. She wore flowers in her hair, unpinned and wild with curls, and around her neck. Rowan, he noted.

She was accompanied by a tall woman with close-cropped, feathery hair and a falcon on her shoulder. Perrine, the huntress from Preule Anya had mentioned. Anya’s friend. She must be a fine hunter to have Anya’s regard, but both she and Sabina looked as if they’d been dragged by the ankle along the forest floor.

Sabina saw him and immediately looked as if she would burst into tears. “Sylas,” she cried, rushing toward him.

“You’re sure that’s him?” called Perrine. “You said scribes can change faces.”

“Absolutely.” She held him by the shoulders, at arm’s length, examining him. “No one else could capture his aura of refined disdain.”

“Pleasure to see you too, Sabina.”

“See?” She collapsed into his arms. Noting the genuine distress under her mischievous tone, he hugged her back, tightly. He’d been more worried for her than he’d realized. “Sy, it’s been terrible. There were these horrid little beetles that eat your skin and bones. We were with Anya, and she tried to lure them away, but they came after us anyway. We think – we think she–”

“What?” he demanded, alarmed. “What happened? When?”

Perrine’s face was white. She shifted her rifle, startling her bird into the air and onto her other shoulder. “Yesterday. Anya sacrificed herself for us. She stayed behind to lure the buzzard beetles away, but they were on us moments later. They must have…they must have made quick work of her.”

Yesterday. Relief flooded him. “No; she survived. I was with her most of yesterday evening. We ran into the mimic. Anya killed it.”

Perrine’s face phased through several shades at his words; first elation, then suspicion, then relief. Finally, pride.

“The mimic?” She laughed, crouched to her knees, astonished. The falcon lifted its wings to keep its balance. “Unbelievable. They’ll go wild with this at the lodge. What did it look like? Was it big? Did she get a trophy?”

“No. We had…other concerns,” he settled on.

Sabina folded her arms and stared at him.

“The phoenix,” he said, a little defensively. “We followed it into the mimic’s cavern, but it escaped.”

“And what did you do the rest of the night?” Sabina prodded.

“Gathered our bearings,” he said with finality, sensing her course and wanting to put her off.

“And you’re sure she’s alive,” Perrine said, rising. He felt her falcon’s uncanny stare as intensely as hers.

“She was when she left me this morning,” he supplied, and Perrine seemed to accept this as the best answer she could get.

“Well,” Sabina went on, her voice hot, “while you two were gathering your bearings, we were barely managing to survive. The beetles came straight for us. We had to jump into the river to escape them, and there was this fisherman on a boat, and they–” All the color drained from her face, like the heat from her voice. “His screaming. I’ll never forget that sound as long as I live.”

Sy faltered. He’d never seen her so shaken. He took her by the arms and guided her toward a fallen log near his resting place, to sit. Sitting beside her, he tried to draw her back out of herself. “How did you escape?”

It worked; she took a shaky breath. “We clung to a fallen tree beneath the surface. We could hear – when it was safe. Once it stopped, we had to fight the current to surface. I know you’ll think me a lunatic, but it was like – it was like the river knew we were there and wanted to keep us.”

“And when we made it to shore,” Perrine interjected, “who was there to greet us but a badger the size of a boar, with tusks to match.”

“Perrine killed it. It was…quite impressive.” Cherry blossoms sprouted on her cheeks at the memory. “We attempted to gather our bearings, but when we sat for a rest we noticed there was this…acidic moss, eating away at a stone. It was seeping this brown liquid, like burnt grease. Almost as if the stone was bleeding, and it smelled burnt, too. Moss, Sylas.”

“We’ve been so busy, the spirits haven’t even had a chance to haunt her,” the falconer said off-handedly. “The forest’s in a real tizzy. And I’m starved.” Perrine turned to the bird on her shoulder. “Fetch us some rabbit, will you, love?”

Sy marveled at her companionship with the fierce creature; not least that it seemed to understand and obey her. He watched it soar away, fighting the wind’s strength with dips and weaves.

“She always comes back,” Perrine said, noticing him watching.

And he noticed the way Sabina watched her. “The practice of falconry is usually reserved for nobles in Gescany. Is it not in Preule?”

“Sy,” hissed Sabina.

“Oh, you’re allowed to torture my companion, and I’m not even allowed to question yours?”

“She’s your companion’s dearest friend. Is that not enough?”

“You vouch for Anya’s opinion? The forest has changed you.”

“Usually,” Perrine interrupted, grinning at Sy. She did have a winsome grin, he’d give her that. “Not in my case. They train them with hoods and bells and tethers, keep them in mews. Gruesome stuff. That one,” she said, pointing in the direction the falcon had flown, “chose me. Found her caught in a trap when she was barely more than a chick. Fed her, nursed her. Started bringing me mice, then rabbits. Figured we could make a go of it.”

“Some would argue it’s cruel to keep a bird as a pet, regardless of the method of capture.”

“I am going to turn your lips blue if you don’t close them,” hissed Sabina from the side of her mouth.

Perrine laughed. “Some would. I say, let a free thing choose. I chose to help her, she chooses to stay with me every time she comes back. Maybe one day, she won’t.” She squinted into the light as the falcon returned, a dead rabbit in her claws. “Seems today’s not that day.”

Perrine sent her for another and began building a fire, while Sabina told Sy more of her adventures in the Lichtenwald. She had heard a child crying, a young girl. Reading the pain on her face as she recollected the sound, he wondered who the crying child, the one only she could hear, had sounded like.

Anya thought the forest had marked her, she told him. But Anya had saved her from it, twice.

As she had saved him, more than once. All with an axe hanging over her head; not over her head, but cutting into her, deeper, day by day. All with more incentive than anyone to let them all hang.

Remarkable woman, he thought, a bit awed. Unmarred, unmatched.

Sabina’s curt sigh brought him back to the present. “You aren’t listening.”

“I am,” he said gently. “And what I hear is that you should consider returning to Äbender.”

“Where do you think we’re going?”

He didn’t bother hiding his surprise. “You’re giving up?”

“Changing tacks, rather,” she said, straightening her torn skirt, to little effect.

“What about you?” Sy asked the falconer. Her falcon had returned with the second rabbit, and Perrine was skinning it.

“I’ve never seen the forest stirred up like this. I’m simply not that ambitious. At least, not in that way.” Her knife stilled as she exchanged a private look with Sabina, and Sabina’s cheeks again went pink.

Sabina turned back to Sy. “Perrine is escorting me back to Äbender, where we plan on discussing certain…business opportunities,” she said primly. “I’ll loan the money from my dowry. My brother will simply have to allow it; I won’t take no for an answer anymore. Perrine is a very talented chef, you see, and we’re going to open a restaurant together. In Preule.”

“Then…you’re leaving Gescany. For good.”

She pursed her lips. “It certainly seems that way.”

This declaration hung between them. After he won the king’s contest, though it would be difficult, he had planned on returning to some semblance of his life – to whatever he could scavenge. With each passing day in the forest, it seemed the scraps he had left further dwindled.

“Try to light the fire,” Perrine said to Sabina, perhaps sensing the tension. “Like I showed you.”

Dutifully, Sabina obeyed, taking the tinderbox Perrine handed her. After several diligent attempts, the wood remained unburnt.

“Come on now, fire,” Perrine scolded. “If you don’t light you’ll never get any of this delicious rabbit fat.”

At that, the fire burst into roaring life, startling Sy and Sabina back from its floating embers. They exchanged glances. No fire should light that quickly. She hadn’t even struck the box.

“You speak,” Sy realized. “You spoke to the fire, and your falcon. And they listen.”

Perrine pursed her lips. “Never thought of it that way. It’s true, I suppose.”

“How do you know what to say?”

She thought about it. “The words sort of…come to me.” She thought harder. “It’s an offering. The words. The fat.”

“Like Anya, with the tree,” Sabina said. “She left it food, and bones. Her hair.”

“Exactly. We all have our ways of doing it.”

“Sy?” Sabina was watching him, brow furrowed.

“It’s magic, isn’t it?” he said, feeling excited and not knowing why. “Not like ours, but…magic.”

Perrine looked between them. “Was it magic that saved Anya? I still don’t understand how she survived the buzzard beetles. When they swarm like that, they never leave anything warm-blooded intact.”

Sy swallowed. “Do they eat anything…else?”

“No,” said Perrine, stilling her knife. “Only mammals.” Then, after several moments, “Oh.”

“…Oh,” echoed Sabina, placing her chin in her hands. “That is…unfortunate.”

“Foul, beastly, wretched woman,” Perrine bit out. She rose from her seat, stared at her rifle. “I’ll kill her. I’ll kill her for this.”

Sy tried, and failed, to keep his leaping heart in check. “Can you? Kill her?”

“No,” she replied, crestfallen, dashing his hope to the ground as quickly as it had risen. “Not me. Not anyone. She never leaves her manor. It’s a fortress, impossible to get inside unless she wants you in, and never with weapons. There’s many hereabouts who would gladly do the job if it could be done.”

“She’s from the city, originally, we think,” provided Sabina. “Mirabelle Corveau.”

“She’s been haunting this forest for decades, then.” Sy remembered the name from their history lessons in the first term at Sangfeder. Turned away from the academy because King Edgard at that time would accept no women in his service, she had used her influence to break into the academy and steal several of Sangfeder’s most ancient texts. Sy suspected the incident might be in part to thank for the academy’s brutal enforcement of secrecy. Instilling fear of punishment was certainly why it was taught at all, along with a petty capitulation to the historic injustice of denying women the opportunity to study. She hadn’t been captured, but banishment to the forest was supposed to be punishment enough – though the history books had never implied it was a self-imposed exile. Nor that she was still alive.

Perhaps she would know a way to fulfill the king’s desire. Perhaps there was a bargain to be struck.

But no; he refused to enter another contract, to be lured by enchanting promises, ever again. Not for any reason. Besides, he had nothing with which to bargain.

“Perhaps another magician could stop her,” Perrine put forward. She looked him over, as if sizing him up. She appeared dissatisfied. “Well, it hardly matters. It’s a curse, not an enchantment. Killing her wouldn’t save Anya. Nothing will but the condition she set.”

“And what might that be?” Sabina wondered.

Sy knew. And he was less sure than ever how to meet it.

With a flutter, Perrine’s falcon launched from her perch on the hollow log.

“Funny,” Perrine said, unconcerned. At the others’ alarmed expressions, she shrugged. “She does that sometimes.”

“It isn’t danger?” Sabina said, an uncertain waver in her voice.

Perrine shook her head firmly. “She wouldn’t leave me without a warning.”

Once the rabbits were cooked, they ate quickly. Though Perrine offered him part of her rabbit, he refused; there was barely enough for her and Sabina, and he still had plenty of figs and liverwurst. After they finished eating, Sy helped them pack. They were anxious to make as much ground as they could before nightfall. Sy was, too.

As Perrine gave her rifle a perfunctory clean, Sy took Sabina aside with his kit.

“I want to teach you something,” he said, pulling out his pencil and a scrap of paper – which was dangerously low, he noted. His notes in the grotto had used most of it. He might run out of parchment before he ran out of blood.

Slowly, so she could easily follow, he drew the spell, barely two lines, he had concocted for temporary paralysis.

“It lasts five minutes or so,” he said, handing it over. “You see it’s simple enough, quick, not so costly. Should you need it.”

Sabina took the paper and pressed her lips together thoughtfully. “It’s dangerous making up your own spells. What if you had hurt yourself?”

He smiled. “I didn’t.”

She returned his smile, her eyebrows gone crooked with affection. “A spell of eternal life, of complete transformation. I still don’t think I truly believe it’s possible.” She put her arms around his neck. “But if anyone can figure it out, it’s you.”

As she pulled away, he nodded in Perrine’s direction. “Are you sure about this? About her?”

“I suppose this journey has put some things into perspective for me. For you too, I’d wager,” she said, grinning conspiratorially.

“Nothing has changed.”

She shook her head. “Sylas, you gave her your gloves. The only time I’ve ever seen you without them is when we go to bed. And you get a lost, dreamy look when you think of her. Dreamy, I tell you. She’s absolutely bewitched you. I admit, I was distrustful of her at first, but…well, she’s proven herself worthy of you.”

An ironic laugh escaped him. And what of my worth to her?

“You sure you won’t come with us?” Perrine asked, approaching them. “Safety in numbers. Three heads are better than one – or four, if our feathered friend decides to come back.”

“He can’t,” Sabina answered for him, giving him a strange look. “I wish I could help you. If there’s anything I can do, I will.”

He believed her, but he shook his head. “There isn’t.”

“I know,” she replied sadly. “But it’s what you say, isn’t it?”

They left him, and Sy watched them go, sending a silent wish, a blessing, they would reach their destination safely.

It took him a moment to realize how very unlike him that was.

The forest has changed you, he’d said to Sabina, in jest. It had. But had it flooded her? Rooted itself into her? Spoken to her with the voice of the air?

The falcon returned, swooping over Sy’s head on her way toward the pair. As she did, she dropped something she had clutched in her talon. It drifted to the ground, directly in front of him. As the falcon landed on Perrine’s waiting shoulder and their silhouettes disappeared into the fold of green and gold, he bent to inspect it.

A feather, long and sunrise orange, with a sheen of violet and green in the midday light.

A feather from the tail of the phoenix.

He caught it between his fingers just as a gust of wind began to blow it away.

There, said the leaves above him, the roots below. There.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Anya was not afraid of the dark. But the first night in Johanna’s cottage, Anya had refused to close her eyes. After her long, lonely night in the forest – her mother’s stiff, white corpse, the things she couldn’t see, didn’t hear, still fresh in her teeming mind – giving herself to a darkness so absolute seemed unwise.

Johanna, lost as to how to comfort a frightened child but willing to try, had been patient. After several frustrating hours, she had instructed Anya that the things that could hurt her were very real, but they were outside, not behind her own eyes.

Even back then, Anya didn’t think that was entirely true.

It was enough. She had learned to think that way, even if she didn’t believe it. She had learned to tolerate the dark.

Now, forced to confront the dark, denied even the promise of light, she was forced to confront this: she had not grown as tolerant of the dark as she had thought.

And now, she was forced not only to tolerate it, but to be grateful for it. Forced to be a part of it. To become one of a number of creeping, silent things, poised to strike. To kill.

To die.

After a time, this no longer disturbed her. If she could learn to think one way, even if she didn’t believe it, she could learn to think another.

She could learn to think like a beast.

But she could not learn to think like prey. Dull, easily frightened, unable to act. She could not ever tolerate that.

She picked through a dense patch of the wood, disguising her trail in the packed undergrowth. Not that Sy would know enough to follow her; but someone else might. She barely needed to think, her new senses growing more attuned to the forest, guiding her path.

But as she went, she noticed her hunter’s edge fading from her. A delayed sense of urgency, a complacency.

She struggled to keep it. I am human, still, she repeated to herself. Then, aloud. “I am still human.”

She came upon a camp site. Abandoned – or, mostly. It looked to have been previously occupied by a fellow hunter, but it was hard to tell; the reddish furry growth all over him distorted most of his clothing and features beyond recognition, but for the limp tufts of hair on his scalp like the seed heads of grass, the blackened teeth poking through his melting jaw.

Though he was long dead, he moved. His corpse crawled with larvae eating decayed flesh, spiders eating the larvae, bats darting out of the darkness to eat the spiders. A fox, apparently unbothered by Anya’s scent or presence, approached and tugged a bit of skin loose from the corpse’s leg, then wandered off with it.

Pity, she thought, watching it go, I am not hunting foxes.

She stepped closer to the man; the diving bats ignored her. She wondered if she knew him, from the lodge. Friend in winter, foe in summer.

Neither now. She went through his supplies, which had been picked clean long before his corpse was. She found nothing of use but a flask, hidden inside his disintegrating breast pocket.

Clutched in his hand, covered in the same mottled mold, was a leg of an unidentifiable animal. Rabbit, or quail. She realized she still had not tried eating.

She sat across from the dead man’s long-extinguished fire and pulled a walnut biscuit from her pack.

“Cheers,” she said, lifting it to him. Tentatively, she crumbled off a piece and stuck it, delicate as a tea pastry, on her tongue.

It burned her. Horrified, she spat it on the ground, brushing stinging crumbs off her tongue. She recalled Johanna spreading salt in their doorway. “To keep out evil spirits,” she said. Evil spirits, and ants.

Mind reaved by panic, she tried to wash the taste away with a swig from the flask.

It lit her insides on fire. With a cramping gut and burning throat, she spilled it back out, retching into the dirt. Something else came up with it; something that disturbingly resembled the mess left behind by buzzard beetles.

No salt, no alcohol. No hunger. She’d already eaten her last meal and not even realized it.

Last meal, last light, last days. Not a conscious thought so much as a subtle knowing, a certainty.

No. Not my last, she told herself, repeated to herself. Not my last. “Not my last anything.”

But she knew she did have one last something: hope. And giving in to certainty would be the death of it.

As would sleep. Earlier that day, sheltering beneath a rowan’s shadow, she sat with her knife in her hand. Whenever she felt herself being pulled under, she dug her knife into the side of her thigh. Whenever her mind drifted to the grotto, she did the same.

When the sun finally set low enough that she could keep her eyes open for more than a few seconds, she crept out of the shadow, stiff and sore, bleary-eyed and bow-legged.

A wild wind had blown all day, and into the night. Now, the stars were obscured by clouds. Even so, she could hear their celestial song.

She left her decomposing companion and let them guide her to the river.

The less human she became, the more the Lichtenwald revealed its secrets to her.

“In an ordinary forest,” Johanna had instructed her that first day, “at my age, I’d know every leaf, every tree like the back of my hand. I could tell you the size and shape and exact spot of an oak by the look of its acorn. But the Lichtenwald is not an ordinary forest. It’s playful, except when it’s vengeful.”

Tonight, to Anya, it was neither. Nothing disturbed her as she followed the river to the meadow. She heard no screaming, no wailing spirits, no foul buzzing. Only the chirp of a cricket, the faraway screech of a lynx, the splash of night-feeding fish, the lonely song of a nightingale calling out for a mate.

Mere hours passed before Augur Meadow opened up before her. She crouched in a clump of gorse, surveying the gently rolling grass from edge to edge. With her new sight, she located a patch of buttercups, their petals dipped in glowing white-violet light.

Buttercup roots were a favorite food of pheasant.

If she had more time, it wouldn’t be much to go on. As it stood, it was the best she could do. She found a tall patch of heather across from the patch and crouched in it, waiting for the birds to come graze at dawn, hoping the phoenix would be among them.

For hours, she crouched beneath the clouded sky, the warm wind lulling her to sleep, her knife in her skin jerking her out of it.

As the sun rose, the clouds remained. The light hurt her eyes, but not so much she couldn’t keep them open. Good luck, she thought without enthusiasm.

But as dawn crept into midmorning, not a single bird had appeared – not in the buttercup patch, and not anywhere nearby. Something was wrong.

On its surface, nothing seemed amiss. But a closer look told another story. Flattened grass, the lingering scent of gunpowder. She followed the mussed grass, the stomped buttercups. Spent bullet casings, from a rifle. Perrine. Or Aquila. Or some other hunter. How far had word spread?

No blood; no feathers. Dozens of frantic pheasant tracks making for the trees.

Someone had tracked the phoenix here, shot at it, and let it get away. It was long gone from this place and would not soon return.

Complacent, again. In her anger, she kicked a stone, stubbing her toe. She should have noticed it sooner. She didn’t have time for this kind of amateur mistake.

Near the meadow’s edge, she spotted a boot print in a patch of shaded ground still soft from the rain two days ago. The wind whipped strands of her hair from her loose binding as she bent to inspect it, pushing aside the grass. Faintly, she could make out the name of the cobbler from which Sy had purchased his new boots.

In reaching for the ground, her shirt sleeve had slid up her wrist, revealing the white skin underneath.

Ivory white. Her skin had never been that color. She looked at it; then looked again. Felt it. Yes – there was no mistaking it. Her skin was covered in a soft, white, downy fur. Heart thumping, she yanked her sleeve up. It crept up her wrist, to her elbow.

