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            Content Warning

         
         Content warning: This novel contains depictions of cannibalism, gore, murder, abuse, drowning, hanging, death in childbirth, miscarriages, self-harm-induced magic, depression/suicidal ideation, possession, and loss of autonomy. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Prelude
Agnes

         
         The Great Pyramids. The Great Wall. The lights that danced in the glacier-bound North, and the jungles that lie steaming across
            the Atlantic. Far-off places, wonders of the world—I think that was all I talked about as I brushed Irene’s hair, or changed
            her bedsheets, or spooned watery broth between her cracked lips. The Bolshoi Theatre, Notre Dame, the Taj Mahal: The idea
            that the day would come when I might see these marvels made me want to keep living, so I just kept babbling, on and on, hoping maybe it would make Irene want to keep living, too.
         

         
         St. John’s promised to chaperone us anywhere we’d like to go, I’d say, once you’re better and once I’m free. Where do you want to go, Irene? She never answered, but I kept asking. I kept asking until one day, sometime in the spring, Irene looked at me with actual
            thought in those blue, blue eyes, and said, The Crypt. I was so happy to hear her want something that I didn’t care that what she wanted lay in ruin, destroyed and forgotten and
            built over, buried beneath nothing nearly as wonderful.
         

         
         Oh! Why didn’t I think of that! Of course we must see the Crypt, I said, and the way she smiled—the smallest smile in the world, a private thing for only herself—my God, I had thought I’d
            never see her smile at all!
         

         
         Of course, now all I can think of is that I’ve abandoned her. Even now, huddled in the frigid darkness of my warded prison cell, I can’t stop thinking of that smile and how I’ve gone and ruined it—and just before Christmas, too. We might have been on our grand adventure by now if I hadn’t landed myself an appointment with the hangman in the morning. Madrid at her side, Athens in her shadow, hand in hand at the Crypt—dreams. Just dreams now because of the mess I made and its price. Dreams and promises and ashes, so many ashes, where there should have been a life with her. 

         
         All I wanted was a life.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            I

         
         
            London, 1849

            Wednesday, December 12–Thursday, December 13

         

         
            They say, that the Witches ar servantes onelie, and

            slaves to the Devil; but the Necromanciers are his maisters

            and commanders.

            Daemonologie, King James VI
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter One
Irene

         
         
            . . . in no case whatsoever the body of any necromancer shall be suffered to be buried; unless after such body shall have
               been dissected and anatomized . . .
            

            The Necromancy Act of 1751

         

         The human hand consists of two arteries, twenty-seven bones, thirty-four muscles, and countless blood vessels too small and
            numerous to warrant names. There are five metacarpal bones: These are the bones that connect the wrist to the knuckles, between
            which grows the web of flesh we call a hand.
         

         
         These are the bones that shatter as I plunge my knife through the center of my palm.

         
         I scream as agony floods every crevice of my dark heart. The short, serrated knife may be in my palm, but the pain is everywhere,
            rollicking like a rabid horse, kicking and baying until I’ve doubled over at the waist.
         

         
         The world sways, slurring together the twilight shadows of the churchyard. When I clench my eyes shut, the darkness spins
            me with such violent glee, I’m not convinced the snowy, muddy ground still lies beneath my boots.
         

         
         St. John grabs my hip to steady me. His touch is a gentleman’s touch, disinterested and honorable, designed to keep me from
            collapsing into a heap of petticoats and black crêpe.
         

         
         I suck down a breath. My palm throbs around the knife. St. John presses a canteen of water to my chapped lips. I jerk my head away from it. 

         
         “No comforts,” I say. “There must be sacrifice.”

         
         A lesser magician would consider pain a deterrent.

         
         I will not be a lesser magician.

         
         “Yes, I know, you’re an insufferable martyr,” says St. John, ripe with impatience. “Shut up and take a blasted sip, Irene.”

         
         He tips the canteen until each swallow of water relieves the crags in my throat, smoothing the raw soreness of my scream.
            When I open my eyes, St. Bride’s churchyard has righted itself, with chips of bone poking through the soft, oft-turned earth.
            On Wednesdays, the graves here are opened to bury the poor in a rushed service; this year, cholera has ensured the graves
            are deeper and fuller than in any year past. There are no headstones, and no silver-plated fenceposts ward against the casting
            of my magic. The stench of putrefying corpses, one on top of the other in the marshy, overfull earth, ensures no one in the
            neighborhood will witness us.
         

         
         It is in this scarred patch of tilled earth that St. John bribed the hangman to dump my beloved.

         
         I pull away from the canteen. I cannot waste any more time.

         
         “You said you found a book,” I say. “Who is it?”

         
         Reaching beneath his wool cloak, St. John retrieves a thick book bound in human leather. The years have aged its cover to
            a deep, mold-speckled honey; the buckled pages within smell of dank crypts and rot-sweet salvation.
         

         
         St. John kisses it as he’d kiss an old friend.

         
         “Do your worst,” he tells me.

         
         With my single stigmata a kind of benediction, I take the book into my worthy hands.

         
         I grunt at the weight of it, at the shock of renewed pain that flashes up my arm. My blood stutters around the knife, once
            again paying my debt. Wherever I touch the book, my blood stains in patches that swiftly disappear, swallowed by a mouth that
            must be fed before it will share its secrets.
         

         
         And, once fed, the letters of the title slowly reveal themselves in the language it took nearly four years of my adolescence to decode. The necromancer’s tongue is not like English or Portuguese, Russian or French—it is a labyrinthine cipher with no ready key, a series of puzzles inside puzzles I unlocked with nothing more than blood and time. All these years later, a sense of awe still blooms within me, unfurling like evening primrose under rich moonlight, as a book reveals the secrets I’ve paid for with the crimson essence of my life. 

         
         
            The Book of Delilah Odenkirk

            Died 1781

         

         All the breath leaves my lungs.

         
         “You found her?” I raise my gaze toward St. John. “And did not tell me?”

         
         In the moonless dark, I barely see the mournful grin that tugs his mouth into the dimple of his right cheek. When he bows
            his head, his spectacles cast a shadow down his face.
         

         
         “I wanted to surprise you,” he says.

         
         “Delilah Odenkirk.” He has spoken of her to me so often that I feel I already know her, despite not yet having heard her voice.
            “You’ve spent a century searching for her.”
         

         
         “And now she is back where she belongs.”

         
         He will tell me, eventually, what fate he saved her from—whether he found her lonely and forgotten upon some abandoned shelf,
            or if he surreptitiously snatched her before she could be burned.
         

         
         Burned.

         
         At the mere thought of that ending for so great a magician, a new wave of grief—mixed with a potent, bone-deep indignation—rolls
            over me.
         

         
         “I will not let her burn, St. John,” I say. “I swear it.”

         
         The look on his face makes me wish I could absorb Odenkirk into my body, into the shield of my ribs, and protect her forever.

         
         St. John clears his throat. “Open her,” he says. “I want you to meet her. Not just her—all of them.”
         

         
         Inside, a slew of other names appear in crimson ink, their etymologies from all across Europe. As I drag my forefinger over their names, their beautiful names—Zdenka, Daphne du Vaulx, Friar Felix, Yves, and more—a pang of sympathy tugs at my heart. 

         
         “I would have made Miss Odenkirk’s choice,” I say, “if I’d had time to make it.”

         
         “You say that now,” he mutters. “She came to regret becoming a pouch for the souls of others.”

         
         “Regret or not, it saved her. Can you imagine how different it all could be? If I had known the constables were coming. If
            I’d known what would become of our work. We will rebuild, St. John, I swear it—she will be our first addition to a new library—”
         

         
         “Don’t.” His voice is softer than I deserve, for all that I lost us. He touches my chin with his fingers and tilts my head
            up so that I am forced to meet his hazel eyes. “Not now. The future will come when it comes. We have more important work tonight.”
         

         
         But how can I not dream? None of the materials in my vast collection were anywhere near as massive as this single volume.
            All my life, a leaflet was as precious to me as California gold—and I lost each one, failed each one, as they went up in smoke.
         

         
         “STOP STARING,” says the book. The voice is not a singular voice but rather an echoing chorus, like Heaven’s army in my hands. “HAVE WE NOT WRETCHED WORK TO WREAK?”
         

         
         As my eyes widen, so, too, does St. John’s delighted smile.

         
         Of its own accord, the book slams its pages forward, muttering as it searches itself—then comes to a stop three-quarters through.
            On the topmost margin, in bold letters just barely larger than the minuscule scrawl below it, are the words FOR THOSE WHO WOULD REPEAT THE MIRACLE OF LAZARUS.
         

         
         My fingers quake. My heart pulses in my throat.

         
         I scan the familiar instructions.

         
         Despite my abundance of skirts, I kneel in the cold mud where my lover lies. Wet seeps through the fabric. The chill exacerbates
            the already present throb in my knees.
         

         
         I clench my jaw against the added ache. I must do what is required. Gently, carefully, I lay the book in a patch of nettles stiffened by wintery death. 

         
         “I HAVE SURVIVED WORSE THAN MUD,” says the Book of Delilah Odenkirk. “DO NOT FEAR THAT WHICH IS NOT WORTHY OF FEAR.”
         

         
         Fine, then—I yank the book into the muck with me. We will both suffer the mess of her grave, unmarked by headstone or flower.
            Here lies my beloved Agnes, the murderess, the necromancer, tossed coffinless into the earth once London tired of gawking at her on the gallows. It might have been worse: If St. John
            had not bribed the hangman, she would have gone to an anatomy school, where they’d have put her on display, carved her open,
            and instructed students to scour the shape of her skull to locate the origin of her evil.
         

         
         I’m sorry, I want to say but cannot, not in front of St. John, not in front of this book. I’m sorry I could not prevent it. I’m sorry I could not cut the rope and bring you home straightaway. But I’m here now. And
               you are coming home with me.

         
         I lay my bleeding palm in the seam between Odenkirk’s pages. Clenching my teeth, I twist the knife toward cardinal north,
            buckling over my wrists, heating my rage to molten agony. That pain funnels into the power of the spell, and the years-old
            ache in my joints crescendos to an insistent stabbing as magic cascades through me.
         

         
         Over a year has passed since I was last capable of magic, but the words are still inside me, carved into my bone, a scrimshaw
            of spell craft and sorcery. I chant in the necromancer’s tongue, the backward language of cutthroat murder and spiritual slaughter,
            that rough and hard-earned dialect of the dark. When I speak it, a snake slides up my throat and hisses with my mouth; the
            shadow behind my mangled soul wraps its raven wings around my ribs.
         

         
         It is a homecoming.

         
         It is the world of the dead welcoming me to the place where I belong.

         
         After the injury to my soul, I hadn’t known whether my spells would ever be heard again, hadn’t known whether my incompleteness would forever render me silent—but I can feel the otherworld opening to my blood, my soul, my cry. For the first time in a year, I’m where I belong again. 

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I say, in that rasping, back-of-the-throat language. “Mine is the soul and the body and the blood. I pour my blood in libation for she who is buried here.”
         

         
         The pages flutter as they guzzle me down.

         
         “She who is buried here belongs not to the Earth, nor to the kingdom that follows the flesh.”

         
         I twist the knife east.

         
         “She who is buried here belongs to her own flesh; hers is the soul for which I hunt.”

         
         South.

         
         “There is no power that denies me, for I am the power; I am her mercy and her salvation.”

         
         West.

         
         “Mine is the dust from which she shall rise.”

         
         North, again, only to yank the knife out of my tendons and renew the gratuity of the spill. Sweating, with wisps of black
            hair clouding my vision and curling against my temples, I thrust my palm into the mud and bury it like a starfish. The other
            I raise toward the moonless sky: one hand toward Hell, and one toward Heaven, with my body the conduit of purgatory.
         

         
         “I am the resurrection.”

         
         My eyes roll into the back of my head.

         
         “I am the resurrection.”

         
         My body begins to tremble.

         
         “I—”

         
         Pain surges through every nerve.

         
         “Am—”

         
         The earthworms and the beetles retreat from her body because it is marked mine.

         
         “The—”

         
         There is an industrial screeching in my ears, in the root of my mind, as I wrench the gates open with my own bloody hands, with nothing more than the meat of my intention. I command the gates to open, and so they open: The strength of my soul, torn apart as it is, forces them to open. Metal squealing slams down my spine. It rattles in the nerves of my teeth. A lesser magician would recoil.
            Lament that it was too much. Weep and retreat to life’s soft, weak things. I will not be a lesser magician.
         

         
         “Resurrection.”

         
         And then there is a silence as deep and strong as death.

         
         My mind quiets. My hands still. My breath mists the air. When I shiver, I am not so naive as to think it is only because of
            the chill.
         

         
         Into the earth, following in the wake of worms, my blood seeps toward my gray-faced beloved.

         
         May my blood warm you, I tell her silently. May you feel my caress.

         
         Crouching in front of me, St. John takes my wrist and eases it from the mud.

         
         “You continue to inspire,” he says. “What a marvel you are, my dear.”
         

         
         Smiles rest easier on his mouth than mine, but I offer him the best ragged, chapped-lip, unstitched-doll of a thing I can
            manage. With his handkerchief he wipes the mess of earth from my hand; with a bandage he ties a tourniquet around my wrist,
            then wraps the wound, which is as much as I’ll allow until I have my bride secure and alive in my arms.
         

         
         “Almost finished,” says St. John.

         
         He takes the knife from me, and then, with his forefinger, St. John—the only friend I have left, the only one who has ever
            understood a single thing I have tried to do in my sordid life—drags his finger over the three engraved bumps in the handle.
         

         
         The handle lengthens; the blade widens.

         
         When he finishes, St. John sinks a shovel into the wet earth, digging toward my bride.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Two
St. John

         
         
            You shall dig your grave, and I will put you in it; you shall lie through the night as the dead lie forever, and I will mourn
               for you a lifetime in that night. Come morning I shall return the soul to your body, if you pledge your fidelity to the Crypt.
               Do you vow to serve faithfully and obediently the Crypt and its necromancers? Is your vow eternal as your soul?
            

            The Book of —————————, 1490

            now in ashes

         

         Shovelful by shovelful, the vow I made persists. And while my rolling shoulders ache from use, while Irene watches sweat build
            on my brow, I think: Please. Please, let this time be different.
         

         
         I know my abbot cannot hear me. I know there’s nothing more he can do. All the same, it’s him I turn to, pray to, plead with
            as I carefully churn the earth away from Agnes. This job could not be trusted to the grave robbers, the so-called resurrection men who have no such magic in them—they would have brought her to us chipped to pieces and stripped naked, dropped on our doorstep
            like a swallow by a cat.
         

         
         Once I reach her, I toss the shovel to Irene. Kneeling down, I dig through the rest of the dirt with my own hands.

         
         “Just a little longer, Aggie,” I mutter, getting my hands under her, pulling her out of the earth. “Don’t get too comfortable
            in the Halls.”
         

         
         Her wide eyes stare at the starless sky. Grains of dirt cling to her eyelashes. With my thumb, I brush them away, as best I can. Her ears will be full of the stuff; her nostrils, too. The beetles inside my chest, nestled in a knot over the stone where my heart should be, chitter in sympathy. 

         
         “It’s all right,” I tell her. “If I’ve gotten through this, you can, too.”

         
         Out of the grave, into my arms, then onto the wheeled oaken bier. The moment I set Agnes down, Irene steps closer to lean
            over the bier and cup Agnes’s gray face in her hands. I turn my back to give them a moment of privacy while I rifle through
            my overcoat for the illusory candle and the leaded walnut oil. Dabbing my thumb, I smear the oil over each side of the bier,
            and once it’s dried, I hand Irene up with Agnes as though up into a carriage.
         

         
         She takes the small, squat, unlit candle from me, and when I light it, the amount of bitter smoke that billows skyward makes
            me think of Underhill, and everything of ours he burned.
         

         
         Illusions only last as long as the flame, so I work swiftly to shape a carriage out of the smoke. The lead added to the oil
            helps the barrier set faster, and soon enough it is not a bier I lead out of the wet, marshy churchyard, but a horse-drawn
            carriage, with me in the driver’s seat.
         

         
         Never mind that the black mare’s hooves make no clapping sound against the cobblestone streets; never mind that neither horse
            nor carriage casts a shadow. Even if there were anyone about at this wretched hour, the smoke from a million chimneys, settled
            heavily as fog in the streets, would keep anyone from taking notice of us. Thick with ash, that fog obfuscates even the nearest
            of the blazing streetlamps to mere smudges of orange.
         

         
         In this way, swaddled in shadow and smoke, my wife and I bring Agnes home.

         
         

         On our street, the tops of the terraced houses disappear into ashen air. On a clearer night, I would take note of our neighbors’ windows to ensure each of them was curtained and dark, but tonight, the fog shrouds our work. Since Irene’s trial, not one of them has called on us, not even during her subsequent illness, but I have caught them looking on brighter afternoons. The stain on her reputation, and her madness, and my obstinate refusal to hire staff, have resulted in our being ostracized—and in becoming vulgar curiosities. The subject
            of interminable gossip. Examples of what not to be.
         

         
         So there is no one to witness me carry a limp young woman down the sunken stairs to the kitchen door. No one to witness the
            carriage disappear in a cloud of smoke as soon as Irene steps beyond its boundaries. No one to witness her rub the three bumps
            on the underside of its frame that shrink it down to little more than a wooden toy.
         

         
         Inside, I lay Agnes upon a wooden table beside the still-warm range, and Irene sets the Book of Delilah Odenkirk beside her.
            Irene turns the wheel on the sconces, and the smell of gas swells as the lights flare to illuminate the bare brick-and-tile
            floor, the closed cupboards, the doors to the scullery and larder. On the mantel, a squat clock counts down the moments until
            Agnes returns to us.
         

         
         “Irene,” I say, “give me your hand.”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Irene.”

         
         “Pain is the sacrifice.”

         
         “And you have already made it.” I shed my cloak and overcoat, and retrieve my chalk from its breast pocket. “You will need
            both hands for the work ahead.”
         

         
         She meets my eyes with her particular brand of defiance, goading me to ridicule or reprimand her, but I have a different approach
            prepared.
         

         
         “Agnes needs you at your best,” I say.

         
         “It will interrupt the spell,” she says.

         
         “The spell is already cast. All we have left is to wait for midnight.”

         
         “It is weak willed to heal the place of sacrifice before the spell manifests.”

         
         “Weak willed? Irene, I won’t hear it.”
         

         
         Irene stiffens at my tone, but she does not look away. “To heal myself now is akin to recanting,” she says. “All my blood, all my pain. It’s a miracle it worked at all.” 

         
         “A lesser magician could never have come this far,” I say.

         
         When I found Delilah, even as I handed my old friend to my wife, I was prepared for the Halls to remain closed to her forever.
            No one but her has ever cast magic after experiencing what Underhill did—because no one else has ever survived it. No reason at all, no explanation I can think of, except that magic is who Irene is. Not since my abbot have I met anyone like her.
         

         
         “Nevertheless, I cannot risk this going awry,” says Irene. “You know why.”
         

         
         Closing the distance between us, I take Irene’s wounded hand between my own. Her wedding band is crusted with dried blood.

         
         “We were careless with Willa,” I say. Hearing her sister’s name, Irene flinches, but I press on. “I was careless, back then, with you. You wanted to do it alone, and I shouldn’t have let you. I’m not letting you do it alone
            again. Not ever again.”
         

         
         I take her chin between my thumb and forefinger. “Do you realize how many necromancers I’ve known? Centuries’ worth. And how
            many of them survived their soul being eaten?” Irene does not answer, and she does not have to. We both know: only her. “How
            many, do you think, even attempted a True Resurrection?”
         

         
         “More than you want me to believe,” she says softly. “We used that very same spell for Willa. It was in the Book of Aurelie
            Croft, so we know she tried. Miss Odenkirk must have, too, for the spell to be in her book.”
         

         
         “THAT IS UNTRUE,” the choir corrects from where Irene laid it beside Agnes. “IT WAS NOT CAST. IT WAS CONSUMED.”
         

         
         “Then someone within you must have—”

         
         “THE ENTIRE BOOK COULD NOT BE SAVED. THERE WAS TIME ENOUGH FOR ONE PAGE ONLY AND ONE PAGE WAS NOT ENOUGH TO SAVE HIM. HIS
               BOOK LIES IN ASHES, AND HIS SOUL IS GONE.”

         
         Irene shivers. One page, one spell, is not enough to preserve a book or the soul within it. The grief for what Delilah and I lost is over a century old, the details of our flight dulled by time, and yet the loss—the experience of it, the knowledge of what we could not save—is not so different from what Irene and I lost last year. 

         
         “You know as well as I do that necromancy is so much more complicated than simply unburying the dead,” I say to her. “Someone
            cast that spell, or wrote it down, and kept it alive within them to survive, yes. That hardly negates that a True Resurrection—with
            the heart and soul and mind intact, with no ownership or power over the dead—is the hardest kind. The rarest kind. Centuries, Irene, and I know only of Christ’s success.”
         

         
         I lift her knife-wounded hand to my mouth and kiss her blood-crusted knuckles.

         
         “I have as much faith in you as I have in Him,” I say.

         
         Her lower lip wobbles. Her throat bobs as she swallows.

         
         “Very well,” she acquiesces. “You would know better than I. You are the Saint of the Crypt, after all.”

         
         I exhale an almost-laugh. “I think,” I say, “that I may have sworn my unending life in service to the Crypt and its necromancers
            just for the pleasure of one day hearing you admit I was right.”
         

         
         Irene hides her smile. “I said you would know better, not that you were right.”

         
         “No, of course not. How foolish of me.”

         
         I press a kiss to her temple next, then unwrap the bandages concealing the stigmata she inflicted with the necromancy knife
            I gave her as our wedding gift. Before we’d met, she used whatever she could to make herself bleed—kitchen knives, knitting
            needles, embroidery pins, scissors—but I wanted her to have the sort of knife necromancers have been using for as long as
            I can remember. Though she winces as I prod the sundered flesh, she does not flinch away.
         

         
         The chalk is as thin and sharp as the point of a fountain pen, and with it I draw a chain of shapes from her wrist to the tip of her middle finger. She grunts when the chalk catches the caldera in the center of her palm, but I press on, looping equations over each finger, then over each nail, cascading down her knuckles in a flurry of interlaced polygons. Though I finish swiftly, the intricate work leaves no trace of skin uncovered. 