She threw aside her pack, her quiver, her bow. Ripped open her jerkin, and her shirt. The fur grew all over her – her shoulders, her neck, her heaving chest, where most alarmingly, it seemed her breasts had receded. She ripped off her gloves – her hands were hairless, still – and felt her face. No fur, but on either side of her forehead, she felt two small, round bumps.

A small sigh escaped her, a short, helpless sound.

Her small, desolate breath was snatched from the air by a long, shuddering roar of thunder.

Drops fell on her head, and she quickly gathered her belongings and headed for the trees. A dead branch knocked loose by wind was easier dodged than a bolt of lightning in an open field.

She pulled Johanna’s hat from her pack and tugged it over her head. It kept the light rain off, but soon the drops upon the leaves overhead gathered into a downpour, soaking her. She sheltered under a wide, sturdy oak, trying to think, trying not to think.

Through the tumult of wind and rain, she caught snatches of voices. Men, several of them.

Quietly as she could, she followed them, pulling down the brim of her hat and stopping occasionally to orient herself by the sounds of their shouting. She spotted them sheltering beneath a narrow stone outcrop, and ducked behind another wide oak, out of their sight. There were four – she immediately recognized David. Aquila was there as well, pointing his rifle at the man with the bright red glove. The other, Claude, carried a pistol.

“You know more than you’re letting on,” Claude was saying. “You have the entire time.”

“I swear, I’ve told you all I know,” David protested.

“I’ve had enough,” said Aquila, stepping forward. Anya then saw his clothes were torn, and half of his face was scarred a brilliant red. His gaze was livid. Feral. “We’re out here in the filthy mud because of you. I’ve lost thousands of sovereigns worth of equipment, because of you. I’ve seen foul things I’ll never unsee. Because of you.”

He leveled his rifle, his finger on the trigger. He aimed it at David’s chest. At this range, one shot would kill him instantly.

“Sy knows the spell,” said the other man abruptly, his voice strained. Anya inhaled sharply, at the same time David turned on him.

“Bertrand,” he said, voice thick with disappointment, heedless of the rifle pointed at his heart.

But Bertrand pressed on. “The paraglyph on his palm. His bond with the king. The spell has something to do with it. Sy’s the reason we’re out here – not David. He’s probably figured out what part you need the phoenix for, too. It’s him you want.”

Aquila lowered his rifle and turned to Claude. “Can you track him?” Claude asked.

“He’s been through here already,” Aquila affirmed. “I’ve seen his tracks.”

Claude waved his pistol at the other two. “And how do we know they won’t trail us?”

“We won’t,” David swore. “We forfeit. This was a mistake – it’s all yours. Right, Bertrand?”

Bertrand looked less sure, but mouth in a grim line, nodded his assent.

“We should kill them,” said Claude, and Anya’s cold blood ran colder. She’d never heard someone speak so casually about taking any life, let alone another person’s. “We’ll say the forest got them. Another bear, or the storm. No one will ever know the difference. Edgard won’t care when we bring him his prize.”

“That isn’t necessary,” David insisted. “We’ve lost, fair and square. We’re all honest sportsmen, aren’t we? We forfeit, you have my word.”

“And what if word gets back to Äbender that you felt mistreated?” Aquila posed. “What if the indenture won’t cooperate, and we are forced to return without him, and nasty rumors began to spread about his fate?”

“We won’t breathe a word,” David promised. But his voice wavered.

“Splendid,” said Claude. “But, for insurance.”

A gunshot. A cry, and a shout. Anya’s fingers found her knife.

Bertrand’s shirt blossomed with blood as he fell to his knees.

“You’ll have to shoot them both, now,” Aquila said, sneering.

“No, I won’t,” Claude said, squinting and cocking his pistol at David. “David’s going to be a good boy, like he always is. Aren’t you?”

David did not answer, rushing to Bertrand’s side as he collapsed.

Claude laughed. “See?”

“Come,” said Aquila. After a lingering look at the bleeding man, glassy as the gaze of a house cat on a half-dead mouse, Claude followed.

The moment they were gone, Anya rushed forward. David didn’t hear her over the rain; he hovered over Bertrand, murmuring. As she got closer, she made out what he was saying, repeating, voice taut: “Seven skies, I don’t know what to do.”

Gently, Anya pushed him aside, and he started at her appearance – first at the suddenness, then again at the quality.

“I know bullet wounds,” she said shortly. Carefully, she opened Bertrand’s shirt, then had David help her peel it off. David held the other man up as Anya examined his chest, his back.

Most gentlemen carried small-bore revolvers; deadly, but more for show than lethality, and certainly useless for hunting game. From her vantage, Claude’s had looked to be no different. His aim had been slack, lazy. The round had passed through the outer edge of Bertrand’s chest, shredding his flesh but avoiding any major organs, though she felt at least one of his ribs had been shattered by the impact. Lucky; that splintered rib likely spared him a punctured lung. Without help, Bertrand would die; but David had his pen.

She informed David. He was not reassured. “I don’t know the spells for this kind of thing,” he said, obviously panicking. “I don’t have any of my books with me. I can’t–”

“You can stop the bleeding,” she reminded him, firmly. “A wound is a wound. Close it, like you did before. Enough to get him home. He can get better help there.”

Bertrand lay between them, eyes squeezed shut, panting. After only a moment’s hesitation, David set to work. He had the courtesy not to mention her changes, though she felt his eyes flick to her furry neck as he drew his blood. Silently, he clicked his nib into place and began his spell. The first spell, which took him a few minutes to complete, was to put Bertrand to sleep. He sprinkled the dust over Bertrand’s closed eyes, and gradually, his panting slowed to a cool, even pace.

When David spoke again, he attempted to sound casual, but he couldn’t hide a worried quaver. “Have you seen Sy?”

“I have.”

He closed his eyes briefly, a sign of relief.

She wouldn’t let him have it. Her fury startled her. “Why do you have my shotgun? I left it with him, for his protection, not yours. And he fucking well needs it now, doesn’t he?”

“We had a misunderstanding.” He paused his scrawling, almost imperceptibly. “One I would do anything to take back.”

She shook her head in disgust, then turned back to the rain.

“Wait,” David said. Despite her fury, something in his tone made her hesitate. “Only until – until I’m sure he’s going to be alright. Please?”

There’s my bleeding conscience again, she thought, dropping her pack with a sigh and sitting on it. She really ought to do something about that. Impatient, she watched David, the careful way he wrote – different from Sy, slower, more deliberate.

A misunderstanding, David said. Sy’s word for it, too.

“You and Sy. You…” She licked her lips, pressed them together, choosing her words carefully. David was handsome, polished, educated. She was sure his rooms were spacious, his walls tastefully decorated, his windows large and spotless. His roof unpatched with mud.

A misunderstanding could be easily amended, especially with a history to buffer it.

Especially with a future to offer in return.

She wasn’t so provincial as to assume everyone treated a night of passion with the same gravity she did, however it had felt in the moment. In fact, she was struck by how naive she had been. How easily manipulated she was when a pair of pretty eyes and strong fingers gave her a moment’s attention. She was an idiot. A mark.

“You two have a history,” she settled on lamely.

“History,” David said, emphasizing the word, to her surprise. He kept his eyes on his spell. “And to anyone who desires a future with Sylas Cassirer, I wish all the luck in the seventh sky.”

“Why?” she returned, both prickled and encouraged.

“Because he won’t allow it.” He met her eyes briefly, and meaningfully. Then his eyes wandered over the fur visible on her neck. “I knew you were hiding something. Does he know?”

“He knows enough.”

“And still, he won’t help you. Will he?”

Anya balked. “Because he can’t.”

“He never can,” he said without anger, but perhaps a tinge of remorse. “Not unless it benefits him.”

“He isn’t like that,” she said defensively, though she had only moments ago thought the very same. “It isn’t that simple,” she said to David, to herself.

He peered at her. “Then perhaps the forest has changed him even more than I thought.”

“What do you mean?”

“He was…different.” He paused, staring off into space. “The magic, here. I feel it. Seeping into me. I don’t like it. It’s…willful. At times I feel feral, ferocious. Others I feel insignificant as an aphid on an oak leaf.” He looked at her, frowning. “Surely you must feel it, too. But no, you wouldn’t. You’ve been in it your whole life.”

Magic. The forest’s magic, the magic in the phoenix, the magic Mira commanded. In her.

The thought had never crossed her mind. Johanna had never mentioned such a thing as a possibility. She peered at her fingers, as if she would see some evidence of it there.

The curse upon her required no glyphs, no blood.

“It’s changing all of us. Even those two,” he sneered, looking over his shoulder. When he turned back to her, his eyes lingered on hers, then flicked quickly away. “Claude – he was never a paragon of virtue, but this…this is beyond my comprehension.”

She remembered his gaze upon Bertrand’s wounded figure, empty and cruel. It might be beyond hers as well.

David finished the spell and set it in a dish. “I noticed it when we first crossed the tree line. It’s only getting stronger. I’d rather get out before it changes me too irrevocably.”

“It may change you for the better,” she countered, as defensive of the forest as she had been of Sy. But she left it there. She was still human enough to concede the vast space between may and will. The space between who she had been days ago, and what she was now, what she was becoming.

He blew into the dish, then dusted the spell over Bertrand’s exit wound. The unconscious man stirred, mumbling incoherently, then settled as the spell took effect and the wound stopped bleeding.

He would live. But it would take many more spells to make him well enough to travel. And Anya had already wasted enough time.

As she rose to leave, David had the needle once more in his arm. “Your shotgun. And your map.”

Something halted her anxious feet. To make it home, the two of them would need both, more than she would.

“Keep them, in return for your promise that you will leave with all haste.”

David nodded. “If you ever find yourself again in Äbender, find me. I’ll return them to you – and whatever aid I can offer you, I will.”

“Agreed.” But there was only one reason she would ever set foot in that city again, and he was currently being hunted like an animal himself.

She had not gone far from David and Bertrand before a sharp pain in her skull stopped her short. It came on violently, nothing like tightening thorns – like a clap of thunder hammering into her head. She clutched the trunk of nearby birch, fighting with everything in her to stay upright, to stay awake. Blindly, she felt for her knife.

But it was futile. As before, she blacked out.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


When her eyes at last fluttered open, she immediately shut them again. By the grace of the leaves above her, she hadn’t drowned in the storm, which had passed. But the returning sun shone as if it thought it would never have the chance again.

“Fuck,” she gasped. Wincing, she pulled herself to her knees, then her feet, using the birch for support.

Something felt off – her equilibrium tilted. Her sense of smell seemed even stronger and strangely, less centralized in her nose. As the breeze lilted through, she felt a peculiar sensation on her forehead, like her hair being lifted from her neck, waving in the wind.

A puddle rested nearby, left by the storm. Haltingly, she approached and peered down into it.

Two orange antennae, long and spiny as the leaves of a fern, poked from her skin. Almost unconsciously, she reached up to touch one. It was soft and light as a feather.

It was then she noticed her eyes. Darker, as if someone had placed gray lenses over them. No white was left, though if you squinted, you might be able to see they had once had pupils, irises, some shade of green.

Turning quickly away, she pulled her hat tight over her head. As she did, she noticed her sense of smell muffled.

Angrily, she pulled the hat tighter.

This also had the happy, unintended effect of shielding her eyes, somewhat, from the blinding sun. Though her eyes burned with the light, if she stuck to the shade of the trees and kept her hat on, it wasn’t so unbearable that she couldn’t keep them open. It would have to do.

The ground was almost entirely muck, and she found the others’ tracks easily. She followed them and soon recognized Sy’s in the mix. So, Aquila was a competent tracker himself.

And deft at evasion. Soon, his tracks veered into a shallow stream made by the storm, then disappeared. He didn’t know who, or what, was tracking them, but he knew they were being followed.

She had more tricks up her sleeve, as well. Or rather, under her hat. She closed her eyes tight and took it off.

Soon, she smelled it – very, very faint, but unmistakable.

Hyacinths.

She found them at sunset in a grove of pine.

When she saw Sy, her heart did a peculiar somersault – relief that he was alive, fear that he was hurt, an impulse to leave him to his own fate. He was tied to the base of a pine, rope wrapped tight as a snare around his chest. His lip was split and he was paler than ever, but seemed otherwise intact.

Aquila and Claude had set up camp there; days ago, by the look of it. An expensive looking tent was pitched between two pines, and equipment was sprawled everywhere – maps, compasses, spare ammunition, nets, snares.

At the base of the pines circling their camp was an unwelcome sight: liar’s pigeon, a toxic fungus that liked to grow near evergreens. Encouraged by the storm and summer’s encroaching heat, the fungus was fruiting. The shimmering, indigo globes danced on their three-foot high stems in the after-storm breeze. Careful not to touch any of them, she ducked behind a trunk across from where Sy was bound.

Claude was pacing restlessly, his pistol held casually despite his quick step. Aquila’s injured face was now peeling in unsettling purple strips.

He stooped to pull something from one of his bags. A knife. He twirled its bone handle in his hand. The blade, curved slightly at the end, glinted dangerously in the orange evening light. He stepped in front of Sy.

“I’m growing bored of this game,” he said, crouching. Anya watched, frozen, as he took Sy’s left hand in his own.

“Then perhaps we should stop playing,” said Sy, incongruously bright.

“Did you know I skin my own kills?” Aquila placed the curved edge of the knife on Sy’s palm. Anya edged forward, but caught herself before she did something stupid. “There’s a fine art to it, but with the proper equipment, why, I could peel someone’s face straight from their skull and wear it as a mask.”

Sy’s voice went taut, revealing the strain he disguised. “I told you, I–”

The knife slipped into the meat of his palm. Anya felt Sy’s breath in her own lungs as they both inhaled sharply.

She tore off Sy’s gloves and stuffed them into her pocket. Digging her fingers into the slick bark, she hauled herself onto the side of the tree, gripping a low branch as swiftly and stealthily as her size would allow. Her boots scraped against the bark, shredding it as she pulled herself higher.

“I don’t know the spell,” Sy said through clenched teeth. “I told you. I only have guesses. I need to research, to test it.”

The knife dug deeper, and he suppressed a cry. She nearly lost her grip. The tacky, dewy slime on her palms helped keep her steady, but it wasn’t enough; she was too heavy. As she tried to right herself, a branch shook, showering needles and dropping a pinecone. She ducked behind the trunk, making herself as small as she could. Her fingernails dug into the bark. Small needles of wood sliced beneath her nail beds.

Sy saw her.

She paused, then placed a single finger over her lips.

Then she kept climbing.

He turned back to Aquila. “The forest’s magic is influencing us. All of us. Surely you’ve noticed.”

Aquila turned the scalded half of his face toward Sy. “I’ve noticed.”

“That isn’t – what I mean to say is, the magic here is volatile. Unpredictable. If we don’t test the spell, it may backfire in ways we can’t countenance. Profoundly unnerving ways.”

“We’ll test it on you first, then,” said Claude, slinging his pistol around carelessly, as if wielding a folding fan and not a loaded weapon. Anya gritted her teeth as she climbed.

She reached a sturdy branch, high enough she wouldn’t be immediately seen, low enough she still had dead aim.

But she only had four arrows; only three she could use. She couldn’t waste an arrow and she couldn’t risk shooting Aquila while he stood so close to Sy; not with her vision obscured by the pine’s curtaining needles.

She needed him to move. She needed to stop him before he hurt Sy again, or decided hurting him, and thus keeping him alive, was more trouble than it was worth.

Below her, shimmering indigo globules swayed in the breeze.

Liar’s pigeon was toxic, but not deadly. It caused a state akin to inebriation, clouding judgment and coordination. It also had the uncanny effect of making lying impossible. More than one jealous lover had risked the Lichtenwald to sprinkle a bit of the spore in their beloved’s tea. Once, someone at the lodge had brought a bottle of captured spore. They’d divvied it up in half the lodgers’ beer, not revealing whose beer was spiked and whose wasn’t, and played a fraught game of liar’s dice. The night had ended in more than one fist fight.

Now, the breeze tickled her face. Letting it guide her, she pinpointed a fruiting liar’s pigeon just upwind of the camp. The way the wind blew, the spores would hit all of them, including her and Sy. A price she must pay. Edging forward, she perched precariously on the branch. One strong gust, and she’d be meat on the forest floor. Moving slowly, she reached over her shoulder and felt the ends of her arrows, withdrawing one, nocking it. But something nagged her, tugged at her gut.

The wind, she realized. The wind was blowing from the east.

Just my luck, she thought with a satisfied smile.

She loosed her arrow.

The fungus exploded into thousands of indigo spores.

“What was that?” Aquila said, turning toward her target. The wind picked up, and the gust lifted the sparkling spores. They swept over the camp in a swathe, straight into all their faces, up their noses, into their lungs.

Clutching the branch for dear life, Anya braced for the spore’s effect.

It didn’t come.

“And why would it?” she muttered, pulling her hat lower and aiming her next arrow. “You’re not fucking human, are you?”

Aquila turned on Claude, who was rubbing his nose as if to suppress a sneeze. “What have you done now?”

“I’ve done nothing,” Claude protested petulantly.

Anya couldn’t stop her triumphant grin. It was working. She glanced at Sy – he was frowning, as if trying to work out a difficult math problem.

“Every single thing that has gone wrong on this expedition has been due to your ineptitude,” Aquila said, waving his knife at Claude. “I’m astounded Sangfeder let you leave its doors with your bones still intact.”

“I may have cheated the final exam a bit,” Claude relented. “But I am good. The king calls me to fix up his girls how he likes them. There’s proof.”

“You,” she heard Sy say, his voice bleak as winter. “Claude.”

“I didn’t say I like doing it, did I?” Claude protested, gesturing at Sy with the barrel of his gun. Anya flinched; Sy didn’t.

She pointed her next arrow at Claude’s chest, but if she shot him now, Aquila would see her, and she could not rely on his judgment being so impaired he could not shoot her from the tree. She needed to take him out first, but he was still too close to Sy.

“I hate doing it,” Claude continued. “But you wouldn’t, so someone had to. And what’s my reward? Barely enough to cover a night of drinks at Martin’s. That is why I told the king of Preule about the phoenix. He promised me a county.”

“You’re the spy,” said Sy, genuinely astonished. Anya suspected he hadn’t thought Claude capable.

“You can’t give it to the king of Preule,” said Aquila, unperturbed, “because I am going to take it. It’s time Edgard was replaced, and Gescany needs someone with a maverick’s spirit, someone with a firm hand.”

“Oh, and I suppose that’s you?” Claude sneered.

“Who else, you dolt?”

“Well,” Claude sputtered, obviously vexed, “I’ve been helping you. I am helping you. I’d say I’ve earned a county.”

“Certainly not. You’ll receive what we agreed, fifteen thousand sovereigns, knowing you’re worth far less.”

“That’s not what your wife says.”

The other half of Aquila’s face was now almost as red as the injured side. “What did you say?”

“Someone must keep her bed warm while you’re off mavericking with your hounds. She always begs me not to leave.”

With a guttural growl, Aquila rushed forward, swinging his knife at Claude.

Anya’s arrow entered one ear and came out the other.

As Aquila fell twitching to the ground, Claude let out a cry and disappeared into the trees.

Anya let him go. She would deal with him if he came back.

Deal with him.

Kill him. She would kill him if he came back.

She counted her breaths. She had never killed a man before. Yet she felt less than when she’d killed her first rabbit.

After a dizzying moment, she climbed down from the pine.

“He’s dead,” Sy said unnecessarily. She’d almost forgotten; though he was more even-keeled than the other two had been, he was under the influence of the spore.

And he knew it. “What did you do?”

“Liar’s pigeon,” she said, nodding at one nearby. “Fungus. Makes you tell the truth. It’ll wear off in an hour or so.”

“I can’t believe Claude was the spy,” he said. Then, quieter, “I can’t believe you killed Aquila.”

“He was going to skin you,” she said harshly, turning on him.

Immediately, she regretted it. Even with the brim of her hat tugged low, it was obvious she had changed greatly since they last parted. He cataloged each, his expression painted with undisguised concern.