         
         When I finish the equation, Irene’s knees buckle with pain, and I am there to catch her.

         
         Torn-open threads of skin weave together. The livid flush of her bruising drains away, and the dried blood sloughs onto the
            brick foundation beneath our feet like the outgrown carapace of a mantis. Muscle reconnects to muscle, and bone links to bone,
            and tendons snap back into place. I’ve turned wood chips into shillings and pebbles into pounds, but those are parlor tricks
            compared to this, my chosen specialty. Necromancy may be the most forbidden of all magic, but transmutation—especially transmutation
            of the flesh—is tantamount to Irene’s craft. We would swing arm in arm on the gallows together.
         

         
         “Did you know, when I was little,” Irene sucks down a breath, struggling through the pain to speak, “I used to pretend to
            be you?” She sniffs, chuckles breathlessly. “Willa and I. We made a game out of you. I would pretend to die. She would cry about
            how she wouldn’t permit it. Then she would lay her hands on me and recite For Those Who Would Feed the Snake Its Tail.”
         

         
         “I did not know that,” I say, and I do not know how to name the feeling that follows. Honored, I think. Seen, for certain.
            Moved, perhaps, beyond articulation.
         

         
         “That spell was in every book we found,” she says, “so of course we wondered about you. But we also thought you were destroyed.
            It made us want to rebuild the Crypt. In your honor.”
         

         
         The bugs coiled around the stone of my heart open their wings, buzzing, humming something soft and tender. When I imagine
            my wife pretending to be me—making a fantasy out of the necromantic sacrifice I made for the Crypt, out of the spell that allows me to live centuries
            beyond the day I should have died—a lump of emotion aches in my throat. Years and years before we ever met, my life meant
            something to her. All that I am, and all that I represent, was important enough that she wanted to be me.
         

         
         Not knowing how to express how she’s endeared me even further, but knowing this is not the moment for it when we have such work ahead of us, I jest instead: 

         
         “That,” I chuckle, “explains a great deal about your sense of fun.”
         

         
         As we laugh together, the ache in me strengthens before it finally begins to wane.

         
         “And to think I married the myth,” she says. “You are the only man I have ever found tolerable.”

         
         In my hand, her own is whole again, though beneath my equation the skin is red with the burn of healing. Liquid alone won’t
            wash my chalk away; it will need a little scrubbing before it comes clean. After spending so many years with necromancers,
            I needed an alchemical blend that could at least tolerate bloodshed, so I created it.
         

         
         “Careful,” I warn, “Agnes will be jealous if you praise me so.”

         
         “As if Agnes does not sing your praises, too.”

         
         Yes, but it is altogether different with Agnes, who navigates social graces with far more playfulness and cheer than Irene. I do not know how to defend myself
            against the emotion she’s inspired if I cannot call upon any potential impropriety or jealousy to shield me.
         

         
         Left with no other maneuver, I change the subject to a more important one:

         
         “Can you do the work required?” I ask.

         
         Without missing a beat, she says, “Always.”

         
         “I could kill the pain for you.”

         
         “No,” she says. “I will endure it.”

         
         My brows knit. If I wait for her to change her mind, I’ll be waiting long past the day the bugs within my body finally make
            a meal of me. “Then you know what to do,” I say at last.
         

         
         Irene and I fall into the familiar, unsettling rhythm of those accustomed to tarnishing the grave. With my magic, I change
            the very makeup of the walls so our neighbors won’t hear whatever may come of this. Meanwhile, Irene consults the Odenkirk
            volume on the table beside Agnes.
         

         
         “YOU WASTE TIME,” the choir within Odenkirk says. “THE SPELL COMMANDS SHE MUST BREATHE BY MIDNIGHT OR ELSE ALL WILL BE LOST.”
         

         
         “I did miss having books that spoke to us,” Irene says to me. “The house has been so quiet.”

         
         When Irene and I married twelve years ago, just before her nineteenth birthday, it was with a singular goal and shared obsession:
            to rebuild the Crypt.
         

         
         I was as old as she is now when I took my vows and swore myself as a monk to St. Lazarus’s Abbey—a monastery for necromancers,
            we who claimed Christ as our own. Hidden beneath the church, far underground, lay what we called the Crypt: a sprawling catacomb
            that was also a sprawling library, the first and only one of its kind, as full to the brim as Alexandria must once have been.
            With transmutation of the flesh, we turned our dead into books, transcribed their wisdom onto the pages and preserved their
            souls within each spine. It was a haven for the living and the dead alike, until the day came when a king could suffer us
            no longer, and—like Alexandria—our library, our beacon of ancestral necromantic knowledge, was destroyed.
         

         
         I was created to survive that destruction and rebuild from its ashes.

         
         Irene and I were well on our way to achieving our shared goal. For centuries I had tried and failed, rebuilt partway only
            to face destruction again. But Irene and I—we rebuilt more together than I ever had with anyone else. In the annals of forgotten
            shelves, in antique shops and rare bookstores, we hunted for the necromantic grimoires that were my old friends and spent
            years collecting them back into the safety of our care . . .
         

         
         Only for it all to go up in flame when Sir Silas Underhill, baronet, Chief Justice of Magical Invocations, received news from
            a sexton that Irene had somehow upended a mortsafe and dumped a body into the grave below.
         

         
         “St. John,” says Irene, pulling me out of that odious memory. “I need you to be honest with me.”

         
         “Always.”

         
         “If I fail.” A knot of emotion chokes her words. I won’t entertain this line of thought for very long, but for the moment
            I don’t interrupt. “If I fail . . . tell me what happens next.”
         

         
         “If Agnes . . . resembles Willa,” I say, “I suppose we have two choices. We could bury her properly, or, if her soul steps
            forward, I could make her a book.”
         

         
         Tears glisten in her eyes, and she looks away from me. I wish, with every grain of dirt that fills my body, that I could make
            Irene a book one day and carry her with me forever. It is what she deserves; it is the end all my necromancers have sought.
         

         
         Underhill took that end from us when he sank his teeth into her soul and stole a single bite of it. That bite should have
            killed her; I can only thank God that it did not.
         

         
         “She would want that, I think.”

         
         “I think so, too.”

         
         “ENOUGH,” rumbles Odenkirk. “DISCUSS THIS IF IT COMES TO PASS.”
         

         
         “Let me have a moment with Agnes, St. John,” says Irene.

         
         “Surely you do not mean to do this alone.”

         
         “I do,” she says.

         
         “Irene, I just swore to you I would not let you do these things alone again.”
         

         
         “You may be my husband, but you are not hers. Permit her to retain some modesty in this.”

         
         How can I argue? It is true; I am not Agnes’s husband. I may be the Saint of the Crypt, and serving necromancers, keeping
            necromancers alive no matter how often we are destroyed, may be my purpose, but I am not Agnes’s husband. There are intimacies not meant for me. No matter how close we had all become, there would always be distance between us—between
            them and me—and that is, I remind myself, correct and proper. Even Irene would have chosen to retain her modesty with me if
            not for the nights she was so sick there was no choice but for me to undress and bathe her.
         

         
         I may be Irene’s husband, but I was her servant first. I was her servant long before she was ever born. The vow I made in the Crypt is older than the vow I made as I slipped a ring on her finger. 

         
         I bow my head.

         
         “If you need me, then.”

         
         Retreating up the stairs to the landing, I slump against the wall beneath several paintings we’ve acquired over the past twelve
            years. Our painting of Prometheus and the eagle—I wanted it for the parlor, but Irene thought there was something humorous
            about hanging it in the hallway nearest the kitchen. Also decorating the wall are a bucolic harvest scene with farmers and
            their scythes, a portrait of Willa, and our silhouettes, framed beside each other, the shadows of our profiles captured by
            an artist after our marriage.
         

         
         Downstairs, I just barely hear Irene promise, “I’m going to make it right,” followed by the rustle of fabric removed from
            an uncooperative body.
         

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” Irene chants. The clock chimes the witching hour and fills the house with its silver toll.
         

         
         I close my eyes and bow my forehead into my laced fingers.

         
         Please, I beg my abbot again, if you can hear me, if some fragment of you still remains, then please. For her. Let it work, for her.

         
         And all the lights blow out.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Three
Irene

         
         
            GUILTY VERDICT!! One month past, the murder of beloved illusionist Owen Driscoll shocked London. After a grisly trial, the
               judges of the Court of Magical Invocations, presided by Chief Justice Sir Silas Underhill, have found none other than Mr.
               Driscoll’s sister, Agnes Driscoll, guilty of perpetrating the ghastly crime, by use of horrid necromancy, to liquefy his heart.
               In accordance with the law, the perpetrator shall be hanged to-morrow morning, and we shall all sleep more soundly for it.
            

            The Observer, November 30, 1849
            

         

         The embers in the range, too. Out with the whimper of a match.

         
         The only sound in the sudden darkness: my breath. My heartbeat. The dead can hear such things. That doesn’t frighten me. The
            dead know I’m here. They know an uninhabited body is here, too.
         

         
         “I call forth from the abyss the rightful owner of this flesh,” I read from Odenkirk’s volume, so that the wrong soul cannot sneak forward. “I call to you who has lived here before and shall live here again. This is your body: In it is your blood, and in it shall
               rest your soul.”
         

         
         It was the same spell, with Willa. The same words. Before I’d finished chanting, Willa had opened her eyes and drawn breath,
            and I’d hoped.
         

         
         Agnes’s body does not spark to life so readily. I swallow hard over the knot in my throat. My heart ticks faster.

         
         “I know that you are here,” I call into the darkened room. “There is but one thing more to do, my love, and then your long journey is over. Come back. St. John will fetch us a Christmas tree and we’ll have a real Christmas, the three of us. I know you want that. He’ll take us wherever you want to go, you can choose, just think of how open the world will be to us if you only—” 

         
         The sconces shatter. The chairs tip over.

         
         And in the hearth, the range flares up, hotter than it’s ever been.

         
         I drape my body over Agnes to protect her from the explosion of glass and heat. I am a faulty shield, made as I am of soft
            muscle and blood. St. John barrels down the stairs, into the room, and to my side.
         

         
         “What’s happened?” he asks.

         
         “She’s not waking up,” I say. “She’s here, I know she’s here, but she won’t step back into her body.” Then I address my beloved herself once more. “It’s as easy as shrugging
            on an old coat, Agnes. Don’t think about it, just do it.”
         

         
         This didn’t happen, last time. Last time there was only my sister and her open eyes, staring at me. Her body sitting up, staring at me. That was wrong, too—the ease of it, the silence of it.
         

         
         “Agnes,” I say, “I have no doubt the Halls of the Dead are wonderful, but there is so much left for you among the living.
            The zoo will have thylacines next year, direct from Tasmania. I think you’d go mad to see them.”
         

         
         My practiced fingers find the pulse point in her throat.

         
         “What if we went there ourselves? To Tasmania?” I ask, talking incessantly now as she once did when I was sick. “I think the
            trip might kill me, but that might be worth it, if you were happy.”
         

         
         Then adjust, and adjust again, searching, until—

         
         A jump.

         
         Weak, but there. Weak enough that perhaps I should not even call it a jump, but a limp. A perfunctory twitch—like a spider’s leg quivering even after it has been killed.
         

         
         It does not happen again for a minute.

         
         She’s not breathing.