“Not likely they were going to let you waltz back into Äbender, either,” she said faintly, preferring the back of the tree to cut his bonds.

“I’m grateful,” he said. He spoke slowly, deliberately. Trying not to reveal too much. “Anya. I’m grateful to you. You keep saving my life.”

She didn’t respond, sawing at the rope with her knife. She could ask him anything she wanted right now, and, if he answered, it would be the truth.

He was clearly thinking the same thing. “The spore got you too?”

She hesitated, weighing her options. “Yes,” she lied. The rope broke. He stayed where he was. She heard him rubbing his arms, sore where the rope had held him. She pressed her cheek against the trunk, laid a hand on the bark.

“I want to ask you many things,” he said, “and it is taking more restraint than I would like to stop myself.”

“I should go,” she said, chest tightening as she rose to leave.

“Anya, I – when we–”

“Don’t,” she said, sharp and short. Whatever it was, she didn’t want to hear. She couldn’t stand to hear. “Don’t say anything.”

“What I mean to say – what I mean, is–”

“I’m going.” Her fingers dug into the bark, seeking splinters. She could say whatever she wanted, and he would believe it was the truth.

She could rip her heart out, and hand it to him, and he would know.

She said only, “Don’t follow me.”

Then, with a pain like a sharp hook tapping into her spine, she collapsed.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


As if his thoughts hadn’t become difficult enough to manage, the liar’s pigeon sent them swirling like the spores he’d inhaled.

He felt them working, listing from the turbid depths of his mind to the pit of his gut, dredging up his most hidden feelings, sending stumbling signals to his tongue. Though he fought it with everything he had, he’d almost said something he couldn’t take back. Something one opponent would never say to another. Something he wasn’t sure he could entirely blame on the fungus.

Something he had to tell her.

It was a good thing she’d stopped him. He’d almost shown the self he kept so closely guarded. The boy who pinned his hope on flowers – the man who let himself be peeled open in the dark – the self now uncovered, exposed, claws retracted. No; removed.

And then the spore exposed her most secret self.

“I’m going,” she said. “Don’t follow me.”

Then, with a heartrending cry of pain, Anya fell to her knees, digging her fingernails into the mud.

He was by her side in an instant. She threw her weapons and bag to the ground as if they burned her. When she saw him, her face collapsed and she pulled the brim of her hat over her eyes. “Go away,” she begged.

Impulsively, he reached for her. With a pained gasp, she flinched from his touch. “Anya, please, for once, let me help you,” he said desperately.

Another spasm. Her back arched. Another dreadful cry ripped out of her as she pressed her head into the dirt, a profane prayer.

He resisted the urge to reach out to her again, but held his ground. “There is no world in which I would ever leave you like this. There must be something I can do. Tell me.”

“Fuck.” She pressed her muddy fingers to her closed eyes, then threw her hat into the mud. “Fuck. It’s my back,” she managed. “Something’s–” She broke off in another cry of pain.

That settled it. “We’ll need you out of these clothes,” he said, using a tone that brooked no argument.

With shaking fingers, she undid the laces of her jerkin, and he carefully helped ease her out of it. Beneath her clothes, her back was bulging. He reached around her waist and took her knife from her belt. Gently but swiftly, like the delicate stroke of a pen, he cut away the back of her shirt.

Most of her body was covered in the short, downy fur he’d seen on her neck; but on either side of her spine, below her shoulders, her skin was discolored, shining, swollen. Something mottled and furred moved beneath it. It was a film. A thin, wet membrane, stretched across her spine.

Astonished, he gingerly touched it, then jerked back when she sucked in a hissing breath.

He knew what he must do.

Lightly and precisely as scrawling a spell, so as not to cut what lie under, he ran the pointed tip of her knife along the length of her spine. At the sensation, she shot up, straightened, panting.

Split open, the film slowly stretched apart, pushed by the rippling and growing of the furry, wet bulge in her back. Where the film stuck, he helped it, pulling back the dripping, sticky sheaves of dead skin. As the last of it peeled away, something cracked open, emerged. He fell back, scooting through the dirt to avoid the dripping mass. Green, sea-foam green, violet around the edges. Enormous. Magnificent.

Wings.

As he watched, they creased and stretched, dripping with fluid at the curling, tailed ends. Gradually, they spread, undulating and wavering like silk sheets in a summer breeze, making the sound of soft cloth whipping against a strong wind. Nearly translucent, they were soft, lightly glistening, coated in a short fur.

They extended fully, stretching a bit wider than the length of her arms, and their full, colorful majesty was revealed. The edges were limned in dusky lilac; the curls of the tails faded to a rosy pink. Each wing had a painted eye in its center, eyes ringed by yellow crescent moons, staring into the dark beyond, daring it. All against a soft canvas of seafoam green, the same gorgeous green her eyes once were.

She gasped as she felt them, worked them with new muscles.

Her entire anatomy was rearranging, he realized; not only what he could see. Every muscle, every blood vessel, every organ. Since he’d known her, she’d been being silently altered, silently scraped clean of who and what she once was; what he could see was only the barest hint of it. This alteration wasn’t something happening; it was something being done. A brutal exchange: for one transgression, a lifetime of pain, of unknowable terror, compressed into days.

His heart broke for her; it raged that anyone could do this to her, her, who deserved the world. It raged at himself, that he had not seen the depth of her suffering, not even in the dark, when she showed him everything.

But what he could see now was incredible; almost entrancing. No longer in pain, she released a shaking breath, relaxed her shoulders. Her wings folded inward, draped off her back like an elegant, tailored coat.

“I wondered,” she said, barely a whisper. An empty laugh sent them fluttering. “But I can’t even use them. They’re useless.”

“Anya,” he said, released from his stupor. “They’re beautiful.”

“Beautiful,” she repeated. Her voice was a husk. “Do you find me beautiful, Sylas?”

“Yes.” He heard the breathless, unhindered longing in his voice. He didn’t care. “I always have.”

What sounded like a gasp became a wretched laugh. “And what price must I pay? What fucking price?”

“Anya,” he said again, trying to capture all he felt flitting around his addled brain. He couldn’t begin to imagine what she was going through. What he was putting her through.

He felt the feather in his pocket. He felt his heart, heavy, in his chest.

She wouldn’t like it. But he must try. “Perhaps – I met your friend, Perrine. She mentioned – what I mean to say is, I am not unskilled in negotiating with tyrants. Perhaps, if I found the woman who cursed you, I–”

“No,” she snapped, swift and harsh as a snake bite. “You helped me. I’m grateful. Now go.”

“I don’t know–” He managed to stop himself, but he heard what he hadn’t said, plain as day, in his voice. I don’t know if I can leave you again.

Abruptly, she spun around, uncovered; let him see all the frightening, alien beauty of her new body. But he hardly noticed. She had said something, something odd.

“What?”

“I lied to you, I said.”

He struggled to make sense of her words. “You…lied.”

“From the start.” She clamped a hand over her mouth, as if her words pained her.

Of course. The liar’s pigeon. It compelled her to confess. To speak only truth. And she was fighting it, fighting against revealing her secret self to him.

He was suddenly very sure he didn’t want to see it.

But neither of them could stop it. “I was always going to betray you. I’m taking the phoenix straight to the king to make my name, then reclaim my inheritance, my rightful place as a baroness of Gescany.”

He had supposed as much, once, though he was sure he’d been mistaken. No matter; it changed nothing, now. “Be that as it may–”

“From the moment I saw you,” she went on, “I knew you were a soft-hearted, frivolous fool. Easy to use.” Her voice caught. “And you were. Like a well oiled gun.”

He felt each word as a stab. Each freely given desire, each shared fear, turned and aimed against him, an arrow to the chest. He deserved it; he had done the same to her, days before.

There was only one difference. He hadn’t meant it.

Though he’d expected her betrayal all along, now it felt unreal, like a dream. But even through the haze, something wasn’t adding up. “Your curse–”

“Can be cured with phoenix blood.” Her voice had taken on a startling urgency. “A single drop.”

He shook his head, adamant. “No. You’re not making any sense.” The arrow, the glyphs. The fair beneath the foul. The shouldn’t, but must.

Something else, something humiliating, bubbled to the surface, and he couldn’t stop it. “In the cavern–”

“You are good at deluding yourself, aren’t you?” She laughed, sharp and cold, no longer fighting against her own tongue. “Everything you imagined between us was a fantasy. But fear not – if you really want to see me again, perhaps some day I’ll hire you. If the king can spare you, of course.”

The haze cleared.

A fantasy. A shadow, dissipated with the setting of the sun.

And this was the truth, glaring. He’d had it backwards. Anya Degen’s rough exterior protected nothing petal-soft. She donned that softness like camouflage to mask a vicious cutthroat, cunning and ruthless. He could delude himself further, or, for once in his life, accept the bitter truth.

“Well,” he managed. His throat didn’t want to work; but, like her, the spore pressed him on. “I had not realized how clouded I had let my judgment become. It seems I must thank you for clearing it up for me.”

“Shut up,” she said, her voice empty once more. “Don’t say anything else. I can’t take it.”

“I–” He exhaled, willed his tongue to still. He chose his next words with great effort. He couldn’t hope to best her; it felt as good as begging. His only chance was to follow her – to wait and hope for the solstice to complete the curse before she shot the bird.

But he wouldn’t. He would pay this debt, at least. He must.

“There may still be a way to help us both,” he managed. “I owe you that much.”

“Oh. I see.” Her tone changed; her posture straightened. If he didn’t know better, he’d think she sounded genuinely surprised. Perhaps, hurt. “You owe me.”

“For saving my life,” he clarified. “It’s only fair.”

“Of course. You owe me.” The bitter emptiness returned. “Fair payment for services rendered. And what luck, for a base provincial such as I to have earned such a reward. And from a man of such quality.” She spit on the ground. “There. Now we’re even.”

He stood, stunned, hollowed out. “That’s it, then.”

She turned her back on him. Her wings extended, hiding her from him, cloaking her. If he didn’t have that color tattooed on his heart, she could almost vanish into the darkening trees.

“You’re at a clear disadvantage,” she said over her shoulder, “so I’ll give you a head start.”

“How honorable of you.” He tossed her knife to the ground at her feet. “Happy hunting.”

She laughed, a brittle, flaking sound that might have been a sob.

He didn’t stop to determine which.

The phoenix feather was still in his pocket. Slightly crushed after his jaunt with Aquila and Claude, but still intact. Like most things he’d seen and felt since he’d entered the Lichtenwald, he couldn’t explain it, but from the moment he’d picked it up, it had seemed to lead him, a dowsing rod for its former owner. It took him to the meadow; it showed him the bird’s tracks. The phoenix had been there recently, said the tracks, or the feather, or the leaves; but it had since moved on.

Unfortunately, before he could determine where to find it, Aquila and Claude had found him.

Then Anya had. Again.

Did magic lead her to him, as magic changed her, piece by piece, into something inhuman? Or perhaps it was as she said of the flowers in the grotto – something not so distinct. Something both and not quite magic, both skill and intuition, both rational and irrational. Both, and all. The should, the shouldn’t, the could be. The way of the world.

You ask for too much, she told him.

You do not demand enough, he had wanted to say.

He twirled the feather in between his forefinger and his thumb. Even this, severed, had magic.

There must be a way, he thought. There must.

He stared at his injured hand, at the lines that determined all his past and all his future. He ran a thumb over the cut along the length of his palm. Nasty, and deep.

By his throbbing head and weakened limbs, the faint tingling in his fingertips, he knew drawing the blood to repair it would only hurt him worse. It needed to be stitched, but that was beyond his capability. He would simply have to bandage it and move on. A shudder ran through him as he pictured finishing the job, peeling the spell clean off his palm. It would surely have the same effect as cutting his hand off at the wrist – endless, maddening pain; pain with only one end.

He had already proven he would do anything to avoid that fate. Aid the king’s sadistic fantasies. Let Terrence die a gruesome, terrifying death. Leave Anya to her curse’s mercy.

Write the spell for Aquila. Had the torture lasted any longer, he would have given in, giving the count the leverage to rally the nobles, to install himself as king – he, who was no better.

And then they would have killed Sy anyway. Or, worse, sent him back where he started, to the life he would do anything to escape.

But it wouldn’t be the same life, would it? It would be a worse one. Worse because he had seen it could be different, had seen the spectrum of color life could contain; worse because now, if he went back, he would live the rest of his life knowing he had tried to escape, had seen the radiant light ahead, and had failed to reach it. If before his life had been a duller, flatter picture than what he had once dreamed, now, when he had seen the reality denied to him, it would be a living death. An outline. A shadow.

When Aquila and Claude had captured him, they had confiscated but kept his pen kit – intending, he suspected, to use it as proof of his unfortunate demise at the hands of the Lichtenwald. He found it inside the tent and wrapped his cut hand in a clean bandage.

For provisions, he found a molding loaf of seed bread wrapped in linen and a sack of apples. Apples, he found, now turned his stomach; but food was food. He took a length of slim rope, a water skin, a compass. Parched, he drained the water. He would find more later.

There was a map under a soft pillow. Nothing like Anya’s map. It was intricate, industrial, printed in expensive ink. It gave special detail to county and national borders, to elevation and to roads; but none to the contours of the groves of trees, the landmarks that warned of monsters and hidden wonders, the trails that led to safety or to doom.

He left it.

Lastly, he approached Aquila’s corpse. The arrow had pierced straight through his skull. Rotting, he thought, is too good for you. The man’s skinning knife had fallen to the ground. Sy took it and slotted it into his satchel.

After locating a pouch that resembled Anya’s ammunition pouch, he lifted the rifle from the already stiffening corpse, tried holding it as Anya had shown him with her shotgun. He felt like a child holding a toy. Sighing, he pulled the strap over his shoulder. At the least, he could keep anyone else – like, say, Claude – from using it.

The sun was setting, which meant it was very late. He needed rest, but he did not relish the thought of spending the night with Aquila’s corpse – or encountering Claude once more. Now he knew all the things Claude was capable of – the things he, himself, was capable of – he hoped he never encountered the man again. He did not know what he would do if he did.

And he did not have time to spare. Two nights and one day. The morning after the next would mark Midsummer’s Day; the summer solstice.

He could not travel by dark, but he could get as far as he could before the light vanished. He held the feather aloft, considering it skeptically. Whatever spell had propelled him forward that day seemed to have dissipated. He remembered the way Perrine spoke to her falcon, to the fire.

He cleared his throat. “Lead the way,” he said. Then, for good measure, added, sheepishly, “Please.”

Nothing happened.

“After me, then,” he muttered.

As he walked through the balmy twilight, each looming tree painted black against a carnivalesque purple and orange, he juggled his thoughts: dropping them, catching them in midair, dropping them again. The phoenix, the spell, the roots and stones in his path. The bloody skin rubbed raw on his heels. The spell again. Curses, contracts, conditions. A smile. A sigh. Fingertips on his spine. The distant, lonely sound of a fox crying. The throbbing pain in his hand. The rustle of leaves behind him in the growing dark. The dark. Firelight. Skin touching skin. Breath in sync, sweet as flowers, sweet as sharing sweat.

The spore still had a hold on him, making the balancing act twice as difficult – it would pass in an hour or so, Anya had said, and she couldn’t lie. She wouldn’t, even if she could. Not even to save herself.

But Anya had saved him. Whatever she said – whatever she felt – that was what she had done.

The sky darkened. Frogs sang their gloomy songs; bats darted in and out of his vision. The silence followed him in the spaces between. He found a shallow outcrop of rock to rest under until morning. But he did not rest.

He thought. Not about the future, or the past. Not about beauty, or comfort, and certainly not about love. There was no point. He saw now: such things were not hoarded because they were priceless.

No; like the dragon, they were fantasies.

Safety was an illusion. Knowledge, beyond the barren facts of survival – beyond eat, or be eaten; rule, or be ruled – only a treasured distraction for the pampered and foolish. The future, a fable.

A fantasy might inspire, might enrich the spirit, but only for a time. When that time passed, when the morning gave way to night, when the hungry things of the world came clawing, beauty could not save anyone’s life. Beauty could not stop hunger, or cold; could not stop a boot from crushing his throat.

The truth, ugly and pale and relentless, was in the game, in the struggle. Ultimately, trapped within the shell of one’s body, one could only ever struggle alone. The only fate he could effect was his own. Just as it had ever been.

The way of the world. The world had been showing him as much, all his life, and he’d ignored it. Now, he saw.

If he told himself enough times, he might begin to believe it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


After a time, his eyes adjusted to the star dappled dark. He pulled out his notes, the alphabet of glyphs on Anya’s arrow. He found a pointed stick, practiced scrawling in the dirt. Arranged, rearranged, interpreted, guessed.

But not alone. There, said a spider who crawled in his stick’s path, redirecting it, making a jagged line. And there, said a worm who poked its pink head from the ground, then back under, creating a looping smudge in another glyph, changing its meaning. The shape of a millipede scuttling crookedly across a broken stump reminded him of a paraglyph he’d seen before in a book but couldn’t quite recall. Sleep, he thought it was, as he added it.

By the time the sky turned from white gold to blue, he had composed a new spell.

There was no one word for it. Some of the glyphs he knew by heart; some he’d never seen before, so he made their meanings. Some were new – his creation, and the forest’s. Heart, will, flight, bind. Palingenesis. Transmigrate. One soul into another vessel.

The first impediment was also the largest: a spellscribe’s magic did not work on animals.

But magic did not look the same below the open sky, below this canopy of leaves, as it did in storied institutions. Above the moss-drenched humus and endless roots, magic did not require glyphs; and glyphs, when used, could have meanings previously unimagined.

It looked like Perrine’s; straightforward, a freely given exchange. It looked like David’s sleeping spell opening Sy to a realm where the forest could reach out its tendrils and tap into his dreams.

It looked like the witch’s curse turning Anya into a creature of the moon. She was other than human, now, and the magic still changed her.

A spellscribe’s magic may not work. But the forest’s magic? Now, that was another story.

Magic, soul, vessel, earth. The longer he lingered, the longer he listened, the less the distinctions mattered. He suspected whatever magic the phoenix possessed was but a concentrated, more powerful iteration of the magic he had felt since stepping into the trees; the magic he felt entwining with his body, his spirit. The forest’s very heart.

Entwining, or consuming. He couldn’t say. Perhaps this was but another, slower version of what the forest had done to Terrence, had tried to do to Sabina. Less an eagle tearing carrion skin to shreds, more a fig slowly digesting the still living wasp, lured by the fruit’s scent into its warm, eclipsing cavity.

If he was the wasp, he sensed he was running out of room, of will, to escape. But once digested, the wasp became a part of the fruit. Of the tree. Of the forest.

With the rising sun igniting his bones, he climbed the warming outcrop and found a large, smooth, flat stone to sit on, giving him a bird’s eye view of the paraglyph he’d made in the dirt. Carefully, he removed his kit. He copied the spell a dozen times with his pencil, each time perfect, each time precise. For breakfast, he ate one of the apples, but only after checking it for blemishes. Satisfied by its nicks and bruises, he choked it down, then fed the core and the rest of the apples to a nearby stream.

In return, he sought a test subject. Two. Two vessels. Two souls.

A toad he heard croaking and dug from the mud by the stream. A beetle the size of his curled fist, plucked from the bark of a fallen maple.

He corralled his test subjects into haphazard enclosures made from gathered sticks, clumsily catching the toad when it tried to hop over and away.

Using his pen, he wrote the spell for still. There was enough of the dust for both his subjects; he doled it out accordingly.

“Don’t move an inch,” he said to them as he sprinkled the dust over their heads, “until I’m done with you.”

Neither did. It was only by the toad’s breathing he was sure he hadn’t killed them both. Then...it worked. He allowed himself a moment to savor the small victory.

But the next bit was the bit that mattered. He used his own blood and wrote the new spell with his pen. Slow, careful, deliberate; not pressing too hard, or too light. Frightened, all the while, that merely writing it out would backfire, turn him and everything around him to some horrid creature, to dirt, to ash.

But it didn’t. He cupped the paper in his palms; he blew. It made the same ruby dust as ever; he still had all his bones, all his organs.

A fair bit less blood, though. Ignoring the way the forest floor swam, he applied the spell to both the toad and the beetle.

It had no visible effect; although, he wasn’t exactly sure what he thought he should be seeing.

Wincing with a whispered apology, he killed the beetle, cutting open its soft underbelly with the skinning knife. He wrote the spell again, this time in the beetle’s blood and using his sharp stick instead of his pen. He applied that spell to the toad.

Again, nothing.

With the beetle now deceased, he needed another subject. Remembering the guests he had attracted when he had been dead weight in his enchanted sleep, he set out his stolen seed bread, the linen peeled back enticingly toward the undergrowth beyond his small camp. He crept behind a tree, and sat silent and still, watching.

And watching. Not silent and still enough.

Wary of spending too much blood, he promised himself he would only attempt it once. He wrote the spell for still, and, after ensuring he was in a comfortable position, and had the empty apple sack nearby, rubbed the dust on the back of his neck. A shudder ran through him before his limbs went weak but rigid, stiff as a stone cut from the earth.

Once more, he waited, now as part of the landscape as the tree at his back.

It was not long before a wood mouse shuffled out of the low grass, sniffing around his bag of food. He waited impatiently for the spell to wear off, testing his muscles so he would be ready the instant it did. The mouse was happily chewing through the molding bread when he lunged forward, trapping it in the empty sack. It struggled against the cloth as he crafted another stunning spell. When he opened the bag, it peered up at him, frozen, terrified.

“Feel no fear,” he entreated as he stunned it. He lifted it in his palm. Its scampering heartbeat slowed. “Feel no pain.”

Cupping it gently in his fingers, he nicked the mouse’s back with the skinning knife, then used its blood to write the spell. There was barely enough.

The frozen toad waited in its enclosure. Sy sprinkled the glittering dust over it.

The instant the spell touched it, the toad burst into tufts of bloody fur.

One sopping bit landed on Sy’s shirt, another in his hair. After scraping them off, he rushed into the brush to expel what remained of the apple in his stomach.

When he returned, panting, the mouse lay on its back, paws curled. Not even its tiny lungs moved. What remained of the toad was a rusty sludge of fur and whiskers. He bit back more vomit.

A gruesome failure – but a kind of success. The spell had transferred some essence of the mouse, as he had hoped.

Now the trick was in not blowing anything up.

By this time, it was midday. Anya had gained ground on him last night, but she could not travel in the daylight. He must move on. He did, trudging through the undergrowth, thoughts a swirl of fear and feathers.

After a time, he noticed a steady, hopping presence in the branches in front of him. The robin again. He must have been following it without realizing it, the way he had unconsciously landed in a rabbit run before he got caught in the snare.

A thought struck him. A toad was not a mouse, was not a bird. And none of them were human.

He rummaged around his bag until he found the rope. He unwound it, then took the knife to it, tearing and tying until he had a long, thin string.

Cruel to keep a bird caged, he thought, crumbling a bit of bread into his palm. To take away its choice.

Even so, he held the crumbs in his hand, willing the bird to come to him.

He had its attention. It leapt from one branch to another, closer, slowly closer. It landed on the ground in front of him, turning its head from side to side, suspicious, but hungry, tempted by the rare feast. Finally, it lifted, and fluttered into his open, waiting fingers.

He closed his hands around it. Carefully, trying his best not to hurt it, or to let it scratch his already injured hand, he tied the makeshift string around the robin’s ankle. It fluttered, lifted, strained to get away – but it was caught. He wrapped the string around his wrist, tethering it to him. It yanked and pulled, flew in every direction. It never quite gave up, settling on his shoulder for moments at a time before attempting another escape.

But it was caught.

Now he needed a human.

The sun sank lower and lower. The ache in his head, compounded by hunger and the strain of pressing onward when he desperately needed sleep, threatened to split his skull. He grew increasingly desperate. He couldn’t test it on himself; if it worked the way he hoped, there would be no coming back from it. Not alone.

But he shouldn’t test it on anyone, on any animal. Not after what happened to the toad. Not even if it were a success. The fact he could consider it at all – was it blood loss? Hunger? Desperation? Fear? Perhaps he had always been this way – had only needed the right environment to lure out the vicious thing he’d always already been becoming.

He was contemplating this complete degradation of his ethics with startling indifference when he heard a gunshot. The robin startled off his shoulder, then, denied the sky, came back.

The sound made him uneasy; the last thing he wanted to do was rush toward it. But it might be the phoenix. He had to see.

He followed the direction he believed he heard the sound. Nearly an hour passed, and he found nothing. He was on the verge of giving up when he nearly tripped over Claude’s corpse.

The other man was leaned against a tree, pale as a grub. A gunshot wound leaked what looked like fresh blood from his thigh. His pistol was dropped in the dirt a few yards away. Sy remembered how careless he had been, waving it around as if it were a dry paintbrush.

Don’t point at anything you don’t want dead.

All at once, the picture filled out. Claude had been carrying his pistol, loaded and haphazard. Perhaps he had been frightened; perhaps he had merely slipped his finger. Regardless, he shot himself in the thigh, shredding his femoral artery. He’d made it to this tree to try to patch himself up and promptly gone into shock as he bled to death.

But – Sy leaned closer. Claude’s chest was moving. The man was unconscious, not yet dead. By the state of him, he would be soon. Nearly bloodless himself, there was nothing Sy could do.

No – no. Not nothing.

He didn’t have much time.

Swallowing the bile that slicked his throat, he withdrew his pen. He needed to plan this carefully. He wouldn’t get another chance.

He beheld the robin, took it in his shaking hands. Stroked its head with his thumb.

“Forgive me,” he said softly, choking down more bile. “But I do hope this is only temporary.”

With more violence than he knew he possessed, he snapped the robin’s neck.

Gingerly, he set the fragile corpse upon a bed of moss.

In the halls of Sangfeder, it was said – and since it was said, believed – that to use another’s blood would render a spell inert. Drunken dormitory tests proved the claim substantially enough.

But Sy knew it was not entirely true; for it was not with his blood, nor the blood of the Master Scribe who wrote it, that the mark on his palm was inscribed.

With a deep breath, he clicked free the needle of his pen. He pricked the needle into the dying man’s heart, where the blood still ran bright and wet, and filled the chamber. Claude’s shallow breath quickened, sounding wet; but he did not awaken or stir.

Once Sy had the dust, he mixed it with pure water from his kit, then rubbed the spell all over the robin’s cold breast. He watched the mixture sink and disappear into the unmoving red feathers.

For a long moment, nothing happened. Then, Claude’s wet breath rattled, then stopped completely.

Sy fell back, sinking into the dirt. He put his head in his hands. He rubbed his aching forehead, trying not to think about what he had just done; and worse, that it had been for nothing.

But then, he heard a strange sound. Like scratching, but wet. At the base of the tree.

Alarmed, he peered through his fingers at Claude’s corpse. Then, heart racing, dropped his hands. Claude’s chest was moving, but not with breath. With – clawing. Sy shuffled backward, away from the corpse. As he watched, the movement shifted, a bulging that crept up Claude’s esophagus, then into his throat. Into his mouth, his cheeks ready to burst. His clenched jaw creaked as his teeth parted.

A bird, red and dripping, crawled out of his mouth. A robin.

Sy watched it stretch its bloody wings, splattering drops of congealing blood upon the grass. It flew away.

As he watched it disappear into the darkening sky, he knew, with certainty, what he must do.

He spent the remainder of the evening cleaning his pen. Water from a clear, mossy stream; the last of the alcohol from his kit; water again. He needed it to be spotless. He had one chance to get this right.

Once the sun had set, he gathered his things. He turned to the midsummer night sky. The solstice was approaching.

He pulled the feather from his pocket, held it aloft.

“You want me to have it, don’t you?” he asked the feather; then the leaves. “You’ve been guiding me to it all along.”

The leaves did not answer, as he knew they wouldn’t.

“I don’t know why,” he said. Then, with a pang, “I think I know why.”

The forest would not take him the last step, would not show him that path. But he didn’t need it to; he knew how to find it. By following the one person who could.

Though it pained him, he summoned that feeling, that connection – the communion – they had shared. Not only in the grotto, but from the moment he’d met her; the moment, after all the years training himself not to reach for it, to not even look, he’d let himself seize onto hope.

He plucked the feeling; pummeled it like a crushed fruit in his hand. He must crush it, every last drop, down to the stone pit, or it would hold him back. He could not let it hold him back.

Something flickered in the corner of his eye. A color tattooed on his heart. Green as the sea. Crescent moons, darting, daring.

He stuck the feather, crushed, back into his pocket.

He followed her.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Pheasants of the wood kept themselves scarce. Canny creatures, woodland pheasants – almost a different animal to their half-domesticated country cousins. Preferred solitude. Kept their own company. They understood that the greatest prize of all was safety, and that true safety could lie only in remaining sharp. Self-reliant. Solitary.

The phoenix was even more cunning. It was the only one of its kind. It had to be.

But, magic or no, the phoenix was prey. Any prey, however cunning, could be outmatched by a canny hunter.

And Anya may be more insect than human, but she was more human than bird and – whether or not she had thorns in her blood, whether or not an invisible hand had plucked and pulled and pulverized all of her until she didn’t know what was left of herself at all – she was still the most cunning thing in that damn forest.

She had all night to travel. All day to plan.

Safe and hidden in the dark shelter of a great, hollow oak, a dozen oak moths gathered on the bark around her, she planned.

The phoenix knew it was being hunted; Anya knew the phoenix was intelligent. It would be hiding, alone. Away from other birds, other pheasants, who had been scared away by the shooting in the meadow. Away from all other creatures, creatures that would coax and craft, that would lead it down paths it should never have wandered, that would show it sweet, enticing sights it should never have seen.

A hunted thing could not rest, could never let down its guard. Still, even a predator could be tricked by sweetness, by softness. And even a hunted thing, canny or not, longed for sun, for a home. Still a hunted thing must eat, craved delights rich and sweet when dull, simple fare would do.

The phoenix would eat at dawn, midday, and sunset. Midday was impossible. She needed night to prepare. The midsummer solstice would occur after the sunrise lit the sky on fire, then cooled it to morning blue.

Dawn it was.

Anya knew a thicket of black ash bordered the northern edge of Augur Meadow, beside the Warbler. Wide open space to graze. An escape route in the running water nearby. A dense thicket of trees to shelter in.

It was just the place for a hunted thing to hide. A place of safety, of comfort. Of, as much as a bird could know it, beauty.

Just the place for a predator to lay her trap.

The oak moths in the hollow tree fled, one by one, until at last, the sun vanished.

Before, Anya avoided traveling at night, but it wasn’t always possible – if a tricky quarry was on the move, or if something was on her trail and staying still meant certain death. Johanna taught Anya her constellations, something not even her governess had done, before she taught her how to hold a gun.

She could make them out even through the indigo shade of the pine needles above her. But she didn’t need to. The stars spelled secrets to her – in her. She could feel them. They sang jagged dancing trails, a tug in the right direction, a hiss in the wrong one.

They led her, and she followed, and they did not lead her astray. They couldn’t; the stars turned steady and spoke no lies.

She retraced her steps to the patch of sunny buttercups she had seen before. First, by their scent; then, when she was close enough, by their violet-white glow. With broken, muddy fingernails, she dug them up by their roots and placed them in her bag. From the same bag, she removed her net. The one Goose had slipped. Her frame had not been secure enough, then. She had never made that mistake twice.

She worked quickly, with single-minded devotion. First, she crept into the ash thicket and found two tall, healthy saplings. She cut them down with her hatchet, stripped them of their leaves, then cut them in half. First with her hatchet, then with her knife, she filed the ends to sharp points.

As she worked, summer smells assaulted her from every direction; creamy buttercup, noble edelweiss, bitter gentian, heady hyacinth. They no longer filled her with hunger or longing. Nothing did. Even this task, though she drove at it without rest, felt rote.

Once her stakes were sharp, she dipped back into the wood and found an oak branch in the dark, then repeated her process in miniature: scraping and whittling bark and wood like peeling a potato until she had four sharp, sturdy tree nails. These, she gently hammered into each stake using the blunt end of her hatchet.

Near the water, beneath a tall ash, after marking the distance by her feet, she plunged each stake into the soft ground.

Her four stakes secured, she cut a short length of cord and tied it, end to end, to the two stakes facing the thicket where she would hide. She unwound her length of rope, then tied one end tightly to the cord. Loosely, she trailed the rope into the brush. At the right moment, she would jerk the rope, dislodging the two stakes and releasing the resting net, sending it plummeting atop the pile of roots – and, with luck, the phoenix.

She spread the net wide and tied it with twine to a frame of four sturdy sticks cut of ash branches. Carefully, she nestled the net frame onto the tree nails. She spread the leafy branches she had cut from the saplings along the top of the net, disguising it in a canopy of leaves. From a distance, the trap did not look entirely distinct from the thicket behind it.

Satisfied, she spread the buttercup roots in the grass, crushing some of them in her fingernails to enrich their peppery scent. Dropping them, she made a winding trail: from the densest part of the thicket away from her hiding place, into the meadow, then back around to the shade of the tree where she had built her trap.

The rest she piled directly beneath the net.

All through the night, she felt eyes upon her. An owl, or a bat, confused by this thing that smelled like prey but behaved like a predator. Spirits, perhaps, come to finish what they couldn’t twenty years ago.

Or most likely, the last twitch of the long, white-fingered curse, waiting for its moment, fast approaching, to pull the vines tight, sever her voice from her throat, her bones from their joints, unravel her completely.

Hurry, said the moon, said the song of the crickets, the scurry of the minks back to their dens. Time was growing short. Morning approached.

The feeling of being watched lingered as she crept into the grass in the thick shelter of the trees. As she clutched the end of her rope, wrapped it tight around her hand, ready to yank.

But as she lurked, crouched, waiting, the feeling went away. Or perhaps she forgot about it. She couldn’t say.

The wind blew from the west, tickling her wings, her antennae. When she’d first unfurled her wings, the thought came unbidden, a child’s spontaneous joy: flight. But she was too heavy; her wings were too soft, too ephemeral. Nothing more than a burdensome adornment.

If she failed, she could fly in that wind. The thought did not disturb her as it once had. None of her thoughts did. Not wondering if the moon moth craved flight the way a bird craved song. If it ever broke her heart that she could only stretch her beautiful wings for one week. If she ever wished for a better lot. Wished for anything.

And then, like she stopped feeling eyes upon her, she stopped wondering. She did not wonder if the moth watched the sunrise from the dark of the trees. She did not wonder if she chased the flame because she longed to feel the sun’s touch upon her back. She did not wonder how much time she had left. She did not wonder anything.

The sky crawled from black to indigo, from indigo to royal blue. She watched it. Inexplicably, though it was far from bright enough to hurt her, her eyes began to burn. She felt wetness on her cheek and reached up to brush it away, confused. It wasn’t raining; had dew fallen upon her from the leaves? More water came, and more burning. She touched her cheek again, then her eyes. Her forehead wrinkled. The water. It was leaking from her eyes. What was this water leaking from her eyes?

Then, like lightning, it seized her – all of it. Fury, fear, wondering, wanting. Desperation – the desperate yearning only seeing a sunrise could make.

Johanna, she thought, frantic, wild with that yearning, and desperate, desperate to keep it. Old mother, rowan, wind from every side. You sheltered me; you grew me. If you ever loved me–

“Aid me in this,” she whispered, urgently. “Do not leave me alone.”

No – that wasn’t what she meant.

She opened her mouth to speak, to correct, to ask instead for cunning, for luck, for aim true as the stars. But no sound would come. Her tongue had been taken.

Before she could mourn it, the phoenix appeared.

Gold and orange as dawn, even in the dim light, it picked its way through the grass, bending and pecking at the trail of roots she had laid. Closer and closer it drew, stopping to peck and swallow each crushed root.

She crouched lower, mindful of the rope in her grip. If she moved it too early, the phoenix would see it, assume it was a snake, flee. If she pulled it too soon, her chance was ruined.

The first white claws of morning ripped through the deep blue. Something shifted in the brush behind her. Her grip tightened on the rope; her wrist ached from the strain of not pulling.

The phoenix continued its slow creep forward, oblivious to midsummer’s imminent passing in the sky, oblivious to the danger lurking in the trees.

The danger’s heart was ramming against her ribs, her hands slick with sweat and sticky slime. Patience, she cautioned herself. She had only moments; she had only one chance.

Her prey approached the piled roots and turned its head from side to side, bewildered by this unexpected bounty. It cocked its head to the trees, its beady eyes unreadable. She held her breath.

The phoenix scratched the ground with its claws, then moved away from the pile, toward the water. Anya’s grip tightened on the rope, her knuckles aching. It appeared to examine the water, then peered through the trap, into the thicket, beyond the border of trees. It looked right at her.

But, satisfied, it turned, picking around the stakes, in the dirt around the edge of the pile. It crept closer, gripping one of the roots in its beak. She gripped the rope even tighter, her fingernails digging into the skin of her palm. Her pulse felt as if it would pour out of her ears.

And then, clucking happily, the bird pecked its way to the center of the pile.

With all her might, she yanked the rope. The net fell.

As it landed, the bird let out a frightened squawk. It thrashed and struggled, wings flailing, tangling its feathers in the holes of the net. It scratched at the ground, trying to propel itself under the edge, but her frame held it fast.

Anya released a breath. Her heart did not slow. Quickly, she raised her bow. Nocked the enchanted arrow, the cursed arrow, her freedom.

Aimed it. Watched the captured creature, no longer struggling, but still straining, panting beneath the confines of the net. Was it the body or the spirit that kept it panting? Which gave up first?

The solstice drew nearer. She felt it; in the stars’ summer song, in the ever-tilting earth reaching its hungry mouth toward the sun. She adjusted her grip; her sticky fingers clung to the end of the arrow. She fixed her aim, straight for the bird’s heaving chest.

All she had to do was shoot, and it was over. All of it. Again, she adjusted her grip. Just one shot. If she had something to steady her grip.

The gloves. The gloves in her pocket. The bird was frightened, was suffering. All she had to do was put on the gloves.

Put them on, take the shot, end this hunt, this game, once and for all.

But the hunt never ended. None of it would end. Scrabbling for crumbs. Returning to her house in the woods, alone, under the thumb of a woman who would crush her like a bug for stepping one foot in the wrong direction.

Knowing – the moldable meat of her body, the measure of what she had been missing. The malignant ache of certainty, the certainty that she could not ever have it. The remorse, the weight of all she had stolen from another. From him. He, who could see a future. Who could find beauty where she saw only mean survival, only should or should not, never I will have more, and I will have it anyway.

Despite herself – despite her pounding heart – she lowered her bow. Loosened her grip on the arrow.

She could wait, only minutes from now, for the sun and the earth to get as close to touching as they ever would. Let their unrequited reach seal her fate for her.

Or she could prick herself with the arrow. End this now, for herself at least. Then the phoenix would be here, waiting for some other hunter. Some other fate.

She ran her thumb over the glyphs on the arrowhead. It would not be a death. Not rotting, not changing. Not life, either. A still, bare existence of empty servitude. Of not wanting. Of not knowing.

She tapped her forefinger against the tip. Closer. Harder. One cut was all it would take. Just one cut.

Before it could pierce the skin, she felt something wet smeared on the back of her neck. A shudder ran through her as it soaked beneath her skin. Her wings folded; all her limbs went weak, and she felt locked in place. Frozen to her knees, she dropped her bow, and the arrow fell from her fingers to the dew-dampened ground.

“The spell will wear off in a few minutes,” said Sy, stepping around her. His voice was strange; far away. He paused, watching the panting bird as he spoke. “Don’t worry; I’ll be gone before it does.”

He kept his back to her. She watched him, breath coming in tight gasps. Eyes upon her, all night. He’d slipped her notice. This was what the curse had made of her – simple, simpering, fooled by her greed, by her lust after what she could never have, as caught as the bird she had failed to shoot. And what his debt, his desperate grasping, had made of him.

He betrayed her. Like she knew he would from the start.