         
         “St. John,” I say. “St. John, she’s utterly frozen.”

         
         “I’ll get water,” he says. “Get her in the tub.”

         
         He dashes up the stairs and out the door. As soon as the latch closes, I stumble to the corner of the kitchen for the tin tub. I was unprepared for this. 

         
         Why was I unprepared for this?

         
         Years devoted to my craft—my whole life—and I didn’t anticipate a single setback with Willa, nor with Agnes, and I ought to
            know better—there is something I ought to have seen, something I ought to have untangled before this all began. Now my mind
            snags on the evidence that once again I am not enough, each possibility of failure a stinging nettle, a cocklebur that won’t
            let me go.
         

         
         Life is loss, my mother liked to say. Loss after loss after loss, forever, and it never stops, and you never get anything back.

         
         There are only three people who understand necromantic theory enough to help me pinpoint my oversight: One of them ordered
            me to warm the body, one of them is dead and won’t forgive me for it, and the last lies beneath me, skin blistered and peeling,
            eyes unseeing, mouth unspeaking, lungs unbreathing, dead, with a barely beating heart, the only proof that my magic worked at all, and proof that it wasn’t enough.
         

         
         “I bled into the soil of her grave, Odenkirk!” I snarl. “This should work!”
         

         
         Dragging the tub over, I let it bang against the table where Agnes lies and haul her upright. Her body is nothing but weight.
            A sack of bone and tissue and stagnant blood. Her muscles do not resist, but she can do nothing to assist me. The small of
            my back wails in protest. My joints begin to throb.
         

         
         “SPILL HER BLOOD,” the choir suggests. “LET SOUL RECOGNIZE SELF.”
         

         
         For a moment I intend to be a wife about getting her into the tub—dutiful and proper, as slow as virgin lovers. One arm under
            her knees to carry her down, in the same fashion one carries a wife over the threshold. How could I do anything less? This
            is the woman who gifted me a necklace of the blackest jet for my birthday. No necromancer can have enough mourning jewelry, she’d said as she draped it round my neck. This is the woman whose gloved hand held my own on the crowded omnibus and, by simply stroking my thumb with hers, kept my nerves from shattering apart. This is the woman to whom I gifted a jewelry box on her birthday—who asked me to keep it here, in my house, so that Owen would not ask where it came from or, even worse, destroy it. 

         
         Knowing our end goal was for her to leave that dreadful house and come to mine, I did as she asked.

         
         I want to be a wife to her now, but I must dismiss that notion. We will have to be lovers later. I cannot be gentle when gentle
            wastes time. I cannot be gentle if gentle means she never gets to fill that jewelry box with all sorts of precious souvenirs
            from the worldwide adventures she is destined to have.
         

         
         In this moment we are corpse and defiler, creature and creator, and that is precisely what we need to be now so that we can
            be anything else ever again. With Agnes propped against my shoulder, I heave her up—my bones screaming all the while—and she
            drops into the tub with an unceremonious, undignified bang.
         

         
         It is then that I take my knife and slit open her palm. Her lifeless blood oozes from the wound, but at least it is hers.

         
         “By your blood,” I say, “I bind you to the world of the living.”

         
         St. John surges back into the house carrying two buckets of sloshing water from the street pump. He dumps them into the tub.
            Grave dirt muddies the water, and an errant beetle’s frantic legs struggle to find purchase against the tin rim. When it drifts
            toward Agnes’s body, the island of flesh that will be its salvation, I smash it with my hand.
         

         
         Chalk in hand, St. John draws nimble marks on the side of the tub: a circle crowned with three short, quick lines. Steam rises
            from the surface of the bathwater like a ghost rising out of a corpse, faster than if we’d heated it with the range.
         

         
         Even still—with the warm water, and the slit in her palm—she does not gasp to life as she should.

         
         “Why isn’t it working!” I yell at him.
         

         
         “Have faith! Get her warm!”

         
         “Get more water!”

         
         My fingers press into her toes, the arches of both feet. I remind her capillaries, with all the severity of a nun, that they exist, that they have a God-given purpose they are failing to satisfy—and I do the same for her calves, her knees, her thighs. I knead her dead tissue like dough, squeezing until my knuckles ache and wrists protest. The steam rising off the water curls my black hair into a frizzed cloud at my temples, but my hands have more important things to do than swipe these wisps from my eyes. My hands, even though they throb with pain, cannot relent in their macabre work, even as Agnes lies there, unresponsive, unobliging, and unalive.
         

         
         My eyes lock on hers. Her wide eyes, the same brown as the dirt of her grave, stare at the ceiling without blinking. I focus
            on her face, the round curve of her jaw, the straight line of her nose, the chapped cracks of her lips and the sores clustered
            there. Her red hair is limp as withered willow stems. The work of the worms and beetles has not yet begun; she is still Agnes
            as I knew her, only grayer and colder than before.
         

         
         If not for St. John, anatomists would have feasted on the necromancer’s flesh with their scalpels.

         
         Necromancer . . .

         
         Where there’s one, there’s often another. We’re like a hive. We find each other. Even if Underhill didn’t suspect me, he would have suspected someone. He must have known there was a chance. He must have known someone would try, and that if someone tried, they might succeed.
         

         
         “Underhill did something,” I say. It isn’t a question. I know it: Underhill did something to thwart resurrection efforts. Something magical.
         

         
         As if to confirm my hypothesis, a portrait slams to the floor on the level above us.

         
         Then it tumbles down the stairs and comes to a stop at the bottom with a broken, splintered frame.

         
         Willa’s portrait.

         
         My sister. My mirror. My first resurrection. My first failure.

         
         “Bastard,” I hiss.

         
         I ought to have guessed. Underhill’s a man like a tar pit, the inescapable place no animal can survive. I search her body now for however he befouled it. I force open her mouth, and put two fingers under her tongue, scour behind her front teeth, but do not find the silver coin that would keep her soul at bay. 

         
         Something else, then, but what?

         
         I run my hands down her neck, press my palms into her belly. Nothing bulges out to meet me. Just because there is no scar
            doesn’t mean he didn’t cut her open, fold something inside her, then seal the flesh shut. Underhill wouldn’t know transmutation—it
            was once rarer than necromancy and has since become an extinct brand of magic—so he would have to cover the sutures with an
            illusion. As the wife of an illusionist, I’ve come to know that brand of magic well, but illusions have the smell and feel
            of grease, no matter how skillfully applied. Nothing on Agnes’s body is slick with oil.
         

         
         “He made you swallow it,” I realize. “Before you were hanged.”

         
         He used his influence to get me alone, used his concern over the validity of the evidence as an excuse to wound my soul. I have no doubt that influence would have allowed him some private meeting with Agnes.
         

         
         How dare he. How dare he neuter her soul’s ability to reconnect to her body. How dare he intervene, how dare he touch her,
            how dare he—
         

         
         “St. John!” I shout, as soon as the opening door heralds his return. “He warded her. That’s why it’s not working. There’s
            silver inside her.”
         

         
         “Son of a bitch,” St. John snarls. He drops the bucket and rolls up his sleeves. “Show me where.”
         

         
         “Stomach, most likely,” I say, “but I can’t be certain. Maybe the small intestine.”

         
         St. John presses his fingers to Agnes’s belly, where I show him. He shakes his head. “I don’t feel anything abnormal,” he
            says. “Most likely it’s too small for us to ever find.” A slow, vulpine grin spreads over his mouth. “Only silver can keep Aggie’s soul at bay. He may have accounted for you, but I doubt he accounted for me.”
         

         
         Chalk equations loop from Agnes’s lips, down her throat, to her navel. It barely smears, despite her wet skin; St. John has
            had centuries to concoct a medium that suits his purposes. He massages her grayed flesh, pressing his fingers as close to
            the offensive silver as possible. And at the end of his equation—
         

         
         Color begins to return to her. The gray of the grave clings to her, but apples now blossom in her cheeks. Her hands, submerged
            in the water, turn pink. The tawny hair above St. John’s upper lip absorbs the glow of the fire, turning it white and orange.
            He has the look of rust to him, half-man and half-metal.
         

         
         “Try now,” he says.

         
         I press my hand to Agnes’s chest.

         
         One thump. Then another. Her heart doesn’t hit the ground running like a newborn colt, but staggers like a sleepwalker, heavy
            and poppy-hazed. Slower than I’d like, but faster than before—a victory with only the slightest sour aftertaste.
         

         
         “I call to you who has lived here before—”

         
         Before I finish the incantation, her eyes twitch wider and her chest heaves upward and her shoulders spread like eagle’s wings
            and her jaw drops open and, through the cobwebs in her lungs, she draws a deep, rasping, living gasp.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interlude
St. John

         
         The first time Agnes called on us at our home I thought, Her friendship will not last.
         

         
         Beneath those brazen smiles I recognized a nervous heart. There were rules she was breaking and lies she was telling and schedules
            she was carefully managing, all in an effort to maintain her surreptitious visits, and for what? A vision from the Halls?
         

         
         A vision is not nothing—I of all people know what it means to hinge one’s life on a vision—but there are those who ask for
            the future only to then bury their heads in their pillows rather than face what fate would give them. Vision or not, I assumed
            our company would be too perilous for her to keep—that, in the end, the pressure of deceit would prove too taut a strain.
            Yet week rolled into week, and visit into visit, until she was filling our dreary house with laughter and flowers and music.
            Flowers! Can you imagine? Irene used to garden in the little plot behind the house, I told Agnes, before. Before the part of her that liked and loved and enjoyed was excised by Underhill’s teeth. Before that, even. Before obsession and grief and Willa consumed any remaining part of
            her that did not serve a larger purpose.
         

         
         She will again, said Agnes. You’re not going to give up on her, are you? I’m certainly not.

         
         Spoken, always, with a carefree smile that could make anyone believe anything she said, with a characteristic stalwart cheer
            that hid eons of sadness beneath it. And the music?
         

         
         Now I know you’ve had centuries more time to practice than I, but don’t be too harsh a critic, she’d say, and play our piano for hours. Play our piano, with me. Duets. Duets during which our fingers brushed and her
            skirts bloomed against my thigh, her warmth bleeding through the wool of my trousers. Duets during which I forgot, from measure
            to measure, that my life had become as impossibly tangled as hers. Deceit on top of deceit, forgeries on top of forgeries,
            new names and old and combinations and permutations that always landed me in the same spot: with another soul-eaten necromancer,
            another burned-down attempt at rebuilding the Crypt, and the corpses and ashes of so many friends.
         

         
         How did she ever die?

         
         How did I ever let her die?

         
         Thank God for Irene, who could undo at least one of my myriad unforgivable failings. Thank God for Agnes, who was miraculous
            before she became a miracle.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Four
Irene

         
         
            A hush fell over the courtroom as the judges returned to the bench. The women in the audience, previously asked to leave so
               as not to hear testimony unfit for their ears, filed back to their seats. Sir Silas Underhill waited until all were settled
               before reading the verdict in his deep, crisp voice: Mrs. Haley was not a necromancer, but instead a woman gone mad with grief
               for the sudden loss of her only sister. The evidence against her, though real, could only be dangerous if Mrs. Haley knew
               how to read the Devil’s language, which she does not. While madness may have made her a necromancer at heart, she is not a
               necromancer in deed. Mrs. Haley is fortunate—and indeed, we all are—that such a knowledgeable magician heads the Court of
               Magical Invocation!
            