No – like she’d ensured he would. He would have helped her, would have risked everything for her. This was what she had done, what she wanted when she lied to him, when she saw his vulnerability and twisted it like a knife – broke her own heart into pieces to steal that look away from his eyes, the look he gave her that told her she was worth more to him than any amount of gold, than any freedom, than his life.

What she’d made of them both in the vain hope of saving him, of giving him a chance – she, the greedy, boastful poacher; he the craven social climber.

And now, he repaid her in kind.

“I know the spell,” he went on. His voice was flat, but unaffected. “I didn’t before. But I’ve figured it out. They would put me in history books for this.”

Her panting breath lodged in her throat.

He stepped closer to the bird. “You see, I’ve been over every angle. What I should and shouldn’t do. The way the world is; the way I want it to be.” He lifted the net, clasped the golden bird by its neck. It squawked and flapped its wings uselessly, caught in his grip. “What I can do. What I can’t.”

Now he brandished Aquila’s skinning knife. Anya could only watch as he pressed the blade to the bird’s breast. Its wings flapped again violently, sending feathers flying.

“I cannot suffer another moment in the king’s service,” he said, over the bird’s strangled squawk as he slit open its chest. “I cannot let the king live forever. Or any king, for that matter.”

The phoenix’s labored breathing slowed, then stopped, as he carved it open. Anya’s eyes darted from the phoenix’s dead-eyed stare to Sy’s. Why had he killed it? Why was he carving it open? Her fingers strained for the fallen arrow, as if she could still pierce it in time, but his stunning spell froze her completely.

“I cannot let anyone use me to get the spell, under any circumstances.” Wiping sweat from his forehead, he tossed the knife aside. “I cannot let it leave the forest.” Then, with a pitiful, dreadful crack, like dry twigs snapping, he broke open the bird’s ribs. “I can stop all that from happening. But there is only one way.”

He plunged his hand into the bird’s chest.

Suddenly, she understood.

Her muscles strained, her throat burned with unrelieved shouting, but she still could not move or speak. He paid her invisible, silent struggle no mind. When his hand reemerged, painted a ghastly crimson, it grasped the small heart, no bigger than a cherry.

He put the heart into his mouth and swallowed it whole.

Her own heart shuddering, pulse pounding in her ears, she barely heard him sputter as he choked it down, along with any chance she had at life. She seemed to sink further into the ground.

He withdrew his pen, clicked his needle into place, drew his blood. He didn’t bother with a tourniquet. He was pale, drained; the effort, the expense, caught his breath. With another click, he expelled the needle, exposed the nib. With his back still to her, he took a deep breath, then spoke, as flatly as before.

“I worked it out. The spell. Or the forest showed me. I’m not sure which.” He pressed the nib to the back of his left hand. “I lost track of where I begin and end a while ago.”

No. The forest hadn’t shown him – it had marked him, and she hadn’t seen it. There were so many things she hadn’t seen. Again, she struggled in vain against the spell, all her muscles straining to push forward, to punch through, to stop him from what he was about to do, what he was about to take from her, all her remorse abandoned as she scrabbled desperately for life.

His breath hitched as he pierced his own flesh, as he carved a distorted mirror of the scar on his palm – the spell – into his hand.

“I still don’t know quite how it works. But I know if I speak my intention, it helps. With this spell, I break the bond upon me. In return, to keep this magic safe – to keep it where it belongs – I offer my body. My spirit. My self.”

He blew.

Slowly, the spell dissolved, and his hand dissolved with it. Not red like crushed rubies – gold like the sun, like eternity. Blinding. She wanted to shield her eyes, but she still couldn’t move; wanted to close them, but couldn’t rip them away. It was dazzling.

The light of the spell moved along his arm, crumbling, leaving gold dust swirling in the wind. Fingers turned to feathers; his arm became a wing. The swirling light continued its creep, spreading up and along his body, taking his shoulder, his neck, his chest, his face, and all was swallowed in glittering gold.

But when the light faded, he was still there; still himself. Yet, different. She had never seen him so healthy, so whole, so pulsing, full of life. Examining his left palm, he let out a small, triumphant laugh.

The king’s mark was gone, replaced with another, the one he had carved on the back of his hand. Free from the king. Free from his past.

But by his own word, tied, forevermore, to the forest.

He turned to her; finally. Madly, impossibly, her heart fluttered at the sight of him. It made no sense – her time was cut short, and he had stolen it from her. But despite herself, despite everything, her eyes pricked with tears as she realized how desperately glad she was to see him, one last time. Glad to see him whole, if not wholly himself. Glad to see him win.

He approached her slowly. Bent beside her.

Then he picked up the fallen arrow from the ground.

“But here we have yet another problem,” he said. His voice had gone hoarse. He ran his thumb over the glyphs.

The world seemed to tilt sideways. No; he couldn’t. He wouldn’t.

As he spoke, he kept his eyes pinned to the arrowhead.

“I couldn’t make sense of it, the picture of yourself you tried to paint. Not when, at every turn, you put yourself in harm’s way. For people you despised. For me.” The corners of his eyes wrinkled. “I met Sabina and your friend Perrine, and they told me what you did. The hideous death you risked to save them. And I thought about what you said to me after you grew your wings, thought about it all night, though I did try not to. I tried to believe what you told me. But it didn’t make sense. And then I realized – the beetles.” He laughed, a small, amazed breath. “The liar’s pigeon. You were lying about being poisoned by the spore. About your motives. About your curse being cured with the phoenix’s blood. Everything you said–”

He met her eyes. His, amber, flecked with gold; a bird’s eyes. And hers, dark, a void.

His forehead creased; but not in fear, or disgust, or cruel gloating. In pain.

“However much of it was true, however much a fantasy – when I saw you catch the bird, saw you lower your arrow, I knew.”

He placed his right hand behind her ear. His hand was warm now. Pulsing. He pressed his forehead to hers; his breath, warm and life-giving, caressed her skin.

“The arrow. The witch. The only way to break your curse.”

And then she knew, she knew what he was going to do. It hit her like lightning, like thunder, like wind from every side. Like absolute loss, the kind that steals breath.

She still couldn’t move.

“So you see, Anya,” he said, his voice catching, reverberating in her chest, “I’ve been over every angle, and this is the only way. The only way to keep this power from the king. The only way to save your life, and mine. And the only way I’ll ever have a chance – just the chance – of laying eyes on you again.”

That is no life, she wanted to say, to shout. To beg. If you go there, you will never come back.

If she could only keep him talking. Just a few moments longer. Already, she felt the vines in her bones pulling taut; tendrils taking her deeper into herself, some dark sleep from which she would never claw free. She tried to claw free from his spell, even just to shake her head. Tried to speak with the voids of her eyes.

Whatever he saw there, whatever she said, his breath caught, and he kissed her. Wrapped his free hand in her hair, fierce and shaking. A tender ache wound through her, an ache to kiss him back like she would never stop, like maybe that could stop him.

But she couldn’t; and, almost as soon as he touched her, he abruptly pulled away. “I cannot free everyone, or even myself. But I can free you.”

He plunged the arrow through his left hand, and all at once, Anya felt her body return to her. The wild humming of the stars, the stark whiteness of the dying night disappeared as she felt the wings on her back evaporate like mist. The snaking darkness, the vines wrapped around her bones, the vile hand hovering behind her head, all dissolved like a shadow under light.

Anya’s curse was lifted.

At the same time, the stunning spell wore off and she fell forward. A bright light blinded her. When the light faded, there stood the twin of the limp bird in the dirt.

Her breath stuck in her throat. He had not disappeared or flown away. He was still here. Perhaps the arrow hadn’t worked. Perhaps, somehow, he had broken her curse without it. The forest still had its roots in him, but there may be a way to fix this, to stop it; there must be a way to stop it.

But before she could speak to him, could even let the drop of hope flow from her mind to cool the pyre of her heart, he spread his golden wings, lifted into the air, and flew away.

The sky was robin’s egg blue before she could get herself to move. Even then, all she could manage was to wipe away the drying streaks of tears on her face. Eventually, when her knees began to pain her, she pulled them, stiff as stone, up to her bare chest.

He was gone.

Gone to the forest. Gone to the witch. Gone from her.

Been taken. Given himself. All at once.

As she sat, the meadow stirred to life. The first day of summer; same as the last day of spring. Nothing had changed; everything was always changing. The trill of songbirds cascaded overhead. A mouse scurried onto the toe of her boot, sniffed her leg, and scurried away. A fragrant edelweiss waved its lilting petals beneath the brush of a bumblebee.

The wind kissed her wet cheek. The open sky swallowed her sorrow.

The waving grass whispered. The forest was her home, too.

She wiped her eyes. Gathered her supplies and Sy’s pen kit, abandoned in the brush. Pulled her cut shirt from her bag, put it on backwards, secured it beneath her jerkin.

The odds were astronomical, and Sy was already gone.

But she knew where he was going.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


This time, she entered Äbender not as a lost lamb, but as a wolf on the prowl. She looked as beastly as she felt: her hair a wild mess, her shirt, ripped and backwards, barely held to her chest by her mud- and blood-stained jerkin. She ignored every stare, every raised eyebrow, every snide remark, hunting high and low for David.

The tailor was closed for the summer; the grocer said she knew roughly of Sy’s residence, but not his well-off friends’. The tobacconist directed her to Upper Bunting. A street-sweeper directed her to David’s townhouse. He was not at home; his butler directed her to a club called Martin’s. He was not there either; the proprietor suggested she try his father’s factory in Lower Bunting, along the river.

Unfamiliar with that part of Äbender, lost in the smog and smoke, she took one wrong turn too many, landing her in the path of a man who stank of whiskey and was certain his hands belonged on her ass. When she decided her hatchet belonged on his neck, however, he became downright cordial, directing her to the factory, where he recently worked before a strained wrist forced him off the line. He waved the wrist for emphasis.

The best lead she’d had yet, she endured his drunken yammering and he led her there himself. The owner was a good man, he said; spared no expense on his workers, that was sure, but that was likely why his factory was going under. Then he’d gone and taken ill. The owner’s son was a good man too, he said; normally fixed up injuries on the spot, but he’d lately been off in the woods chasing fairy tales for the mad king. Had she heard?

Inside, she was immediately crushed under the sound of grinding machinery and the smells of musty steam, sulfur and saltpeter. It made her head swim and did nothing for her foul mood.

Her foul mood, along with her unconventional dress and gleaming hatchet, did nothing to convince the foreman she was an expected guest. He refused to take her to David. Luckily, her raised voice roused the scribe from his perch in the foreman’s office.

“Let her up,” David called, and the foreman, crankily and with exaggerated bravado, bowed to Anya, opening an arm wide toward the steps.

David held the door open for her. The office was large and relatively quiet, allowing her at last to hear herself think. He looked presentable but worn; spent from his efforts at keeping Bertrand alive and getting them both home, she presumed. She wondered what else he had faced on his way out of the wood.

It took her a moment to notice they were not alone. Bertrand, looking quite recovered from his injury, sat on the edge of David’s desk, legs crossed and arms folded across his chest. Sabina rested in an armchair in the corner.

“Anya,” Sabina cried when she saw her, face beaming like the rising sun as she rose from her seat. She clutched Anya tightly to her chest. “Oh, Perrine will be so delighted to know you’re alright. She’s in Preule, securing her references. We’re opening that restaurant, you know. She’s naming a dessert for you. I told her we should name the restaurant for you after what you did.” She paused, pressing her lips together as she examined Anya’s expression. “But you didn’t come all this way to see me. Bertrand, we must go.”

“No, both of you stay,” Anya said quickly. “I have need of Sabina as well.” She hadn’t planned on running into the violet-eyed wizard on this trip, but what she needed would be easier with the two of them, and she knew Sabina would not object.

Sabina frowned, but settled back into her seat.

“I’m glad to see you’re doing…better,” David said, clearing his throat. Anya snorted. “I assume you’ve come after the aid I promised. Let me be plain with you. My father has been ill. The Marchess Empire heard of Edgard’s gamble and is threatening war, closing off the northern trade routes. On top of that, our prize ship met a patch of foul weather off the coast. The banks have already come sniffing for blood. Flatly, Miss Degen, I’m broke.”

“I don’t need your money,” she said bluntly, feeling every moment wasted as a stab in her chest. “It’s about Sy.”

His expression darkened. Bertrand’s gaze turned to the floor.

“We already know,” Sabina provided, voice gentle. Her eyes shone. “The whole city knows; it’s quite the scandal.”

Anya frowned, baffled. “Scandal?”

“Edgard was quite furious with the master scribes and let the whole city know it. He said their tie was severed. The master scribes said it can mean only one of two things: either he died, or he cut off his hand, and would…well, be dead soon after.”

“They’re all wrong.” All eyes turned on her, expectant. She took a deep breath. “Sy turned himself into the phoenix.”

David ran a hand over his mouth. “I don’t know what game you’re playing, Miss Degen, but it isn’t very funny.”

But Bertrand was frowning at her. “How did he do it? Was it the heart? The soul?”

“You can’t be serious,” said David.

“Let her speak,” Bertrand insisted.

“I don’t know,” she replied, somewhat honestly. What little she did know, she did not care to reveal. But she needed them to believe her. A few details couldn’t hurt. “It was a spell. I saw it with my own eyes. He – he carved it into his hand.”

“He did know the spell,” said Bertrand. “I told you.”

“And I haven’t forgotten who else you told,” Anya cut in, heat rising in her chest.

Chastened, he pressed his lips together and ducked his head.

“And where are our dear friends Count Aquila and Claude?” David asked as if he knew the answer, but needed to hear it from Anya’s lips. “Neither has returned to the city, nor been seen in the country.”

“Aquila’s dead,” Anya said flatly. And good riddance. “I don’t know about Claude, but the Lichtenwald is less than generous with those who don’t respect it, as you all well know.”

“He did it, though,” Bertrand pressed, unable to help himself. He turned to David. “Palingenesis. I was on the right path.”

“I thought…eternal life, possibly, but to actually transform…”

“After all we’ve seen?” Bertrand leaned forward, raising his eyebrows. “Now who isn’t being serious?”

“But why?” David said with an incredulous laugh. “Why would he do that?”

Bertrand shrugged. “To sever his bond. To live forever. To get back at Edgard. Pick one.”

“Exactly what kind of help do you need, then?” David demanded, turning back to Anya. “If he’s worked out the spell, if he’s changed himself, great fame and fortune await him, just like he wanted. Has he turned on you? That’s unfortunate, but I won’t pay for his mistakes–”

“He did it to save her,” Sabina interrupted softly. He and Bertrand both looked at her, befuddled. “He gave himself up for her. To break your curse. Didn’t he?”

David’s forehead creased. “Curse? What curse?”

All eyes upon her once more, Anya found herself at a loss for words.

“Perrine figured it out,” Sabina said, still looking at Anya, a strange expression on her face. “Anya was cursed by a witch for killing her familiar. She wanted a new one. The phoenix. That was the only way to break your curse. And here you stand.”

As he put the pieces together, David’s face drained of all color. “He – he made himself the witch’s familiar.”

“The witch who was turning Anya into a bug,” Bertrand clarified, attempting to catch up.

Anya stepped toward David, imploring. “I need your help to get him back. It isn’t a curse like mine – it’s an enchantment. A bond. Killing her will break it. I cannot kill her with weapons. But if I had your magic–”

“Our oath forbids us from sharing our secrets. Or,” he added, when Anya opened her mouth to protest, “doing harm. Even if we think the other deserves it.”

“And how exactly did you come to possess my shotgun?”

Briefly, his mouth hung open. “It – it was only a sleeping spell.”

“Right,” she said skeptically. She’d made her point. She took a steadying breath. “He has the phoenix’s magic, now. It’s stronger than the witch’s, but he’s bound to her will. She’s as bad as your king. She’ll keep to the Lichtenwald for now, so it will only be people like me who suffer. But with that kind of power at her disposal – it may not be this year, or the next, but she’ll come for this city and your king, and she does not remember either fondly.”

“...Even if we think the other deserves it,” he repeated, but with far less assurance.

Anya lost her fragile composure. “How is it not doing harm to stand by and let others cause it when you have the power to stop it? You play parlor games when you could cure every ill beggar on the street! You let petty tyrants impose their will, let them steal the choice from those who have already had everything else stripped from them! But ah, at least you have kept your oath!”

“We can’t always stop it,” he objected. Bertrand and Sabina watched between the two of them like following a volleyed ball. “Sy knew that better than anyone.”

“Well, you can now. This once.” She swallowed. “Like he did.”

David laughed humorlessly. “I still struggle to believe Sy would sacrifice himself for anyone.” Anya rushed to contradict him but let herself be silenced by his lifted hand. “But that he could inspire such loyalty, even in one as stoic as yourself? That, I can believe. Even so, an oath is an oath. So long as one of us still holds it, it is sacred. I will be the one. I will not violate it.”

“Your oath,” Anya said hotly. “Not mine.”

“I will,” Sabina chimed in. They all looked at her. “I’ve no compunctions. The old biddy should get what’s coming to her.”

“If she happened to merely observe you performing the basics, you wouldn’t be teaching her,” Bertrand put in, to Anya’s surprise. “There’s no violation in that. And who’s to say how she’ll use them?”

“She did!” Clearly wavering, David turned back to Anya. “I can’t possibly teach you all you need to know. Our own education takes years.”

“I don’t need to know all that,” Anya insisted. “Just enough.”

David licked his lips and folded his arms over his chest. “I know you don’t respect what we do, Miss Degen, but–”

“It isn’t that,” she rebuffed, frustrated. “It’s…different. The forest’s magic. It affected all of you, didn’t it?”

No one responded. But she could see their experience haunted them. They, too, now knew things they could never unknow.

“Well,” she went on, “I’ve been living on its edge my whole life. Hunting in it, eating of it, feeding it, protecting it. Surviving it. That magic is in me, too.”

David waved a dismissive hand. “Why don’t you use that, then, and leave us out of it?”

“Because I haven’t the slightest clue how,” she answered readily. “Your magic, the glyphs. They’re not the only way, but they’re a way, a powerful way, to channel it. If you teach me, I can merge them, somehow – your magic and mine – and stand a chance against her.” Probably.

Well. Possibly.

“Say you save him from the witch,” Bertrand put in. “What then? If word gets out that he’s got that power, won’t this all start over?”

“It might,” she assented. “But if the phoenix’s magic can change forms once, it can again. We’ll put it back in the forest. Hide it, like it was hidden all these years. That’s all we can do.”

They were all quiet, considering her words.

Sabina, her voice small, broke the silence. “There are simple spells.”

“That does not sound like a simple spell,” David said.

“If you teach me what I need to know, then I won’t be doing that one on my own,” Anya returned.

With a heavy sigh, David rubbed his forehead. “What are you proposing?”

“I have a plan. All I need from you is to teach me how to write a spell without blowing my hand to pieces.”

“No.” At the reminder of what she risked, he cut his hands through the air, adamant. “No, no. It’s too dangerous. If you botch it–”

“I don’t care. And he won’t either.” She caught his eye and held it. “You know that, don’t you? Know him, better than anyone else.” Her throat burned. “We can’t leave him there. Like that. I can’t.”

David turned his back on the room, approached the foreman’s window. For a long time, he was quiet, watching the wheels and levers spinning, repeating, below them. “I’m coming with you,” he said finally. “You can’t do it alone.”

“No,” she said firmly. “I go alone. I won’t be able to save him if I’m worrying about anyone else.”

“Very well,” he relented. Sensible man; she admired that about him. “I can see you’re determined, and if I let you go without teaching you the basics, you’ll risk doing even greater harm. That would certainly be a violation of our oath, of the highest magnitude.”

“Certainly,” Bertrand agreed, amused.

David ignored him. “But forest magic or no, it will take time to teach you the fundamentals.”

Anya sighed. She’d been afraid of that. “Two days. That’s the best I can do.”

“Two days,” he repeated, the end of the word lost in an incredulous sigh. David exchanged a glance with Sabina, and rubbed a hand over his forehead. “I’m running the factory, watching over my sister, my father is ill…”

“I do not mean to be unkind,” Anya said, as gently as she could muster, “but can you not heal him?”

Sabina answered for him, quietly. “Healing illness of the mind is beyond our capabilities.”