            The Times, December 1, 1848
            

         

         Agnes screams.

         
         Not a soprano’s high-pitched wail, but with her whole body, stomach clenching inward as she unleashes a sound like a feral
            alley cat engaged in a territorial war. The whole room swells with the paralyzing sound of her anguish.
         

         
         St. John and I catch each other’s gaze. We are here, but also somewhen else—another night, during last year’s summer, when
            it was Willa we laid out on the table by the hearth.
         

         
         Her mouth never opened. Her mouth remained shut as if sewn. Weeks passed, and she never uttered a sound. She sat there, only moving when commanded, and stared through us toward some bleak horizon beyond our comprehension. 

         
         She was wrong from the start, and it ended in ruin.

         
         But Agnes—

         
         Agnes’s fingers wrap around the edges of the tub. She leans forward, screaming still, as her rusted hair frays out of its
            coils. Red blotches spatter across her cheeks. Sweat beads on her forehead, darkening the line of her hair. She draws another
            breath into her lungs—into her functioning, miraculous lungs—and her cracked lips twist until they glisten with the ooze of
            her blisters. Lines etch her face as she roars again, and if she were a trumpeter at Jericho, our house might shake apart
            until it crumbled down to smite us all and spare the world our stain.
         

         
         But at the end of that great bellow, the scream morphs into a sob. This time, when Agnes draws a breath, her shoulders rack
            forward. Tears squeeze through the seals of her clenched eyes, and her open grimace is the invitation I’ve waited for. When
            she gasps, and sputters a sob wet with snot, I take her into my arms.
         

         
         “Agnes,” I say. “Darling Agnes. Beloved Agnes.”

         
         Her head collides against my shoulder. My hands press against her spine, keeping her close to me. Her own fists punch against
            the water, splashing us both, but I shush against her hair, kiss the crown of her head, and rock with her.
         

         
         “Welcome back. We’re so glad to have you back.”

         
         Does she even hear me? Her teeth knock against my clavicle as she sobs into my body. Her tears dampen the collar of my dress.
            The untamed screaming has turned into something else, something I am not well versed in, and tears of my own sting my eyes
            in answer to her unspoken plea.
         

         
         “It’s all right. I have you. It’s over now, all that pain and terror. Pain and terror cannot last. I learned that from you.”

         
         Learned it twice a week, every week, when she sneaked us into her social calls. No matter how much her brother Owen may have
            desired to keep her home, out of the eye of the public where he could reign over the minutiae of her life, there are rules. There is etiquette. There is social expectation that women will maintain the fabric of society by visiting, and being visited by, their friends. What Owen wanted, even more
            than to exploit her magic for his own gain, was for no one to suspect anything was amiss within his family.
         

         
         And as long as she was home by the appointed time, he never had to know that her social rounds included me.
         

         
         Sometimes, I was bedbound. Sometimes, I could barely speak. On those worst days, she sat at my bedside and read me poetry
            or talked ceaselessly of all the places we might visit once we both were able. I liked to listen to her; her voice anchored
            me. If I could hear her voice, the bounce in every word, the bright potential in every syllable, then I couldn’t be subjected
            to the voice of my soul, crying out constantly to die.
         

         
         On the better days, though—on the better days, there were tea shops and museums, no matter how I protested that she should
            not be seen with me.
         

         
         “London might know your name, but you can’t imagine everyone knows your face,” she assured me. “The word necromancer isn’t branded on your forehead. People will forget, eventually, but you’ve got to make them forget. Keeping yourself secluded is actually more conspicuous than simply going about your days.”
         

         
         That was why, when at last April’s freakish snowstorms reached their end, she took me to the Palm House at Kew. Outside, there
            was still a scant trace of white on the ground; inside, there was sticky heat and green leaves bigger than my body. Through
            the glasshouse’s great, green panels, sunlight steamed the palms and thickened the air and created beads of sweat on the back
            of my neck. Though my eyes watered at the brightness, I felt . . . peace, maybe. Even if I couldn’t locate the part of my
            heart that once loved to bury my hands in soil with my sister and watch a foxglove grow, I could remember loving it. And if I could remember that part of me, it couldn’t be lost. If I could remember, maybe eventually, it would
            come back.
         

         
         I spent that afternoon watching Agnes, transfixed by Agnes, envious and wanting to be Agnes. Agnes, unbothered, laughing about the heat; Agnes, awed, basking in the shadow of a foreign tree from her longed-for tropics. Luxuriating in the light and the heat, lush and healthy and greener than anything I’d ever seen, I wondered if I would ever, ever be as healthy as the specimens in the Palm House. Even Agnes came to life in ways she didn’t when stuck indoors taking care
            of me. The smallest things delighted her: a fat little bee coated in pollen, a frog tucked away inside a bloom, a tree potted
            in 1775 that was still going strong. She laughed unreservedly at some stranger’s comment; she put her arm through mine and
            walked with a sway and a bounce that I had never achieved in all my days. You’ve got to be pretending, I thought. It isn’t possible to simply love being alive.

         
         Or is it?

         
         Have I ever loved being alive?

         
         Is it too late to try?

         
         Those questions were the first time I can remember, since the wound to my soul, wanting to really try. I think, as I watched her marvel at the opportunity to touch thick, waxy leaves that were bigger than her head, knowing
            she did this in secret, knowing she would be under her brother’s thumb again tonight, that I finally understood how desperately
            I wanted a little happiness to enjoy alongside my pain.
         

         
         Maybe, if we stayed at one another’s side, I could learn how to do that: how to be happy, how to want to be alive, how to
            want one more day every single day. I was awed that she could do it, despite what she went home to after leaving me. I wanted
            to know what it was like to look terror and pain in the face and smile, rather than grit my teeth and bear it. Maybe, if we
            stayed at each other’s side, I would absorb it from her; maybe it would happen so naturally, so slowly, that one day I would
            wake up and actually be happy, since it meant waking up in a world with her.
         

         
         Now she’s back in this world.

         
         Now, I think, we get to keep making it ours.
         

         
         My own lip wobbling, I raise one hand to cup the back of her head, my fingers rooting through her hair, and gather her to the wall of the tub so that only the tin serves as a barrier between us, but it isn’t much of one. Whenever I can feel her heart beating, whatever lies between us is immaterial. 

         
         “My soul may be a wounded thing,” I say, “but it will always find yours. The distance between us is never a great divide.
            There is nothing in this world great enough to keep us apart. Not forever. Not even for a day.”
         

         
         I kiss the crown of her head.

         
         “You’re safe now, my love. Safe with me, and St. John. Our family is together again.”

         
         Minutes pass, and her sobs putter out. Agnes slackens in my arms. Soon, even her sniffling whimpers cease. Her breathing evens
            itself into a predictable rhythm.
         

         
         “She’s asleep,” I mutter to St. John. At my voice, he startles out of a daze.

         
         Leaning over the tub, he hefts her into his arms. Her head lolls against his bicep; her legs hang long over the crook of his
            elbow. St. John is my height, which is to say he is hardly ever the tallest gentleman in any room, but what he lacks in height
            he makes up for in strength.
         

         
         “I’ll come dress her for bed,” I say.

         
         To preserve Agnes’s modesty, it must be me. What remains of it, at least. St. John may be the most well-mannered gentleman
            I have ever met, but this is one more thing lost to Underhill—if he had not soiled her with silver, Agnes and I could have
            done this alone.
         

         
         When I straighten myself to stand, my knees buckle.

         
         Sweat breaks out along the back of my neck. Under my arms. At the curve of my back. Pain splinters through my pelvis like
            a window shattered, all the glass crunching together every time I bend at the waist or move my legs to stand. One palm grips
            the tub; the other plants itself on the floor, fingers splayed. Even before the wound to my soul last year, and before the
            dislocated hip in my adolescence, my pelvis has been a great source of discomfort—and every subsequent injury makes it worse.
         

         
         St. John learned long ago I choose to simply endure. Swaddling myself in soaking bedsheets—what most doctors recommend—has never helped me shiver myself into better health, and a misadventure at the seaside in my youth has made me hesitant of ever searching for a cure in the ocean again. Now, with the wound to my soul, I find myself hardly interested in traveling to some distant resort to pursue hydrotherapy. 

         
         He stands there and waits while I wrench myself to my feet, even as hellfire burns in my groin, even as the shattered glass
            in my belly cuts me to shreds with the barest step. I reached through the veil of life to hunt through the Halls of the Dead
            for one soul out of millions, and I put that soul back into a rotting body, a body that I resurrected with my own blood.
         

         
         I inhale a long, slow breath that grates my throat. My ribs ache. My eyes throb so hard they’re liable to fall out of my head.

         
         In spite of that, in spite of all of it, I lead the march upstairs. If I am powerful enough to break the laws of God and man,
            I am powerful enough to ready Agnes for bed.
         

         
         “The Odenkirk volume was what we needed all along,” I say. “Thank you. For finding her. I know you didn’t find her for me, but . . .”
         

         
         An emotion I can’t interpret tugs at his smile. “I found her for us,” he says.
         

         
         Us.

         
         That word gives me such warmth, such comfort, after tonight’s hardship and exhaustion.

         
         The warmth and comfort startle me. I’m so unaccustomed to such things I am instantly unnerved.

         
         “I wanted Agnes back, too,” he continues. “And I did not want us to give up on our dream of the Crypt. It has not been our
            priority, this past year. It could not be. But I am glad that you haven’t forgotten.”
         

         
         “I could never forget,” I say.

         
         Something else in his smile—something I still cannot name. I know his smile by heart; why is it different now? What has changed?

         
         “Of course I found Odenkirk for you,” he says. “The moment you mentioned bringing Agnes back, I knew whose book you needed. It was pure luck that I managed it in time.” 

         
         For me. For us. I open my mouth, stunned, but do not know what to say.

         
         “I wasn’t even sure that I could bring her back,” I say at last. “But I have what I wanted, now.”
         

         
         Not all that I’d wanted, but what is life but a series of losses we never recover from? I will be angry forever that I couldn’t do
            this for Willa. My failure resulted in losing not just my sister, but losing the part of myself that is never supposed to be lost.
         

         
         “I thought I’d never cast magic again,” I continue, “after what he did to me.”

         
         “I know, Irene. Just as I know he will pay for what he’s done,” he says. “To you, and to Aggie.”
         

         
         I open the bed curtains, and St. John lays Agnes upon my quilt. When he stands, he turns and cups my jaw in his hand. To my
            surprise, he brushes his thumb over my cheek, his touch as warm and as safe as his voice.
         

         
         “I am not a True Resurrection,” he says. Has he ever looked at me the way he looks at me now? Like I am the sun around which
            his world revolves? “I’m a reanimation of parts. Agnes is a miracle, Irene. You are the bravest, the best I have ever known. The necromancer of all necromancers. Do not ever forget it.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Five
St. John

         
         
            And lo, when the rest of us are ash, ye shall be what remains.

            The Book of—————————, 1490

            now in ashes

         

         The first True Resurrection since Christ.

         
         The first necromantic miracle I have witnessed since myself.