“But turning oneself into a magical creature is not,” said Bertrand.

David shot him a withering glare.

“I’m only pointing out the limits of our – your,” he corrected, flexing his wounded hand, “current methodology.”

“The point remains; I have other responsibilities. I’ll need a month, at least.”

“I’ll help, of course,” Sabina put in. “Perrine will not be back for some time.”

“Even so–”

“A week,” Anya countered.

He turned his eyes to the ceiling. “Two,” he offered.

“Deal,” she relented. It pained her to wait so long, but she didn’t want to drain Sabina, and two weeks should be plenty of time for her blood to replenish if they doled it out accordingly. “Meanwhile, to keep anyone from sniffing around in the Lichtenwald again, we’re going to spread around that the phoenix is dead; that it wasn’t magic after all.”

With that, she pulled her final bargaining chip out of her bag.

The phoenix’s dressed corpse, plopped on the floor.

Sabina gasped, and the three of them all covered their noses at the ripening smell.

“We’ll show Edgard himself,” she said, feeling disgust deep in the pit of her stomach at the thought. “Get him to call off the hunt for good.”

“With Preule and the Marchess Empire on his back and the nobles ready to riot, that may not be difficult,” said Sabina, still pinching her nose. “By the skies, it is quite pretty, isn’t it?”

“Put it away,” shuddered David, who had thrust a handkerchief over his nose. Anya did, carefully folding it back into her bag.

“One last thing.” Despite the lingering smell of rot, she took a deep breath; though miles less dangerous, she was far less confident in this part of the plan. “When this is over, I’m going to try to reclaim my inheritance. Some of it, anyway.”

All three of them raised their eyebrows.

“It isn’t that shocking,” she said, pulling her braid over her shoulder, fiddling with the end. “I know I’ll never get back the estate, or the titles, or any of that, and I don’t want it. But I may be able to get some compensation for the loss – if, say, I had one or two respectable figures of Äbender high society to take up my case, and vouch for my impeccable character.”

Bertrand’s eyebrows settled back into place. “I see.”

“I don’t know how much it will be. But it’s something. And I promise you each a portion.”

“You don’t have to do that,” David said softly, clearly offended. “I promised you my aid, and I meant it.”

“And I promised Sy mine,” Sabina said. “I didn’t think I could help him, but if I can, I’ll do whatever you need.”

“I don’t care if he lives or dies,” said Bertrand. “But this is a rare opportunity for interdisciplinary research.”

David pressed the bridge of his nose. “Seven skies, will you leave off the put-upon scholar act?”

“Don’t pretend that isn’t your type.” He turned to Anya, a wry expression on his face. “And clearly David’s principles will never let me hear the end of it if I don’t help. Besides; I would like an opportunity to study that phoenix corpse.”

“David is a fine teacher, and I have a few tricks of my own.” Sabina pressed her hands together, leaning forward conspiratorially. “But what do you need from me?”

Feeling lighter than she had in weeks, Anya grinned. “Here’s what I have planned.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


All things considered, being a bird was not so terribly bad.

For one thing, he wasn’t really a bird. He wasn’t a man, either, quite. As he’d hoped – as he’d willed, made happen, with his spell – he had plucked the phoenix’s soul, its magic, from its body, and now held it in his.

What he hadn’t accounted for was what, exactly, this would make of him.

And what was he? He knelt still as a stone among the flowers in his mistress’s moon garden, considering. Gardenia, moonflower, angel’s trumpet, jasmine, lily-of-the-valley. Their velvety silver leaves and fragrant white petals cascaded around him. They would bloom year-round, day or night, through him, just as the rest of the estate would flourish with his magic. They may as well be made of glass. Perfect, pristine, undying. Like him.

Now, his blood would regenerate as quickly as he could spend it, but there was no longer any need. It was more a psychic drain, a continuous pull on what animated him.

Continuous, as Bosquet Mire and its mistress required quite a bit of maintenance. The manor was enormous, taking up an acre of the sinking land on its own. It glowed silver white in the night air. Around it, a wrought iron fence easily eight feet high, coated in moss and tipped with vicious iron spikes.

Bosquet Mire was built upon an ancient wetland, a beautiful and expensive exercise in futility. Rain and watershed from the nearby rivers and streams flowed naturally to the mire, a porous lowland, where it longed to soak the soil. But if it flowed where it wanted to rest, it would rot the foundations of the manor house; and the imported grass lawn, not to mention the exotic flowers and hedges, could not withstand such moisture.

All that unseen water must be diverted to keep it from ruining the lawns. In addition, something must keep the pristine grass a trim and verdant green, the white flowers in consistent bloom, the round, emerald hedges expertly shaped with no course blade taken to their gleaming leaves.

That something, now, was him.

He felt the magic – his magic, though not his to use – as a constant, dull pressure, a subterranean river nourishing the emerald lawns, feeding the impossible flowers, firming the very soil itself. He supposed this made him a part of the estate. Infrastructure.

Someone might mourn him if they came to Bosquet Mire and saw what he had made of himself – but no one would brave the witch in her mire, not even for the phoenix. No one. He had been sure of that when he took the magic into himself. When he’d arrived at his new home, he’d assured Mira of the same.

Behind the iron fence was the safest place for the phoenix’s magic, which was the forest’s. Doubly safe, a prison twice over: trapped in his body; his body trapped.

But Bosquet Mire was hardly a prison. The room he was given, a tower in the west wing, was the picture of comfort and luxury, kept clean and tidy by Mira’s myriad servants. Larger than his apartment in Äbender, round and full of windows, he had a perfect view of the manor’s orderly front lawn, of the stolid front gate, of the straight stone path leading into the sea of dark pines that shrouded the estate. His room had a full wardrobe, a soft bed, a silver perch, a writing table, a slight but sturdy silver chain fastened to the floor. He should be grateful. Wasn’t he clothed, wasn’t he fed, wasn’t he safe under a roof after all?

This did not seem like a thought he would once have held. Many of his thoughts, in fact, did not seem like his own. They hadn’t since his first night with Mira, when she had informed him that his thoughts were now hers, then interrogated him about how he had come to find himself in her possession. He could not lie to her; he told her everything. When she learned of his acquaintance with the huntress who had killed her first familiar, a cruel, delighted smile lit her face. “Forget her,” she whispered in his ear, beside him in her bed, and he did. “And know that if ever I see her face near here, I will make you punish her until she breathes her last breath, but not before you wish neither one of you had ever breathed your first.”

Since then, pinpointing which thoughts were his was as futile as locating a single gold piece within an immense swamp. It was much better, much quieter, less painful, to let himself be swallowed in the murk. To focus on his duties.

Keeping the estate was a bit like irrigating a desert to create farmland. Brilliant, arduous, and doomed to fail.

But with enough strength and determination, the natural world could be bent to humankind’s infallible will. He was proof.

He wondered what he could do with the phoenix’s magic if left to his own devices. But of course, he wasn’t and would never be – so he stopped wondering. Mira would use it to keep herself and the Mire pristine until the rest of the world had crumbled to dust around them. And there they would stand, past the iron gate in the deep of the wood, in the bone white house. The witch and her familiar. The green lawns. The white flowers. Had there ever been anything else?

He pressed his nose into a wide gardenia, inhaling slowly and deeply.

No. And there never would be.

And he would never be more than what he was now: infrastructure. Thrall.

Two halves, cleaved.

One half, a not-quite-man who, in taking the forest’s magic inside himself, now knew – had seen – things for which there were no words, no glyphs, no symbols. How to explain? How to describe? Ancient things, impossible things, reality itself made inexplicable.

Incomprehensible. Not meaningless, but the meaning was always just beyond his grasp, a feather caught in an unbending breeze, a breeze he couldn’t feel. He was the feather, and the hand, and neither, or both. The world he knew – or had thought he knew – was made duller. Colors, faded. Not shades of gray. As if each color was missing a touch of its own hue. As if that touch ceased to exist, had never existed at all, but somehow he had seen it and alone knew it was gone. The weight of this, the loneliness, crushed him. As if he had been buried alive.

The other half saw no color at all.

Not color as he knew it. Not as poetry, not as a joy or a soul-stirring. As nothing but a sign, one to indicate what was safe and what was not. Nothing but the difference between survival and death, feast or famine, have or lack. This world made perfect, utter sense. Hostile sense. Was nothing but striving, and he was only a thing to consume, to be consumed. In this state, his sense of himself – of his other, not-quite-human half – was as undefined as a dream. A dream of having once been able to dream.

This was the half he had been when he came to his mistress. Lost, frightened. Prey. She could have kept him that way. It would have been easier. She did not need him human. She did not need anyone human. She made that abundantly clear by transfiguring her servants, sculpting their flesh into weird, inhuman shapes according to her whims.

Instead, she had saved him. She found his human shape more pleasing.

For now.

He couldn’t regret his decision – absolutely couldn’t, though he had tried. The buried part of him had tried to muster the desire to escape, to rage against the condition in which he was kept. But his desires were no longer his own. His rage was a limpid thing. Try as he might.

So he stopped trying. The garden needed his attention.

It was then he noticed all the moths. Had they been there all along? They weren’t pests; they could stay. They flitted through the air, resting upon their fragrant feasts, coating their furry bodies in pollen. Brown and fluttering. White and small as a pea. Gray and speckled and the size of a fist. They were quite charming. One, furry and white, landed on his shoulder.

A thought began to form. Something gleaming in the muck.

It vanished as a cold chill shot through his spine. Mira. She could tug on their bond and draw him to her like a hummingbird to nectar, but this was not a command. She wanted him to come to her himself. A warning. She was irritated.

Inching away from the flowers, he watched the moth flutter away. Behind it, one of Mira’s servants approached. An escort.

She was very irritated.

Another, unrelated chill ran through him. He had grown accustomed to the others’ ghastly appearances. But the constant reminder of what could be made of him – of what had been done to them, of how he could not, ever, help them – was enough to freeze his undying blood.

Some were human enough, though pale as the white walls, frozen in time, mouths sealed with lichen and crystallized honey. Many were less fortunate. One night in bed, while washing the blood from his already healed back, Mira had proudly recounted how she had collected them. A maiden caught trying to steal one of her beautiful flowers. A sundry deliveryman skimming off the top. A handsome merchant she had found on the brink of death in the wood, and after saving his life, offered a position as her bookkeeper. He claimed he would rather return to his family. So Mira changed his mind.

The footman – the unfortunate soul with the giant snail for a head – stopped on the path. Their still-human hands, dripping with mucus, beckoned to Sy, leading him inside.

A second footman, whose entire body had been transformed into the fiddleheads of ferns, met them at the door. One of the footman’s tentacle-like arms unfurled in greeting, accompanied by the faint smell of rotting vegetation.

The pair of them led Sy to his room, where Mira waited. How long had he been in the garden? He regretted that he had kept her waiting at all – he hated not to be of use. Since his transformation, tracing the passing of time proved a maddening exercise. Knowing each day would look like the last, eternally, a minute might as well be a month, each day a decade.

No matter that he counted the sunrises and sunsets with a longing he could not quite pinpoint.

The servants marched silently through the austere gardens into a skeletal gallery, then along endless empty hallways, Sy trailing behind. Their footsteps echoed on the bare marble floor. There were no carpets, no paintings on the walls, hardly any furniture. The only decorations were enormous gray polished vases, clear cut glass flowers on stone tables, silver-lined mirrors upon white walls. Everything spotless, orderly, gleaming, silent. Including the servants.

He imagined how a more ambitious despot might use his magic: desiccating farmlands, draining reservoirs, flooding cities. Entire populations as subjugated as the land, made as devoted to their sovereign nation as Mira’s thralls were to her.

He was right to keep this magic away from the king. He was not entirely certain he was right to bring it here.

But there was another reason he’d done it, and he tried very hard indeed not to think about that.

Despite the way it drew his eye beyond the gate. Despite the way it made him count the sunrises.

No, he could not regret his choice, nor could he regret what he had lost. What had he lost, after all? But his imprisonment – no, his choice – might be easier to forget – if, somehow, he could snap that last, lingering cord. Could bring himself to want to.

If he could stop himself from seeing her face in every flower, every cloud, every tree. From wondering where she was. If he would ever glimpse her outside the gate. If she was safe. If she was smiling. A thousand years would pass, and he would never stop wondering if she was smiling.

The hideous footmen left Sy in the doorway to his bedchamber, where he forgot all else, taking a breath to admire his mistress’s great beauty before interrupting her. He wondered for what purpose she had summoned him. Except at night, she largely left him to his duties. Today, she dressed in a glowing burnt orange suit. A short, mink-lined ivory cape draped off her shoulders. He noted the earring she wore: gold-plated and carnelian leaves of laurel wrapping up her ear. It did nothing for the blue of her eyes; but that was not why she wore it.

Seeing her, now, he was filled with delight. Delight – and, inexplicable, choking grief.

“There you are,” Mira said, not looking up. “What took you?”

The grief dissipated. “Apologies, my lady – I should have expected you. To what do I owe the honor?”

She flicked her fingers lazily, indicating he should come closer. “Scribbling again?”

Beside her, he watched her sift through his papers, alert and attentive. He at last had time and energy again to draw. The result: pages and pages of endless pines.

Trees were all he could seem to conjure.

Listlessly, she dropped the page she was holding. “You know, when you arrived here, I thought having a human familiar – well,” she smiled, “somewhat human – would make for better company. But I do believe the fox was chattier than you.”

He opened his mouth to apologize, but before he could she placed a finger over his lips, stopping him. She reached out and lightly stroked his pale pinned hair with the tips of her fingernails, careful not to muss it.

“Fortunately for you,” she said, voice softening, “I didn’t come to chat.”

Grazing her fingernails against his jaw, she tilted his chin lower; closed her soft lips over his. Instantly, automatically, he returned her kiss, placing his hands on her waist. Hers was hungry; his carried all the passion of the cold cut stone under their feet. She placed her other hand on his chest, then slid it lower, over the crotch of his trousers.

His body reacted – not to his desire, but to hers. It was not that he did not desire her – it was that he had no desires, except hers. He felt the urge to please her, but only the urge of a tool. Mechanical, mercenary.

Somewhere in the swallowing murk of his mind, he knew, with burning clarity, this thought was his: it gave him some small relief to know himself, if at all.

She knew it, too.

And it grated her.

“Sylas, my sweet,” she said, pulling away, her voice soft as snow. “Every night you come to my bed, and yet you are cold as a dove in winter. Am I not beautiful to you?”

“Of course, my lady,” he reassured her. “You are more beautiful than any other.”

“Do I not hold your heart in my very hands?”

He took those hands in his. “You must know I am yours, body and soul.”

Pleased, she smiled. One fine hand drifted to rest over his heart. “Then why is it, no matter what I do, I cannot make it beat faster?”

For this, he had no answer. It was not a command. He could keep his tongue still.

He did.

But he could not outplay her. She made the rules.

“Tell me,” she commanded. Then, to soften it, “I do not wish to be cruel to you. We are to be companions. I want to know what it would take to please you. Truly.”

“Only what pleases you, my lady,” he said, happy to reply honestly; then, a dizzying flutter of rebellion in his chest at her pinched expression. “Nothing else.”

After a moment, her smile returned. Hand still over his heart, she dug a pointed fingernail into his chest, hard, harder. It punched through cloth and flesh like the skin of a plum, staining his white shirt red. He did not flinch. He had grown accustomed to her bloodlust.

“Look at the mess you’ve made,” she said, sucking her finger clean, staring at the red spot. “Change, at once.”

As he pulled a clean white shirt over his already healed chest, she returned to shuffling through the nearly identical pages of ink-drawn pines on his table.

“Skies,” she murmured scornfully. “It’s good to have hobbies, I suppose.” Suddenly, she stopped her shifting. She plucked a sheet from the pile, pinching it between her fingers like the tail of a dead mouse. “What is this?”

A drawing. Same as the others. “Trees,” he said vaguely, adjusting his buttons. “My lady.”

“No.” She stalked over to him and pressed the paper to his chest. “This.”

He took it. Between the lines of trees, etched into the pine needles, into the spaces in-between, was the impression of a face. A face, despite himself, he saw in every tree, every cloud, every flower.

No. No he didn’t. “I–” He had no script for this, no prepared response. “I did not intend–”

“You really didn’t know,” she said with a stunned laugh. “My skies, you are pathetic.”

“I’ll burn them,” he suggested. “I won’t draw again. I shouldn’t have.”

She snatched the page back and tore it in half. Eyes blue as the sky, as empty and as endless, bored into him. “I grow weary of this tug-of-war. But I can be patient. You were quite frightened when you first arrived here, weren’t you? Confused. Your tiny little heart pattering like a rabbit’s.” She drummed her fingers against his chest, rapidly, and this time, he did flinch. “Do we think a few years in that state would make you more or less insolent?”

Years. Before, he’d been trapped for less than an hour. Less than an hour to dream of what dreaming once felt like. That dangerous flutter of rebellion would be tamped completely after only a day spent in that state. A day with no color. A day of utter, maddening sense. With his clawed foot chained to the cold floor.

But a day was like a decade, and he and Mira had decades to spare.

He would do anything not to feel that way again. But there was nothing he could do. Not even regret.

“Yes,” she purred, stroking his hair. “Less, I think.”

He did not beg; there was no point. He would need to use his own magic, of course.

It isn’t so bad, he thought, stepping toward the silver perch. There is a window, after all.

But something outside the window stilled him. Something small and vibrant, a red and brown dot moving purposeful and lithe through the stolid gate.

Someone. A man approached the manor.

“By the skies,” Mira taunted, stepping beside him, as infuriated as she was intrigued. “Something can make that stone heart of yours flutter.”

“A visitor. A man,” he said, eyes trained on the red shape. “I’ve come to understand guests are…unusual.”

And that any who crosses your path meets an evil fate.

His head throbbed. He shook the thought away like a troublesome gnat.

“And that you don’t care for them,” he said, turning away from the window.

“On the contrary.” Mira clasped her hands together, smiling. “My house is getting full to bursting, so I don’t think I’ll keep him. Let me think. I will fill his lungs with bees. No – I’ll turn his feet to slugs, then lace the path outside with salt before sending him away.” She considered the possibilities, pressing a pointed fingernail to her lips.

Sy hesitated. Throbbing. Not a gnat, this time. A swarm.

“Clever ideas, Your Ladyship,” he managed around his pounding head. “Though, it may be that he has only mislaid his path. If we send him on his way–”

“Quiet,” she commanded.

He shut his mouth.

Then opened it again. “My apologies. I was only attempting to be chattier,” he explained. “My lady.”

Her nostrils flared. “It does not matter why he is trespassing, only that he is. Go. Bring him to me.”

Flustered, he went. He couldn’t fathom the source from which his insolence stemmed – except that he did not want another soul to end up like him, or worse–

But no, it could always be worse. Think of the window.

This would go better for everyone involved, including the visitor, if Sy cooperated. Mira would only torture the poor fellow more if she sensed Sy had any sympathy for him.

He must divert that sympathy like water from the mire; nurture the stiff, arid lawn of indifference that grew over him, that absolved him, that swallowed him deeper every day. It was a pity the stranger had to die, he decided as he descended the staircase. But then, that was the way of the world.

He repeated this to himself enough that by the time he reached the front hall, prepared to invite the doomed visitor into Mira’s parlor, he began to believe it.

The snail-headed footman had arrived first, and was patting the stranger down for weapons, which he didn’t appear to have. Nothing about the man was particularly noteworthy. He was attractive, but in an ordinary way. Bright-eyed and clean-shaven, the same age as Sy, only an inch or so shorter. He had a narrow face, long auburn hair pulled back at his neck with a cream-colored ribbon, eyes the same red-brown as his hair. He wore a smart tan suit, and a leather satchel – a spellscribe’s pen kit.

The footman reached for it.

“Ah, not that, my friend,” said the stranger. He lifted out the golden instrument. “Tools of the trade. Only my pen.”

“I’ll take him from here,” Sy said to the footman. Knowing he spoke with their mistress’s authority, the footman obliged.