         
         My fingers shake as I close Irene’s bedroom door. I hardly feel my feet on the carpet as I walk down the hall and enter my
            own separate bedroom. Somewhere inside me, there are crickets rubbing their legs together, and their song fills the veins
            I do not have. I have no heart to thunder in my ears, so the blowflies make up for its absence buzzing against my eardrums
            from the inside of my skull. All through my body, the centipedes roll with raucous joy, and when I close my own door, I slump
            back against it, wishing I had lungs with which to breathe, because at least breath might steady me, unmoored as I am.
         

         
         She did it. Irene. My wife. My wife, with a chunk missing from her soul. Impossible and glorious and—

         
         The room is too hot. How did my room become so hot?

         
         I tear off my cravat. Every button of my waistcoat fights my trembling fingers, then grapples with my shoulders as I try to
            wrestle free. Irene. Part of me wants to go to her again, to tell her precisely how I feel, but no—no, I cannot do something so hasty and foolish. Twelve years of marriage, and I have never felt the way I feel right now, and I am . . . caught up, in this moment, carried away by her triumph and being a part of it. And Agnes—God, Agnes. More miracle than myself. More complete than me. Irene raised an actual human being, whereas my abbot raised— 

         
         A construction.

         
         I am nothing compared to her. To either of them.

         
         God. Dear God.

         
         My fingers go to battle with the buttons of my shirt, and I am as undone as my garments. That kind of power does not exist
            except in our stories, our traditions, our beliefs. That kind of power is why we have faith and why we have God: because no ordinary mortal can wield it. I have stood at the
            side of necromancers for centuries, and I was prepared, fully prepared, to console Irene tonight as she wept with the renewed grief of her failure. I wasn’t prepared for her to succeed. I wasn’t
            prepared for her to become the divinity I worship. I wasn’t prepared for Agnes to become the new St. Lazarus.
         

         
         I didn’t know I would feel this way. I didn’t know I could. After my abbot died, after he was burned, the part of me that could feel this way crumpled away to ashes, too. It is not merely Agnes resurrected tonight, but my heart. It may be a stone, but it weeps with
            wanting just the same.
         

         
         I throw my shirt to the floor and fall face-first upon my bed in shame.

         
         I need to calm myself. I need to not feel this burning need, this tender ache.

         
         Love is not what you are for, I remind myself. You married Irene to serve her, protect her, rebuild with her. Those were the first words Irene said when you told her who
               you were: ‘We are going to rebuild the Crypt.’ This marriage has a purpose, and it isn’t . . .

         
         More firmly, I think, She has Agnes, and Agnes has her.
         

         
         I thought rebuilding the Crypt would be our miracle. I did. I truly did.

         
         I was wrong.

         
         The miracle is Agnes, and Irene did that all on her own. Irene did what the old nuns could not do, what even my abbot could not do.
         

         
         And I lived long enough to be a part of it.

         
         Which is precisely what my abbot—the abbot of St. Lazarus’s Abbey—intended for me on the night he plunged a sword through my chest. 

         
         

         It was centuries ago.

         
         All around me, candles burned. Shadows lunged across the stonework. Christ, carved from wood and nailed to the wall of the
            abbey, watched my tunic darken with blood that spilled generously from my chest.
         

         
         In that moment, I understood the necromantic sacrifice with a great, sudden clarity that bolted through my body and took away
            the pain.
         

         
         My beloved abbot eased my slackening body to the floor and laid me across his lap. My brothers, fellow necromancers, were
            there, I know—but I cannot remember if they sang, or chanted, or merely held vigil as my life drained out of me. Did I even
            notice them, in that moment, when I was held so firmly in that tender embrace?
         

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” said my abbot. “Mine is the soul and the body and the blood.”
         

         
         Those words, in a voice whose timbre I cannot remember, were as much a prayer as the Lord’s Prayer. It was a holy thing, to
            lie in the arms of my abbot as he killed me and to surrender unto him my death. “I am the seeker of souls; I am the altar upon which sacrifices are made.”
         

         
         He took my hand. It was centuries ago, but I remember that—and that he pushed his fingers through mine. I wanted to squeeze
            back. I wanted to tell him I am not afraid, but I choked on the blood flooding my mouth and dribbling down my chin. He petted my hair, soothing me, and when his mouth
            moved I couldn’t hear the words. There was a sword in my chest, but I couldn’t feel the wound. The candles hanging from the
            ceiling blurred into something more than light above his hair: a spiked corona like a crown of thorns, like the Virgin’s halo.
         

         
         That was the last thing I saw, and it was all the reassurance I needed that what we’d done was sacred.

         
         How could I die like that, and look at Irene and Agnes as anything less than divine?

         
         

         I did not go to the Halls of the Dead. As I was dying, he summoned the soul out of my body and trapped it in a glass jar,
            so that I could not make the journey. It was more than death that I surrendered. It was Heaven, too.
         

         
         All necromancers know Heaven is only the word for the bliss and peace that follow death, that God is simply a name for the
            powers of the Halls of the Dead. And Hell is many things. Hell is what happens when the soul cannot rest; Hell is what humans
            do to one another.
         

         
         For one night, while my body rested in a grave, my soul labored within a cage to break free; for one night, I experienced
            Hell. I do not remember it.
         

         
         What I remember is waking on a low cot, the afternoon sun bright on my face, and my abbot seated at my side. When my eyes
            stuttered open, the first thing I saw was his smile, and for that alone, it all seemed worth it.
         

         
         “There you are,” said my abbot. His palm cupped the crown of my head; his thumb brushed behind my ear. “I missed you.”

         
         Did I want to reply? I couldn’t have, if I did. Until I had my soul in me, all I could do was follow his instructions, and
            he had not yet directed me to speak. Perhaps I tried to breathe, the flesh being so accustomed to it, only to startle at the
            grains of dirt lodged in my throat and my utter lack of lungs. Within me writhed worms and beetles and every other summer
            insect that had come to revel over the feast of my body. What organs I had in me in life had been removed to simplify my reanimation,
            and the soil of my grave—and the bugs therein—now gave me shape.
         

         
         “Don’t struggle,” he said, and at once, I stopped. “You will adjust.”

         
         He gave me his hand and let me hold it; he knew I could not ask him for it, and knew, also, that if I had my soul in me, I
            would have.
         

         
         “You have been braver than I knew you could be,” he said. “There is but one more step.”

         
         Then he presented me with the glass jar.

         
         “Here,” he said, “is your soul.”

         
         After uncorking the glass, he took my soul into his hands: gossamer, diaphanous, and mine. Mine, to do with as I saw fit. Mine, and mine alone.
         

         
         “Have you changed your mind?” he asked, and then, to clarify the question required an answer, instructed: “Tell me the truth.”

         
         “I have not,” I said.

         
         “Will you watch over and protect the Crypt for all your days? Will you dedicate your life to the service of necromancers,
            from now until the end of all ends? Should the Crypt fall, will you dedicate yourself to its reconstruction? Will you eat
            of your soul, so that you may serve forever?”
         

         
         There was only one answer I could give him. Only one answer I wanted to give him.
         

         
         “I will.”

         
         And so, he fed me my soul, ladling it into my mouth in the same way he fed me broth when I was sick. “Gently bite,” he instructed,
            and I could not disobey.
         

         
         What I chewed, he took from my mouth. In a kind of metaphysical embroidery, he wove strands of my soul through those bite
            marks, so that my soul was sewn through itself—so that the parts that were eaten were filled again. Coiled like this, he set
            it back inside my body, and as my will reawakened, it was like being reborn. “We will begin your lessons in transmutation
            tomorrow,” he said, “once you have rested.”
         

         
         I had lain in my grave; I had dug it myself. I had lain in it, and been exhumed, and had my abbot replace my viscera with
            the very earth of which I would have become a part. I was my grave, and I was to carry it with me until the end of time, for the sake of the books that lay hidden beneath the abbey.
         

         
         I did not do all of this—I did not volunteer to be remade to execute his purpose—to be told I must wait.

         
         “I have already died,” I told him. “There is no more rest for me. Teach me all, so that I might save the Crypt.”

         
         My abbot, my dearest abbot, bowed his head and kissed my knuckles.

         
         “God gave me a vision of the calamity to come,” he said in a voice so soft I must have strained to hear it. “Can we avoid
            it? I have little hope that we might. But I would not have asked for your sacrifice if I had no hope at all.” His thumb brushed
            over my fingers, quieting the vehement expressions of faith and service I would have espoused if he’d let me. “When the day
            of reckoning comes, it will be your duty to save as many of us as you can.” He met my eyes to make certain I understood. “Save
            who you can, and rebuild the Crypt.”
         

         
         I like to think he kissed me then. He’d kissed me before, and kissed me in the years that followed, but did he kiss me then,
            when I was new again to the world? When he bade me promise—
         

         
         “Remember us, and do not surrender your faith. Promise me that.”

         
         Did I hurt, after nibbling on my soul, as Irene hurt after losing a piece of hers? I don’t remember. Was it sunlight on my
            face when I woke, or was it merely candlelight in the dark? And his voice—what I would give to hear his voice again, even
            if in a dream.
         

         
         He asked me to remember, so that I could rebuild. He asked me to serve, to protect. So much of it I’ve forgotten, but not
            my purpose, not my promise. And not his name.
         

         
         But his name is mine to keep. After all that I’ve given, that one thing is mine alone.

         
         

         Even with no one beside me, I do not go to sleep alone: It is he who I cling to, and he who is with me, he who I think of
            in the aftermath of this night. How heart-burstingly proud he would be of Irene. How shocked—how delighted—how ecstatic and
            enthused—he would be to learn of Agnes’s existence.
         

         
         Whatever he would feel is what I must feel, and only that.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Six
Irene

         
         
            Soul-eating—one shudders even to write the words! Is there any act more vile that man may commit against man? For I daresay
               it is worse than murder. Murder, after all, kills only the flesh, while soul-eating kills what is immortal. When we arrive
               in Heaven, how will God know us, forgive us, redeem us, if the soul He gifted us is spoiled?
            

            “Regarding Matters of the Soul,” fr. Carruthers, 1812

         

         The bravest, the best.

         
         St. John has always been generous with his praise—but those four words were so much more than praise. I can’t shake the sound of his voice, or the feeling of his thumb on my cheek, or how important he made me feel.
         

         
         Not just important, but whole.
         

         
         And I do feel whole, tonight, as I towel dry Agnes’s body—her living, breathing body, which inhales the air I exhale. What was cold
            I have made warm; what had withered I have made sweet again. It is as if, with this miracle of magic, I have filled the empty
            place inside me. The bravest, the best—after what I accomplished tonight, it is no wonder he looked at me with such reverence. It is the same way I look at Agnes
            now. I caress her jaw. Brush my thumb over her chin, beneath the inviting swell of her lower lip. I cannot help but lean down
            and kiss her, taste the warmth of her, feel her soft breath against my cheek. She does not stir, only goes on sleeping in
            my bed.
         

         
         In our bed.
         

         
         From the hope chest at the foot of its canopied frame, I retrieve a white nightdress I had made for her as part of her trousseau.
            With Owen always over her shoulder, she never would have been able to assemble her own. I intended to gift this to her under
            different circumstances, but we reached our goal, in the end: She’s out from under her brother’s roof, and under my own. As
            I slip it over her body, concealing supple breast and plush thigh, part of me wants to wake her, to talk to her, to hold her
            and celebrate with her. Instead, I crawl into bed and close the curtains around us. I drape my arm over her waist, and tuck
            my chin against her shoulder, with the tender ghost of St. John’s palm still alive upon my cheek.
         