The visitor watched Sy, his expression the picture-perfect, dull politeness of a well-bred gentleman. Despite the fact he had just been patted down by a servant with a giant snail for a head.

Too mannered. Too practiced.

And…something else. It scratched at Sy’s chest, at the packed earth that buried him alive. Something vulpine – something sly.

Something...radiant. The source of something wild now blossoming in his breast. Something dangerous. Something necessary.

Sy realized he was staring. The man was staring at him, too; measuring him. Their eyes locked, a moment too long. A moment longer than was strictly appropriate.

Then, just a mite, the man’s gaze softened. “Greetings,” he said with a formal bow, breaking the spell of their strained silence.

Sy hesitated. Welcome. Please, come inside. It was on the tip of his tongue. It was what he must say. All he had to do was open his mouth.

“Leave,” he said abruptly, voice low. “Turn around and run. You must go. Anywhere, but far away from here. You still have a chance.”

At Sy’s outburst, the man opened his mouth, surprised. Sy was surprised, himself. He felt that flutter again – a swarm, a storm.

“Run,” he said again. Begged.

When the man replied, his tone was strikingly unpracticed. Almost…intimate. “I’m afraid that simply isn’t possible.”

Before he could parse the man’s strange behavior, Sy felt Mira approach, and deflated. Too late.

“Who is our guest, Sylas? What price shall he pay for disturbing our peace? I’m quite partial to the slugs, myself, but then I thought – Mirabelle, you’ve grown stale. It should be leeches!”

The man’s eyes locked on Mira. Any startling intimacy had entirely vanished, so thoroughly it must have been imagined. There was nothing untoward in his manner.

And yet, Sy couldn’t shake the impression the man was staring through the sights of a loaded shotgun.

“I am but a lowly representative from the Sangfeder Academy of Inscription Arts, unworthy of such company or regard,” he said with a gallant bow. Now his voice was rich and sonorous, a bugle call. “Ortolan Gander, an emissary sent on behalf of King Edgard, at your service.”

“A spellscribe.” Mira suddenly grew stiff. “Then I’ll give you a face more befitting your profession. What do you think, Sylas? A rat? Perhaps a wolf?”

As she spoke, coarse gray fur began sprouting along the emissary’s cheeks. “I come on official business from the king,” the man said, eyes darting to Sy, who looked away. The man’s fate was sealed. “You may want to consider his offer, first. A great reward,” he added in a rush as his face began to elongate.

Her smile faded, and her spell receded. “What reward?”

Ortolan swallowed, running a hand over his restored face. “One, Your Ladyship, that is long overdue.”

Mira cocked a suspicious eyebrow, sizing the man up. Suddenly, she spun around, her mink cape swishing behind her. “What are you waiting for, Sylas? See our guest inside.”

Leave, he begged again, silently. Anyone sensible would have by now. But the silent communion, the conspiracy, was gone.

Whatever Sy had thought he’d seen, the man was only the pliant emissary he professed to be.

Sy did not need to mask his disappointment; he hardly felt it. As the drawing had demonstrated, he could not trust his eyes. Could not trust himself. The only recourse was to stop expecting to; a bad habit he must work to correct. Thankfully, his mistress was eager to help.

“This way, if you please,” he said with a deferential bow. The man entered without looking at him. Sy closed the door, sealing them all inside.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Heart in her altered throat, Anya clasped a hand over her borrowed satchel and followed Mira into her parlor. She did not look at Sy as she passed; looking at him undid her. Already, she had come dangerously close to revealing herself, and that would ruin everything.

She had found the manor with relative ease. She set out at night; the stars sang secrets to her, still, after everything. Now that Anya knew the melody of the magic coursing through her, in fact, she saw the forest with more clarity than ever – crystal, celestial. No beast accosted her; no dread spirits led her astray. Her path was certain, her purpose true. Soon, the wind joined the stars’ chorus, and the pines, and the fireflies, earthbound stars themselves. They rejoiced in her return. They led her through the wood, and she followed. And as the fireflies faded, and the first notes of sunrise chimed, and the stars chanted their soft denouement, Bosquet Mire rose into view.

The iron gate had swung open as if she had been expected. Upon crossing its threshold, the sunrise had dimmed into an eerie, overcast violet, as if the estate existed in perpetual twilight. The manor had loomed alpine above her. Even though blades were useless against the witch, Anya felt weak and exposed without her weapons. But there was no entering the manor with them.

And besides, Ortolan Gander had never held a hatchet in his life. And, though she barely knew how to use it, she did have Sy’s pen.

Better yet, she had a plan.

The parlor was as white and unadorned as the rest of the cavernous home, except for the gray settee and sofa, and a black iron poker by the empty fireplace. The fiddlehead footman stood planted beside it, ready should his mistress need accommodating, or should Bosquet Mire’s visitor need subduing.

Mira leaned casually against the arm of the sofa, glowing a sunlit orange, the center of the room no matter where she stood.

And Sy stood beside his mistress, utterly unrecognizable, watching the witch with all the servile attention of an affection-starved house cat. Anya knew if she ran a finger along the length of his bare arm, she would find no stabbing wound, no angry veins, no lingering bruise. But Mira’s bond had transformed him more than his own spell had – his hair paler, dressed all in white, fawning over someone he would ordinarily despise. Barely a shade of himself.

Even then, he was all she could see.

And while Ortolan Gander, spellscribe and king’s emissary, might find Sy attractive, he certainly would not wish to offend his hostess by staring at her familiar like a lovesick fool.

Nothing would give Anya away quicker than that.

Sabina, delighted with such clay to mold, had done a thorough job of disguising her – and, much to the spellscribe’s quick disappointment and eternal chagrin, of making her look plain. In the end, after copious grumbling about “waste of blood and talent,” Anya had won. Outwardly, she was unrecognizable. Nonthreatening. The rest was up to her.

There had been a moment, at the door, she thought she had given up the game. But she couldn’t help herself. Seeing him in the doorway, alone with him for even a moment, she’d forgotten everything but that he was in front of her, that he was alive. She forgot she wasn’t supposed to know him; forgot the enchantment upon him; forgot the danger she was in.

She forgot everything but that seeing him, no matter how he happened to look, was a rare and fortunate beauty.

Then he’d urged her to run. Tried to save her to the last, even when he thought she was a stranger. He was not lost. He was not lost to her.

But he was still Mira’s puppet, and the only way to save him from her was to cut the strings.

So Anya focused on her quarry, who was currently sporting a grin Anya knew well; one that meant she would need all her wiles. Despite her gut simmering with hatred, she kept her pulse steady, her face placid. The witch had the upper hand. There were many unknown quantities to this endeavor, but Anya relied upon two things.

The first, of course, was being the most cunning creature in the Lichtenwald. Murderess of the mimic, butcher of the bramble slake, captor of the phoenix. Warden of the wood.

And second, more certain than the turning of autumn leaves: Mira’s high opinion of herself.

“I thank you for your hospitality, Your Ladyship,” Anya began with an extravagant bow, the tail of her hair falling over her shoulder and scraping the ground. “I presume I have the privilege of addressing the revered Countess Mirabelle Corveau?”

Mira’s dangerous smile fell. “I haven’t heard that name spoken in a very long time.”

“A pity, my lady, for it is a name spoken with great reverence in the halls of Sangfeder, as on the streets of Äbender. You are, and have been, a legend.”

Mira didn’t preen, exactly, but she did lift her chin.

Anya bit back a satisfied smile. It was almost a pity how easy it was.

“Your flattery is noted.” Despite being shorter than Anya and halfway across the room, Mira managed to peer down her nose. “Spit it out. Why have you come?”

“To rectify past wrongs.” Anya withdrew a gilded scroll from her satchel – forged expertly, after much convincing that to do so did not, in fact, violate any of the terms in the wizard’s oath, by David.

She unrolled it. A license to practice wizardry.

One elegant eyebrow rose.

“I have a copy for you, and need only a copy for our records, signed by your hand. His Majesty the King recognizes you as the rightful owner of the phoenix and has called the hunt to its conclusion. His Majesty most vociferously regrets his past treatment of you and was pleased to hear of your victory. As a sign of respect, and remorse, he wishes to offer you what should have been yours these past ninety years.”

She paused, a supplicating smile plastered to her teeth, waiting for Mira to melt into the praise like petals in spring rain.

“How dare you,” said Mira, stepping closer, her cape rippling like a storm cloud. “He wants to bargain now I have something he wants. Will he still wish to bargain if I send you back to him in pieces?”

Involuntarily, Anya’s fingers twitched for her knife – the one she didn’t have, on the belt she wasn’t wearing. But the spellscribe Ortolan Gander didn’t have a violent bone in his body. He would be properly afraid.

She caught herself, clutched her fingers to her chest, donned a mask of alarm.

Mira’s expression betrayed nothing.

But Sy’s forehead went crooked. With memory or suspicion, it didn’t matter. He’d seen her twitch; his attention had been captured.

And Mira did notice that. Her lips spread.

Anya suddenly wished very badly for her knife. “I meant no disrespect, Your Ladyship,” she began, not disguising the very real quaver in her voice.

“At last, something to make my familiar’s heart beat faster.” Her smile softened. “You sense it too, don’t you, familiar? Our guest. He’s hiding something.”

Already, Anya was dangerously close to losing her footing. “No, Your Ladyship, I assure you–”

“He’s here for you,” Mira cut in. Anya’s heart stopped as Sy considered her disguised visage with new eyes. Wounded, suspicious eyes. “To take you back to Äbender. To Edgard. Why, you’re more valuable to him than ever – quite the return on his investment. In fact, you’re quite priceless. Spellscribes can change faces, can they not? Our emissary could be anyone.”

“His Majesty has no interest in stealing your prize, Madame.” Every word left a foul taste in her mouth, but her voice was steady. She didn’t look at Sy; she couldn’t.

“He’s lying,” Mira went on, genuinely curious, “but still your heart flutters.”

Then she lifted a finger, and Anya went rigid as Mira effortlessly froze her in place.

“What do you say, Sylas? Shall we keep him?” Mira grabbed Sy by the shoulders and steered him to face Anya. “You see? I can be generous. Would that open you up to me?” Her voice curdled as she spoke sourly in his ear. “Would that finally make you happy?”

Anya’s breath tightened; Sy’s gaze never left her.

With apparent effort, he turned his gaze back to Mira. “Nothing would make me happier than to see you get your rightful due, Your Ladyship.”

Mira was startled, and, evidently, pleased. With a wave, she released her grip on Anya, who exhaled sharply as her body relaxed.

“That is my only motive,” Anya said quickly, rubbing her throat. “On behalf of those who have wronged you. Not to take the phoenix, but to bring you what you deserve. To see justice served.” She paused, heart hammering against her ribs. It was a risk; oh, it was a risk. “Knowledge should never be hoarded like a dragon’s gold.”

Now Sy’s eyes snapped to hers. Her heart hammered harder. Did he know? Did it matter?

“It is the least I deserve,” Mira conceded, oblivious. “But I have lived too long to trust the word of kings or men – and I’ll never trust a scribe. Familiar.” The way she spoke to him sent a ripple of flaming hatred up Anya’s spine. “Confiscate his pen.”

After a moment’s hesitation – too short, really, to discern as hesitation – he approached Anya. As he rummaged through her satchel – his – did he recognize it? – she kept her gaze, genial and even, on Mira.

He found the golden pen and took it, laying it upon the table beside the witch.

Alright; it wasn’t a death sentence. She had prepared for this. She kept her face placid, her posture straight.

“Now,” said Mira, “lay a curse upon him.”

This time, Anya did not have to feign her fear.

And Sy hesitated – again, brief enough that it was barely detectable. “A curse, Your Ladyship?”

“Don’t make me repeat myself, Sylas. It’s tedious. And do try to remember what we discussed upstairs. It seems you’ve already forgotten.”

Briefly, his eyes fluttered closed. Dutifully, he approached Anya. Lifted a hand over her chest.

And held it. Her heart lifted. He was hesitating.

But hesitating would only make things worse for both of them.

“Go on,” she whispered, quiet as she could. “I trust you.”

He laid his hand upon her chest. Felt her hammering heart. “I hold you to your oath as a spellscribe.” He paused. “You may do no harm to her Ladyship in this house, so long as you live.”

There was no outward sign of the curse, but Anya felt the magic lay upon her like an itch.

Fuck. That did complicate things a bit, but, fortunately, she had spent the past two weeks arguing the finer points of said oath with David, Sabina, and Bertrand – whose opinions on what constituted harm, having had his right hand crushed by scribes, were appreciatively nuanced. Nothing had changed.

“Very gallant of you, my sweet,” Mira cooed. “Not very interesting, though, is it?”

With barely suppressed alarm, he turned to her. “My lady?”

“You want to keep him? Impress me.”

Already, Anya had lost what fragile footing she’d gained. “I dare say, there’s really no need for all this, Your Ladyship. I’ve only come to deliver your license, and I’ll be on my way–”

“Impress me enough,” Mira said over her, “and we may renegotiate what we discussed before our guest interrupted.”

Sy darted a fearful glance at Anya, one that stopped her heart. Having seen him face down monsters and magic, she could not imagine what he was threatened with to put that look in his eye.

She did not have her weapons or the golden pen, but she did have Sy’s ink pen, in his kit on her shoulder. But if she reached for it now, Mira would turn her hands to hooves or her fingers to worms.

His face had gone pale and shining with the strain of resisting. “Please, my lady. I do not want–”

“Do not mistake my grace with you for caring one mote what you want.” Her tone changed; no longer wheedling, threatening, but issuing a command. “Take away his tongue.”

“If–”

“This instant, or I’ll turn his eyes into ant hills and have you peck them clean.”

Something broke. “Forgive me,” he said softly, taking Anya by the ears.

She hardly had time to feel surprised, or delight at his touch. He blew onto her lips, and a shiver of longing ran up her spine before she realized what he had done.

Unable to look, he turned away as she felt the magic tingle against her skin. She started to gasp, but her lips barely parted before they sprang shut. In horror, she reached up to feel them.

They were sutured together, threaded with a spider’s web. She felt the horrid sensation of the silk wrapping around her tongue, spreading beneath her skin, strings of it seeping into her jaws, between her teeth, growing up and around her veins. Turning her very blood to sticky silk.

Fixed as she was on the feeling of her blood slowing, on wonder that she was even still alive, it took her a moment to notice the spiders. Climbing all over her face, into her hair. Had her hair become spiderwebs? Heart hammering, she tried to brush them off, but for every one that fell onto the stone floor, another took its place, sealing her mouth in a cocoon of silk.

Well, that was going to fucking well complicate things, wasn’t it?

A setback, no doubt, but the game wasn’t lost yet. She willed her lungs to slow – but not too slow. The king’s emissary would be terrified by this point.

Anya hated to admit it, but, frantically brushing a particularly large spider off her chest, she was halfway there herself.

“Delightful,” Mira clapped. “You aren’t as dull as you pretend.”

“You are too kind, my lady,” Sy replied.

“Now,” Mira said, unperturbed. “Let us allow our new pet to finish his task before we go on. I will take what I am owed before I repay him for trying to steal my prize. Then we’ll have such fun together.”

Once more, Anya unfurled the forged scroll, thinking rapidly.

It helps if I speak my intention, Sy had said. The magic of the forest was the same magic the scribes used, but ancient, wild, unfettered. If it was captured, directed – with, say, glyphs, like the ones on the enchanted arrow – it could be managed.

And what if it was directed with speech?

When Anya told the others all this, David had been skeptical to the last, but Sabina had mentioned she had seen Perrine do unaccountable things with her speech. And Anya’s explanation of how she had been cursed was almost enough to convince him what she had planned would not backfire spectacularly.

That was still a risk, though. More so now, since what she had planned relied on the use of her tongue.

It came as a whisper in her ear, a humming in her chest: Ah, but aren’t there other ways of speaking?

The wind kissing her cheek. A cricket’s silence on a clear night. The color of the sky. A path, well-trodden. A map inked in blackberries.

A secret look. A smile. A tender caress in the dark.

The feeling he filled her with even now, a feeling for which there were no words, except perhaps the desperation of a sunrise, or the longing for summer moons.

She trusted him; she’d told him she trusted him. When he cursed her tongue, he did not speak a word. That silence said something. Or maybe it didn’t.

Nonsense, she thought. Utter nonsense.

Then, with a grin she could not suppress, and that no one would see, As if nonsense never killed a person, nor saved their life.

Caught up in her machinations, already assured of her victory, Mira was oblivious. “A license is a start,” she said, approaching Anya. She took the scroll. Anya felt more layers of magic drift over her like strands of silk as Mira enchanted her. “You will deliver this to Sangfeder, and then you will return here. While you are in Äbender, you will secure monetary compensation and lands from Edgard on my behalf. I’ve heard the Degen estate is unclaimed. And let him know if he can prove he is properly penitent, I may be willing to share my prize.” She lifted a testy hand in Anya’s direction. “Did he turn your brain to webs, too? Give me the pen, you dolt.”

Anya was only too happy to obey. From her satchel, she withdrew a simple ink fountain pen. The polished nib gleamed silver in the white room. Mira reached out to take it.

Anya could not harm her. She wouldn’t dream of it. Couldn’t.

With a swift, jerking motion, Anya lifted the pen and, grinding her teeth, sliced the skin of her own hand.

As she had hoped, Mira froze, baffled that her thoroughly caught prey might still struggle.

Quickly, before she could catch on, Anya dipped a finger into her own welling blood. She reached out, touched her bloody finger to Mira’s forehead and drew the spell, short and simple.

Still.

Not harm, they had all decided when Sabina taught Anya the spell. And besides; it was one Sy had made himself, and on paper, he was dead; no longer a king’s wizard or a scribe. Academy rules hardly seemed to apply.

Anya knew their rules said she must purse her lips, must blow.

She knew life itself was an endless game. A series of moves and counter moves, of struggling until your struggle ran out, until someone or something stronger stifled your body, snuffed out your spirit like a light.

At least, it was if you saw it from a certain perspective.

From another, life was not a game; it was many. Always changing, never ending, the rules as fluid and varied as the weather. You could not make or break the weather.

Rules, though. Rules were made. What was made could always be unmade. Remade.

The rules certainly didn’t apply in the forest, where, without a single law or regulation, a woman could change into an insect and then change back again, where the earth drank blood to sprout rowan and birch, where flowers of every color could bloom underground.

As the blood touched Mira’s skin, she froze in place, as she had frozen Anya moments earlier without even a touch. Anya did not need to speak or share her precious breath.

But the only way to free Sy from Mira’s bond was to kill her. Bit difficult to argue around that one doing harm.

She had a plan for that, too. But she would need his help.

He watched Anya, almost as stunned as Mira, his eyes wide with fear, or perhaps wonder. He still thought she was a stranger; might still think she meant to take him back to Äbender, to the king, to another gilded prison.

Holding his gaze, she took the ink pen, still wet with her blood, and scrawled across her palm, in letters tinged red as rebellion:

Trust me?

He closed his eyes. She held her breath.

Then he stepped forward, reached for her, and ran his hand over her mouth.

Where his fingers touched, she felt the silk pulling from her lips like string from cloth. Then she felt her blood running free, felt her lungs fill with air.

With a grin, she turned to Mira, still frozen, her eyes wide with fear. “I could now, and oh, how I want to, but I will not harm you, Your Ladyship. You will do that yourself. You will let this spell turn you as cold and brittle as your greed, as your fear, as your empty, grasping heart.”

With her blood, she drew the spell once more atop the first.

She blew.

As her breath touched Mira’s skin, it turned white. The color spread, growing, covering her face, her hair, her burnt orange suit, her eyes endless blue. If she could, she wouldn’t have time to blink.

In an instant, the witch of Bosquet Mire had turned entirely to white, solid stone.
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CHAPTER THIRTY


Sy felt her death – a smothering shroud lifted from his face, cotton pulled from his throat. All his pent-up emotions, dammed by her hold, flooded back. Overwhelmed, he stumbled, clutched his heaving chest.

At the same time, the fiddlehead footman by the fireplace became a tall, dark-haired woman. After a reaction similar to his, followed by a beaming smile, she reached without hesitation for the iron poker beside her. Still smiling, hefting the poker like a club, she approached the stone statue on a warpath.