         
         

         Next Wednesday, it will be a year since I met Agnes for the first time.

         
         “I have lain with the Devil,” she told me that night, and I must emphasize I had never before seen her in my life. “She had
            your face.”
         

         
         The orchestra played on. Around us, couples breezed around the hall. The women, with their domed skirts layered over petticoats
            and flounces, accentuated with ruffles and ribbons, all blended together. The gentlemen in their tailcoats slurred into their
            dance partners like watercolor, each indistinguishable from the next.
         

         
         Attending the Society of Magicians’ Annual Winter Ball was St. John’s idea. All the well-known and well-connected illusionists,
            enchanters, herbalists, and preservationists would be there with their wives—and it would do us good, he said, to make an
            appearance as a united front after my trial. He said I needed to remind our peers the Chief Justice of Magical Invocations
            had declared me innocent of attempting to use necromancy to resurrect my sister. The very court dedicated to hearing cases
            regarding magic, whether it be an herbalist accused of selling poisonous potions, an enchanter accused of tucking curses inside
            pocket watches, or a doctor accused of using counterfeit preservationist runes, had made it known that though I stood accused
            of the most vile crime, I did nothing wrong.
         

         
         I barely remembered the verdict myself, until he said the words. And when he spoke, Underhill’s deep baritone rattled to the surface of my memory, saying: Don’t fret, Mrs. Haley. Once I’ve completed the ritual, I shall tell all of London of your innocence. You can go to God knowing
               you finally put your soul to good use.

         
         I didn’t agree or disagree with St. John, about our peers or anything else. I didn’t have the energy to form an opinion about
            the party, my well-being, or the stunning emerald gown he fitted me into that night. A new dress in my favorite color, and
            I had no opinion whatsoever about that gift. He’d hoped for surprise, for delight—maybe he’d even hoped I’d argue with him,
            that I’d refuse to wear such a bright color in public during my mourning period for Willa. What he got was a perfectly compliant
            doll, willing to do as he asked as long as he helped me do it. Grief had made me reckless, but the soul-wound had left me
            as hollow inside as a termite-eaten log.
         

         
         Which was why—despite this woman’s unique approach—I turned away.

         
         I made it two steps before she caught my elbow in her gloved hand.

         
         “Surely I didn’t offend.” She laughed, and her laughter was thunder inside my skull. The blazing chandeliers burned my eyes,
            and the ensuing tears blurred my vision so I could barely see her face. The wound to my soul was still so fresh that what
            I wanted—more than anything—was to succumb to the softness of a long sleep. Perhaps, if I was lucky, a sleep so long I would
            simply never awaken. St. John kept insisting exposure to the things that hurt might keep me alive, but I didn’t care whether
            anything kept me alive. I didn’t care if I lived.
         

         
         “No,” I said. “You bored me.”

         
         In my weakness, I failed to yank my arm free.

         
         “Bored you?”
         

         
         Why was St. John not near me? Why was he not close at hand to defend his wife?

         
         “Your insults are too much like everyone else’s to offend.”

         
         “Insult you?” She was incredulous. “I meant rather to intrigue you.”

         
         The couples were not alone in their spinning. As they waltzed, the room waltzed with them, the glittering chandeliers mirroring
            the dancers from their position in the ceiling. The music was an industrial growl over which I could not hear myself think.
            Beneath my skin, hellfire burned, and my lungs were filling with its smoke.
         

         
         “I’m not well,” I said.

         
         Instead of abandoning me, she led me away. As we walked arm in arm, whispered insults spun around me with the same dizzying
            intensity as the lights and the dancers.
         

         
         “She shouldn’t have been allowed through the door . . .”

         
         “Should she not be in mourning? Why is she here?”

         
         The bright chandeliers, the shadows looming in my periphery—it made me doubt that I was in a ballroom. Then we passed our
            esteemed Chief Justice. Sir Silas Underhill, baronet. A respectable beard concealed his square jaw, and his graying hair was
            slicked back. He inclined his head to acknowledge me with a sly, private smile.
         

         
         In that moment, I was no longer in the ballroom. As soon as our eyes met, I was returned to a solitary basement cell, with
            its low ceiling and water dribbling down the stone walls. Inscribed upon those warded stones were spells meant to protect
            him from me.
         

         
         “She’s a sick woman, a vile woman . . .”

         
         “I’m told it’s like the pain of childbirth,” Underhill had said that morning when he unlocked the barred door.

         
         “Childbirth is not a pain I’ve known,” I’d said. I’d thought of Willa. Of all her blood. Until her, I hadn’t known a body
            could tear apart that way.
         

         
         “Oh, I did not think you were well,” said Agnes, but I barely heard her, barely registered that she was there, attempting
            to pull me out of my warded cell and back into the ballroom with her. But I wasn’t with her: The moment I saw him, I was two
            weeks ago.
         

         
         “Sir Silas was too merciful . . . But he wouldn’t have let a necromancer walk free, would he?”

         
         “I meant the pain is quite intense, and then it’s simply . . .” Underhill had gestured with one hand to suggest a plume of
            smoke. “. . . over. And you’ve made something worthwhile out of it.”
         

         
         “Best stay far away from her.”

         
         Despite my unraveling, Agnes held her head high, unperturbed. I couldn’t keep up with her and barely registered that she was
            holding onto me. I tripped over my emerald-colored skirts because in my mind, I was leaving my cell. In my mind, Underhill
            stepped back from the cell door to allow me into the cramped room beyond, where a stone slab large enough for me to lie upon
            waited in the center of the floor. Manacles gleamed in the torchlight.
         

         
         “You mean you will have made something out of it,” I’d said. Aloud, or in the memory, I do not recall.
         

         
         “Certainly not,” said Underhill. “None of what’s to come would be possible without a necromancer of your caliber. You and
            I both know how difficult it is to perform any kind of resurrection, Mrs. Haley, which makes you perfect for what I need.
            What we do here today shall be in service of God; I think He will forgive that I must go to the Devil to scour his servants
            from the earth.”
         

         
         Outside—I don’t recall Agnes getting me outside, but she did—the manor opened into mid-December’s quiet darkness. The manor.
            I was at the Ball, not in my cell. A stone wall guarded the edge of the elevated porch. I leaned against it, sucked down lungfuls
            of frozen air, and blinked tears from my eyes. I didn’t know why I wanted to cry. I could not cry.
         

         
         “What is it, Mrs. Haley? What’s happened?” asked Agnes. “Are you all right?”

         
         My voice was low, stretching up from the deepest part of my belly, from the place where I’d been forced to surrender that
            which should never be surrendered.
         

         
         “I’ll never be all right again,” I said.

         
         “Of course you will,” she said. When she laid her glove against my bare arm, it hurt as if she’d struck me.

         
         “Leave me,” I said. I kept staring at my fingers, and the patterns of the stonework beneath my black gloves. It was the only force keeping me upright. If I launched myself over the wall, would that make me feel something? Could I lie down against it, and sleep, and forget feeling ever again? 

         
         “How could I leave you? I dreamt of you,” she said. “I dreamt we were dancing in a room where I had nothing left to fear,
            where you and I were equals in a world of our own making.”
         

         
         Her dream snared my heart like a fishhook.

         
         When I turned my head to look at her, she smiled without holding anything back.

         
         “What would make you dream of me?”

         
         “I think you know.”

         
         “I truly don’t.”

         
         Her smile faded. Her mouth worked, uncertain of how much to confess.

         
         Then she confessed all.

         
         “I asked the dead for a vision of a happy future,” she said. “They gave me you.”

         
         Was this a trap?

         
         A fortnight ago, I sat rotting in a warded cell, accused of committing the unspeakable. And now a woman whose name I didn’t know had pulled me aside at a public gathering to tell me she, too, practiced necromancy.
         

         
         “Who are you?” I asked.

         
         Her brows rose. “We’ve been introduced,” she said. “Several times.”
         

         
         Had we?

         
         Her face meant nothing to me. Nothing about her—not the roundness of her jaw, nor her warm freckles, nor the mischief in her
            eyes—stirred a memory in me. Her voice was unexceptional, except for her promise of the future. I stared blankly, convinced
            she was either amusing herself at my expense or lying.
         

         
         She rolled her eyes with such vehemence her entire head rolled as well.

         
         “Agnes Driscoll,” she said. When I did not recognize the name, she said, “My brother is an illusionist, like your husband. They’ve worked together in the past.” 

         
         An illusionist. They worked in creating wonders—for carnivals, for holidays, for parties. Or worked to make things look very,
            very normal, when something horrible had happened. St. John did not need the money, but it did give him status, and an excuse
            for occupation. Little did anyone know his licenses from Hanover were forged—yet another crime that would send him to the
            Court of Magical Invocations, if he were ever caught.
         

         
         “Are you certain we’ve met?” I asked.

         
         “I thought you might at least pretend.”

         
         “Then you don’t know me very well.”

         
         “I’d like to rectify that,” she said. “I’d like to know you better than anyone else, Mrs. Haley.”

         
         “It will ruin you socially,” I said. “The other women are afraid of me.”

         
         “Good thing I’m not like other women,” said Agnes. She leaned closer, as if we were conspiring. “Better,” she whispered, “that
            I look forward to being ruined.”
         

         
         She had red hair that bounced with her when she cocked her head. It was parted in the middle, tied back over her ears into
            a proper chignon, with tight ringlets crowning her forehead and temples. The pearls in her earlobes were as polished as the
            teeth of a century-old skeleton. Her gown had a low neckline, with sleeves off the shoulder and a lace bertha that accentuated
            ample cleavage. My wound was so new, then, that her figure ignited no spark in me; I merely noted her shape as a naturalist
            might.
         

         
         “No,” I said. “You’re not, are you?” My mind was slow to put pieces together, but not so slow as to deny what was plainly
            in front of me.
         

         
         Her dream.

         
         The way she approached me.

         
         “What a curious thing,” I said, “to say the Devil is a woman.”

         
         “How else am I meant to be taken in by her temptations?”

         
         “If there is a God, and if the stories about Him are true,” I said, “I can believe that He would give His daughter the name
            of light, then throw her into darkness the moment she opposed Him. That is every woman’s story.”
         

         
         “Not yours,” she said. “The court couldn’t convict you.”

         
         I scoffed.

         
         “As if the court was the first to try to break me,” I said. “My father wouldn’t hear of his daughters using what scant magic
            women are permitted. He wouldn’t allow Mother an enchanted broom, or the enchanted candles that dispel miasma.”
         

         
         Why not tell her? Why not?

         
         Everyone knew what I was. And I didn’t care if she used this against me.

         
         She said nothing. Only watched me.

         
         “He spent his life hoping his belt would make me heel,” I said. “I repulsed him to the bitter end. And after the end, I raised
            his bones to gloat over him. I made him play butler in my house, and when I grew bored, I tossed him back into his grave at
            Chelsea Old Church. Everything I am is everything he despised.”
         

         
         Still, she said nothing.

         
         “You dream of devils and dancing with me,” I said. “Do you have any idea what that life would be?”

         
         Without missing a beat—and with so much solemn dignity—she answered, “It is everything I long for.”

         
         “Truly? You long for this? For me?”