And the emissary was in the crossfire.

Ortolan Gander was oblivious; he only had eyes for Sy, his forehead creased in concern. As the former footman lifted the poker over her head, Sy gripped the man and pulled him aside, out of the weapon’s way. The footman brought it down heavy, hard, over and over, sending bits of stone flying over the room.

Sy ducked with Ortolan, shielded him with his arms. Tiny bits of stone pelted his back. Their foreheads touched; their breath mingled, synced. The man’s warmth was comforting. Familiar.

As the smashing abated, they both lifted their heads. Speechless.

This time, Sy broke the spell. “It is you. Isn’t it?”

“Sabina did it,” she said in her altered voice. “She really is very talented, isn’t she? Could scribe circles round the lot of you.”

“Anya,” he breathed. Her face fell, and she pulled him close, burying her nose in his shoulder. He pressed his mouth to her neck, kissed her there ferociously, lost in the feel of her. She shivered and sighed under his touch, exactly as she had that night in the grotto.

“She’ll change me back,” she said, coming up for air. “I must return Bertrand’s suit.” She paused and hummed with pleasure as he smothered her mouth with his. “Tie up a few loose ends,” she mumbled into his lips.

“None of that matters,” he said, taking her face in his hands and kissing her cheek, her eyes. With a soft sigh, she melted into him, nuzzled his cheek with her nose. “Nothing else matters.”

“Sorry,” said the former footman. “Hate to interrupt. Name’s Ingrid, by the way. But, respectfully – what the fuck is happening?”

Reluctantly, they pulled away from each other. Several of the other former enchanted had gathered around them.

“You were enchanted by the witch,” Anya explained. “We all were. She’s dead; her bond on you is broken. She can’t hurt you anymore.” She smiled. “You’re free to go.”

Ingrid’s forehead wrinkled. “Where?”

“Wherever you want,” Anya said, her smile fading.

“I don’t know where I want to go,” said one voice. “I’m not in the habit of wanting.”

“I don’t even remember how long I’ve been here,” said another. “Where I came from.”

“I don’t feel very well,” said yet another, who, Sy noticed with a stab, was barely more than a child. “I think…I think I might be hungry.”

“You know, now you mention it,” said one man, “I don’t think I’ve eaten a crumb since I came here. The last thing I remember is a soggy croquette in the back of my cart.”

“A cart,” encouraged Ingrid. “That’s something.”

“Food always helps; let’s start in the kitchen,” proposed the first voice. “We’ll have tea and toasted rye, and sort some things out.”

This seemed a popular suggestion. Slowly, the others filtered out, leaving Anya and Sy alone in the room.

The fervor of the moment passed. Sy felt self-conscious in her presence. Felt the weight of all he had done. Of all she had done.

Of what would come next.

She read him. “You and I have more yet to do, as well. Another spell. I can’t do it alone.”

Another spell. With Mira’s spell over him lifted, he no longer fed his magic to her, or to the mire. He felt it coursing through his body – not like blood, but like pure motion, ready to burst forth. Soon, the land would flood. The manor would crumble; the lawns would die, turn to muck. New life would grow from what remained.

The phoenix’s magic, the forest’s magic, everlasting, was in him. With nothing to filter it, nowhere to put it, it would overwhelm him. It would take him over.

But he was not alone.

“This power…” He clasped her hands, needing her to understand what he could not put to words. “I don’t think I should use it. It doesn’t feel right to use it.”

“That’s why we’re giving it back,” she said, smiling softly. He could see her smile now, in this new face. How in the world had he ever missed it? Impulsively, he reached out to trace the shape of it on her lips.

Her breath caught, and her eyes closed. “You’re hesitating.”

“Remember why I took it,” he said, his fingers falling away. “To save you. And so no one else could have it.”

Her new voice rang with familiar fury. “That wasn’t you. It was the forest using you.”

“No,” he said, knowing its truth as he said it. “It was both.”

“Alright, well you can both put it back now.”

“If we put it back, they’ll come for it again,” he tried.

“Maybe,” she admitted. “But if you keep it, it will kill you. Not your body, but–” Her voice caught as she examined him, how altered he still was. “But you.”

Worse things had happened. A bird with this power was a beauty, a treasure. A container. A human could use it, but human concerns were corruptible, limiting. What if he let it obliterate him, as it wanted? What if he became formless, a force of nature? The shattering of the sky, the quaking of the earth?

It was both horrible and horribly enticing. “Perhaps that is my fate.”

“The fate of the world is too heavy for one man’s shoulders. Isn’t it?”

A man. He was still a man, wasn’t he? And yet. “It’s the way of the world, I’ve been told. Every man for himself.”

“You’re not every man,” she insisted. “You’re yourself. And I’m mine. And the way of the world isn’t for you and I to determine, any more than it was Mira’s, or Edgard’s, or the fucking forest’s. You’ve done what you can. Now you have to give it back.”

Sensible helplessness seized him. “The fate of the world isn’t for us to determine. What is?”

She cupped his face in her hands. Her hands had not been altered; but even if they had, he would know them by her touch.

“This,” she said. “I have determined I want you to live. To have bread, and beauty, and comfort, and–”

She pressed her lips together, studying him. Though her face was changed, her wide eyes had the same furtive, captured look they’d had when he’d laid her gently in the bed of moss.

“And love,” she finished, flushing. “I want you. I’ll do anything in my power to have you. To give you everything. Everything I can.”

She wrapped one hand in his hair, pulling it loose, brushing it behind his ear. Her lips hovered, millimeters from his.

“So what will you determine, Sylas Cassirer?” she murmured.

He knew. But before he could answer, he let her pull him into a kiss.

They left the manor, winding through the trees until they found a secluded grove. A storm-made stream ran through it, already slowed to a trickle by the summer heat. Songbirds warbled a hidden chorus in the leaves above them. Beneath their feet, their dirty knees, roots stretched and sought and made space for one another.

The phoenix feather, the one given to him by the falcon, made a suitable pen. Their parchment was an oak leaf, long and waxy green.

The blood was Sy’s. The spell was Anya’s. The forest was theirs, and they were the forest’s.

Their intention was shared, and clear.

She dipped the tip of the feather into a small stone cup filled with his blood.

As she wrote, he spoke.

“Take back what was borrowed,” he said to the earth. To the sky, he whispered, “Transform what was taken.”

The paraglyph she drew was a new one; made of glyphs she had memorized, and of swipes of the feather pen guided by something deep in her gut, by the sweat on her fingers, by the direction of the wind.

They blew on it together.

As the leaf disintegrated into dust like dirt, he felt something in his throat. It drew from him, like poison from a wound. Like pollen from a flower.

They could not see it, but they felt it absorb into the earth.

From the place it entered, a small bud grew, tiny, and brown, and vulnerable, and brilliant.
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EPILOGUE


After the spell, Sy was distant. Not like the distance forced upon him by Mira’s spell, nor the imperious, passive distance of ages and forces beyond Anya’s ken, the distance she’d seen using him before they returned the phoenix’s spirit.

A very small, very human one.

She gave him all the distance he needed.

More than she wanted. And she must distance herself further still. His bonds broken, he was free from his debt; but, safe from the king only for as long as he was presumed dead, unless he assumed a new identity with a new face to match, he could not safely return to his life in Äbender. And, however briefly, Anya must.

She waited until they were secure in her kitchen before she broached the subject. It seemed somehow smaller, but more comforting for it. Summer had arrived; she’d lost weeks of jobs; she had much to do. The nearby farms would be clamoring for her services or looking to replace her with someone else, and she still had her winter stores to stock. An inheritance to claim. A roof to patch. But here was her kitchen, same as it ever was.

If it looked stranger, it might be the man, still dressed all in white but no longer pristine, at her table.

She explained her plan to him. He listened, detached and impassive.

“You’re welcome to stay here while I’m gone,” she offered. Humiliatingly, her face heated as she spoke, her earlier declarations ringing in her ear. She would do anything in her power to have him – except hold him down. “Just until you find alternative arrangements. Or longer, if you’d like. It’s not much to look at, and there’s only one bed, but there’s the garden, and food in the cellar–” She broke off, inadequacy tying her tongue.

He smiled. A soft smile. “It would be an honor.”

That smile made it so she would rather do anything but leave. But she had promises to keep.

So she left him in her cottage, staring forlornly at the bare walls, certain he would not be there when she returned.

First, she had to have her tits. Having already lost them once, Anya had insisted Sabina restore those first, a lengthy, consuming process. The rest of the changes, like before, took place over a series of days in the sitting room of Sabina’s brother’s mostly empty townhouse. Each day passed like an eternity.

On the final day, Perrine returned from her trip to Preule, deed to the restaurant, dubbed Falcon’s Crest, in hand.

Anya was elated to see her. Perrine chatted throughout Sabina’s ministrations, applied expertly with brushes and sponges. She detailed the number of offices she had to visit (and revisit) to secure all her permits, the view from the terrace, her plans for her menu. She had two signature dishes in mind: a vanilla custard with sugar-toasted walnuts and rose hip syrup for Anya, and rabbit braised in duck fat, red wine, and juniper for her falcon, who had finally decided to leave her just before she and Sabina had made it back to Äbender.

She also mentioned she might be interested in procuring wild game from Gescany’s woods, if she could find a seasoned enough hunter.

“Lucky for you, I know just the one,” Anya said. “The best in the Lichtenwald. Caught the phoenix, you know.”

“Do shut up,” Sabina said, slapping her lightly with a blood-wet sponge. “And stop smiling. You’ll ruin the spell.”

Anya grunted.

“You must come visit us,” Perrine insisted. “I’ll keep a table open for you, always.”

“I may be able to arrange something in winter.” Sabina slapped her again. “But only if Sabina isn’t there.”

As Sabina rubbed the blood-red paste into Anya’s nose, she turned to Perrine. “Is she always this difficult?”

“I think I may miss you,” Anya said to her.

“Don’t make me blush,” Sabina said, and indeed her cheeks were turning a charming pink. “Unless you want to keep these manly cheekbones.”

“I’m a handsome man,” Anya protested.

“It’s true,” Sabina sighed. “If only you’d let me run wild.”

“Then I’d have a bat’s tongue.”

“Clearly Sylas wouldn’t care if you had a bat’s face.”

Now was Anya’s turn to blush.

Sabina raised a knowing eyebrow. “I think we’re well beyond all that, aren’t we?” She applied one last swipe to the tip of Anya’s nose, leaving behind a pleasant tingling. Sabina held up her hand mirror. “That was the last of it.”

Anya studied herself. She looked the same as she always had, down to the fine wrinkles forming in her forehead, the way one of her dark eyebrows arched higher than the other, the pooling green of her eyes.

“You are incredible, Sabina,” Anya breathed. “You’re really going to give this up?”

Sabina blushed again, exchanging a secret look with Perrine. “It isn’t strictly legal to practice magic in Preule.” Her violet eyes twinkled. “But what they don’t know won’t hurt them, will it?”

“When is the petition?” Perrine asked, smiling.

Sabina answered. “David is going to meet us. He only has an hour.” She expelled the last of her blood into a metal bowl and set her pen on the vanity. “Now, for my greatest challenge: getting Anya into a dress.”

Anya’s eyebrows shot up. She hadn’t worn a dress in twenty years. “Is that strictly necessary?”

“You’re going before the king,” Sabina scolded. “He’ll be far more lenient with you if you look innocent and pretty.”

“But I’m not innocent and pretty.”

“No. You’re dashing and bold. And a dashing and bold poacher will be thrown straight into a prison cell.”

“Then you might want to tongue-tie her as well, to be safe,” said David as he entered. He held a long paper tube, and was trailed by a valet with a rather large trunk.

“That might not be a bad idea,” Anya mumbled.

He and Sabina laughed – fondly, not mockingly. But she couldn’t join them. Claiming her inheritance was not something she ever thought to pursue. She didn’t want it, really; didn’t want any part of the life she had left behind.

But to sustain her new one, she must turn up that soil one final time.

While Sabina’s brother’s chauffeur readied the coach, they congregated in the foyer outside the kitchen. Perrine gleefully examined the kitchen’s extensive spice cabinet as Anya tried her best to maneuver about the room without breaking something irreplaceable with her bustle. Sabina was touching up her already immaculate reflection in a rather large wall mirror. “Stop pacing,” she commanded Anya from the glass.

Before Anya could conjure a rejoinder, David took her by the arm and drew her aside. “Miss Degen.” He stared at her. “You look lovely,” he began.

Anya withdrew her arm from his and lifted her chin. “What do you want?”

“You haven’t mentioned – that is, I’ve been meaning to ask.” He lowered his voice. “How is he? Is he alright?”

In the glass, Sabina paused, listening.

Now was Anya’s turn to stare. “You truly want to know?”

He hesitated, then nodded.

“No,” she said flatly, fiddling with the cuff of her borrowed sleeve. Green, to bring out her eyes. “He’s...changed. But not unrecognizable.” She chewed the inside of her lip. “You could visit, you know.” She met Sabina’s eyes in the mirror. “Any of you.”

Assuming he’s still there.

“Only if you promise not to bite,” Sabina said with false levity to her reflection, tucking a loose curl behind her ear.

David nodded again, slowly. “Changed,” he echoed, then flashed Anya a melancholy, scrutinizing look before turning to the door. “I believe I hear the coach.”

As she had all those years ago at the lodge, the lodge neither of them would return to, Perrine read her. She replaced a jar of saffron and took one of Anya’s hands. “You don’t have to do this, you know.”

“I know,” Anya said. She squeezed Perrine’s warm hand. “Let’s get it over with.”

No coach ride had ever been longer than the one back to her cottage. She could swear it had taken half the time when she and Sy had first made the journey. She was certain the coachman was angry with her and was purposefully stalling her.

All the way home, a falcon followed them, dipping in and out of the view of her window.

The coach dropped her at the gate, and she hauled herself up the path, laden with the trunk, more bags than she could reasonably carry, and the long paper tube David had brought.

The falcon disappeared into the trees. As Anya traced the bird’s disappearance, she saw her cottage door was cracked open, loose on its hinges once more. She left the trunk and the bags, and hurried forward, alarmed.

Slowly, she pushed the door open.

The cottage was empty.

Carefully, she set the tube on the table.

“Well.” She turned to Goose, stiff and stoic as ever. “Looks like it’s just you and me again.” Her throat felt strange. She ignored it. “That’s how we like it. Right? I bought some butter in the city. Fancy stuff. Imported.” Her eyes burned; she wiped them. “We’ll finally have our fried eggs.”

“I see I’m interrupting. Shall I leave you two some privacy?”

Heart in her throat, she spun around. He stood silhouetted in the doorway, clutching a bouquet of wildflowers.

She stared at them, lacy wild carrot and pretty pink bergamot and vibrant blue cornflower. He lowered them, a helpless gesture strange in his hands. He’d changed his hair back to sandy blond. His clothes – hers, unearthed from her ancient trunk – were covered in dirt. “The meadow nearby. I heard the coach coming, and I – it was stupid.”

“I love them,” she said, her heart lifting like air. “They’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

With his help, she brought in all her bags. David had brought her everything he and his valet could carry from Sy’s apartment, including his clothes and all of his art, carefully stored in the long paper tube. She’d bought him a new set of paints and canvas (she could handily build him an easel), at least three months’ worth of cigarettes, and some dry goods from the grocer, who, when told it was for a dinner in Sy’s memory, packed Anya all his favorites – not the stuff he bought for his blood, but his real favorites: pickled red cabbage, madeleines, paprika and coriander and cinnamon. She kept one last provision in its velvet box in her pocket, saving it for the perfect moment. A new earring, a regal sunburst on a delicate golden chain, the center set with a glowing orange gemstone called hyacinth.

For herself, new boots and a brand-new shotgun – double barreled.

She had let David and Sabina do most of the speaking for her. Edgard, wearing a curled claw around his neck and a crown adorned with iridescent gold and orange feathers, had agreed to pay her a third of the value of her estate upon its sale, in respect of her loss. He then confiscated those funds as recompense for her years of poaching. But, he felt he owed her something for catching him the phoenix, though less than what was originally promised, since she could not grant his wish, and had in fact proven it was impossible. A king’s broken dream was worth, evidently, fifteen thousand gold sovereigns.

She accepted his reward graciously, and swore, hand to her heart, to never poach from the king’s forest again.

“I won’t turn my nose up at the coin,” Perrine had said after, “but I can’t believe you swore off hunting.”

“I swore off hunting in the king’s forest,” Anya corrected.

Perrine only stared at her.

“The Lichtenwald is not the king’s forest,” Anya grinned, counting the last of Perrine’s coin. “Is it?”

She split the sum between Perrine, Sabina, David, Bertrand, and herself. With her share, she was hiring a thatcher and was going to see a man about a proper door.

All the while, Sy listened to her, listlessly sorting through his old things. Remembering her own desire to shed all reminders of her past life, she started to regret bringing them to him. When he picked up his license to practice, she stopped her endless prattle. “I’ve upset you.”

He looked up; a peculiar smile curled his lips. “No, Anya, you really haven’t.”

But it didn’t reach his eyes. “Then…if there’s something else I can bring you–” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I could get curtains.”

“Can you bring me back from the dead?”

She froze. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know.” He lifted the license. “I do know. That life is gone, my death put to paper. I can’t ever return to Äbender. I was prepared for this, had been prepared for this. But now that it’s come to pass, I – well, it’s silly, but somehow it feels more final than anything that’s happened.”

“If you want to go, I can help you,” she said quickly. “Wherever you want. To Preule, or across the Starling Sea–”

“Anya,” he said, and her name was a song on his tongue. “My love. I want to be where you are.”

“I want to be where you are, too,” she whispered.

When he spoke again, his voice was far away. “I saw very strange things.”

“I know,” she said softly. Both of them had, each in their own way.

He looked at her. Some of the distance had been closed. Not all of it; some would always remain. Things neither of them could ever say.

“Paint them,” she said suddenly. “Paint them, for me. Even if I don’t understand. Even if they exist only in your imagination. I want to see them.”

After a moment, he set down the license. It drifted to the floor. “There’s something I must do first.”

“I…” Birds were chirping outside. Summer was a busy time. There was still so much to do. “I can help, whatever it is.”

He stepped around the table. “It’s very dire.” He brushed a loose hair from her cheek. “Absolutely necessary.”

“It…” Seven skies, her words actually caught in her throat. “Do you need me, then?”

“Desperately.” He leaned closer; his words were hot in her ear. “You see, I simply must touch every square inch of you.”

“...Oh,” she returned, breathless as he planted a kiss on her throat.

“For only one night, of course,” he murmured, lips lingering on the softest part of her neck. “And the next night.” Another kiss, on the space between her eyes, which fluttered closed. “And the next.” On her cheek, lightly, teasingly slow, to the left of her tingling lips. His hands found her waist; his thumbs the skin of her hipbones, just under the waistline of her trousers. “Mornings sometimes, too. The rare afternoon.”

When he leaned in again, she lifted her chin and caught his lips with hers. Eyes closed, she felt his turn upwards into a smile.

Then her own smile fell, and she kissed him like his breath belonged in her lungs.

There was work to be done.

They spent the afternoon in each other’s arms.

They stayed there all night. Awake, and avid. Asleep. Awake again, and gentle, and slow, not as if they had all the time in the world, but as if their touching could stop time from passing.

Every night would be the same. What they did would change; sex, sickness, sleep. Maybe the bed would, if they could afford it, or the sheets. Their bodies would, as age, the miser, took its dues. Their hearts, too, to a degree. But not that they shared it – the night, the bed, the work.

As the afternoon passed, she paid no mind to the warm wind blowing through the hole in the roof. Nor, as the moon rose, to the stars singing their night song. Nor, as dawn approached, to the blackbird’s farewell to the dark. She shared in the body beneath hers, on top of hers, beside hers. In the spirit that sang to her like nothing else in this world, or any other. In the way the dawn painted his face, in his face made soft with sleep, in her own body, her own heart, made precious.

Every night would be the same, until one night, it wouldn’t.

What luck, she thought, to the rising of the sun. What beauty.
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