         
         “The Halls of the Dead showed you to me,” she said. “I believe that must mean something.”

         
         “The Halls showed you a dying woman, Miss Driscoll. Underhill ate my soul.”

         
         A terrible silence opened between us. A chasm, at the bottom of which my wound pulsed and throbbed and writhed. Agnes blinked
            back tears.
         

         
         “What?” she asked, and her voice was barely there.

         
         “Underhill ate my soul,” I said again. Until then I’d never said it aloud. I’d not been capable of speech when St. John collected me, and there had been no one else to tell. No one who might believe me. 

         
         “A small piece of it,” I went on, because there was a kind of liberation in telling this truth. “Just a spoonful, really.
            But that one piece is all it takes. I will die soon, I know it, and he will live forever.”
         

         
         “No,” she said after a moment, tears brimming in her eyes. “But . . . but the Chief Justice . . .” It was no honorific in her mouth. “He can’t be one of us.”
         

         
         “He knows our magic,” I said. “That doesn’t make him one of us.”

         
         “We’ll report him,” she said. “He mustn’t get away with this.”

         
         “Who shall we tell? Who in the whole country might believe me? See, it does not matter how long it takes me to die. He has
            what he wanted, and I’ll die powerless to stop him.”
         

         
         I’d been caught with Willa’s corpse. All the newspapers had sensationalized my scandalous trial. My sanity was in question;
            my reputation was in tatters. There was no one I could tell who wouldn’t either laugh at me or encourage St. John to commit
            me.
         

         
         Except Agnes.

         
         Agnes had no power to do anything, so her response should not have mattered, and yet it did matter that she neither laughed nor dismissed me. Her eyes searched my face, then lowered, scanning my body, as if she might
            see the wound in the mist of my soul. One gloved hand reached toward my navel, then hesitated, flinched away.
         

         
         There is only one way to become undying:

         
         Eat the soul of a fellow necromancer.

         
         In other words: Lobotomize their sense of self. Castrate that which is holiest in another person. Subject them to excruciating
            torture, then nothingness—a whiteout in the tundra, a tempest undersea. To live forever, the cost is someone else’s eternity.
            My soul was the currency Underhill used to pay that debt.
         

         
         Even if I tried to speak of what had happened, I would not escape unscathed. If he was, indeed, found to have eaten my soul, I would be held accountable, too—it would be tantamount to confessing my own necromancy. 

         
         No wonder, then, that my survival did not disturb him. He had destroyed me utterly, and I would never be able to accuse him
            without accusing myself.
         

         
         “The soul-eaten die within a day,” said Agnes. “How are you here?”
         

         
         “I don’t know,” I said, “but I wouldn’t count on your happy ending with me.”

         
         Her mouth twisted with premature grief; her lip trembled in rage. She whispered, in the harsh language we shared, “‘The soul-eater is a thief of the living and the dead.’”
         

         
         The words were not her own—she was quoting something, by memory, though I knew not what. But she was speaking our cipher,
            our raven-winged words. She grasped me by the shoulders, then, and shook me.
         

         
         “We will not let him get away with this, Mrs. Haley. I promise you. The Halls of the Dead will want vengeance for what has
            been done.”
         

         
         “Mrs. Haley!” cried St. John. “You’ll catch your death out here!”

         
         Agnes and I turned our eyes to the great glass doors. I knew St. John’s silhouette as well as my own: the same height as me,
            with golden hair combed and set for the party, and legs as swift and spindly as a spider’s. As he drew nearer, the chain of
            his pocket watch glinted under the moonlight. In the dark, the black velvet of his tailcoat seemed to me a shadow he was wreathed
            in.
         

         
         Behind him was another man, more brutish in build, whose emergence turned Agnes to stone. He looked older than her, with the
            same rusted hair and the same rounded curve to his jaw, but his eyes were hard. Lifeless. On seeing him, her features became
            so placid as to be blank, her tone so polite as to be trained.
         

         
         “Mrs. Haley needed air,” Agnes said to him. “We were having the most riveting conversation about the fall of man.”

         
         “I fail to see what’s riveting about damnation,” he said.

         
         “What about redemption, Mr. Driscoll?” asked St. John, slipping his arm through mine. “Surely that is a worthy subject.”
         

         
         “I doubt Mrs. Haley has much interest in redemption,” said Owen.
         

         
         “I don’t,” I murmured. “I prefer justice.”

         
         “Owen,” said Agnes, “don’t be rude.”

         
         “Is it rude to acknowledge what we all know to be true?” Owen Driscoll’s gaze found mine. “Sir Silas’s verdict was an act
            of mercy for a dying woman. Not an innocent one, and certainly not a contrite one.”
         

         
         “Perhaps you should tell the judge himself of your concerns,” said St. John at once. “He is here. Why not have the truth from
            him? Shall I go and fetch him now?”
         

         
         I knew what truth St. John really meant. So did Agnes, now. My grip on his sleeve was perhaps the only thing that prevented him from acting on that threat.
         

         
         “Owen,” Agnes whispered, “you’re being cruel.”

         
         I smelled liquor on Owen’s breath. I’d heard the rumors about his myriad vices and felt absolutely nothing upon learning this
            one was true.
         

         
         “You’d show compassion to a necromancer?” he asked.
         

         
         “Her name was cleared by Sir Silas,” said Agnes. “Her innocence is intact.”

         
         “If you believe that, you’ve proven why it’s vital I keep you under lock and key,” he said. “My illusions must be worming
            into your head and dulling your mind.”
         

         
         When he snatched her by the elbow, his hand was big enough to engulf her arm.

         
         “Some things, once lost, are lost forever, Mr. and Mrs. Haley,” said Owen Driscoll. “Like your welcome among polite society.”

         
         Agnes tripped as he tugged her along behind him toward the manor. St. John’s eyes grew wide, and he shouted, “I beg your pardon, sir!” but only Agnes turned back at his outrage.
         

         
         And when she looked back at me, it was as if not even death could part us.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            II

         
         
            Thursday, December 13–Saturday, December 15

         

         
            . . . through the Saviour’s blood my sins will be washed away.

            Charlotte Newman, the night before her execution, 1818

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Seven
Agnes

         
         
            Necromancers are not afraid of death.

            A common necromancer’s prayer

         

         The puppeteers had set up on the street right outside our house, and Mother wouldn’t let me outside. Is it any wonder I wanted
            the world, when the world had been denied to me? “You can watch from the window, if you like,” she said, “but I cannot have
            you mixing with . . .” And because I could not make friends unless she approved of their parentage, because the only vocabulary
            she had for the urchins was vulgar, she waved her hand in the air as though she were brushing dust from her sleeve.
         

         
         So I watched from my bedroom window as Mr. Punch quarreled with his wife Judy, laughing at their repartee, laughing even as
            he killed her, as he tried and failed to cover up his crime. A hush came over me as a black-hooded puppet emerged, and I remember
            Mr. Punch asked three questions: Is it the butcher . . . ? Is it the baker . . . ? Well, who is it, then?

         
         As I was led to the gallows outside the Old Bailey, that hooded puppet was all I could think of. It was not the butcher, or
            the baker: It is the Devil come to take you down to Hell, it exclaimed, and Mr. Punch threw his felted little body to the stage, writhing and kicking with the frustrated agony of being caught. Part of me despaired, for the Devil had come for me just when I might finally be able to live; part of me felt nothing, for I knew there was no Devil. There were only the spirits of the dead, and once I was among them, nothing could hurt me ever again. 

         
         Necromancers are not afraid of death, I told myself, over and over, as the hangman put the rope around my neck. For we alone know what follows the flesh.

         
         

         A door slams behind me, and suddenly:

         
         Darkness.

         
         Near impenetrable black, except for wisps of pale light undulating off my soul like steam. The walls around me, carved from
            solid stone, glitter where the light of my soul—far dimmer than candlelight, the color of a clouded moon—washes against it.
         

         
         I keep one hand against the wall behind me. I reach out my opposite hand and catch against another wall that glitters only
            when my fingers brush it. The narrow passage offers only two choices. With nothing to do but guess, I choose left.
         

         
         It’s like this the whole way: narrow passage, choose a direction when a direction comes. Stone towering above me, into a blackness
            more solid than nightmare. Stone below me, silent, with no echo of footprints. The labyrinth takes me round and through, then
            round and through again, down passageways with no discernible difference, with no way to divine which way to go, which way
            I’ve gone.
         

         
         “That’s the wrong way.”

         
         The voice startles a yelp out of me, and I leap to turn around.

         
         Incorporeal and cold, the boy is an impression delineated in hoarfrost, the fossilized outline of a person with nothing left
            to him but chalk-blurred edges. His face—which is many faces, one for every year he lived—mists as he peers at me with raised
            brows. He couldn’t yet have been twenty when he died.
         

         
         “Thought you’d want to know,” he says.

         
         “Who are you?”

         
         “I want to help,” he says. “You haven’t a guide.”

         
         “Well, a guide would certainly make things easier, wouldn’t it?” I say, looking to the nearest split in the labyrinth where another choice awaits me. “Was I supposed to have a guide from the start?” 

         
         When he nods, the wisps of his hair stick up at odd directions, like a cowlick made of vapor. “Everyone has a guide,” he says.
            A moment passes, and he adds, in the same frank, flat tone, “Almost everyone.”
         

         
         “Why not me, then?”

         
         “Your family didn’t want to.”

         
         I have no heart, but it plummets all the same.

         
         “I wager my family’s not too pleased with me,” I say, and with a despondent laugh, add, “Can’t imagine why.”

         
         I didn’t even know I ought to have a guide. All my years working with the spirits of the dead, and none of them ever told
            me. Maybe they didn’t remember. Or maybe they thought it was common knowledge, not realizing that so much of what we’re supposed
            to know has been burned.
         

         
         “My family isn’t pleased with me, either,” he says.

         
         “We make a fine pair, then,” I say. “Maybe we ought to just leave this place. At least then we wouldn’t have to face them,
            now would we?”
         

         
         “Leave?” His lifted brows pull together. “Leave the Halls of the Dead?”

         
         “Why not?” I joke, but he looks hard at me, as if he can’t hear the conspiratorial cheer in my words. “I don’t mean it, really.
            I know there’s nowhere else.”
         

         
         Still, he looks at me, deep in thought, until he suddenly turns and looks behind him.

         
         “Can’t leave if you can’t hear,” he says. “Too far from the gates.”

         
         He steps closer and offers his hand. Our souls alone illuminate this maze of stone. I stare at his fingers, at the fog rising
            from them and disappearing into nothing.
         

         
         “I was only joking about leaving,” I explain, but he pushes his hand closer.

         
         “Before you can’t,” he says.

         
         The moment I take his hand, his shoulders sag with relief. I know I’m not leaving. I know there’s nowhere to go. But I’ve got to get to the gates regardless, and at least he doesn’t mind showing me the way, no matter what I’ve done. 

         
         The corridor is too slim to walk side by side, so he takes the lead. In the darkness, in the total silence without heartbeat
            or breath, it’s impossible for me to be sure if I’ve already trod the ground we’re walking on, if I was close to being right,
            or if I was wrong from the start. Knowing me? Probably wrong from the start.
         

         
         “My name is Agnes,” I say.

         
         He turns right, down another passageway, then right again, down another.

         
         He doesn’t offer his name, so I ask. “What’s your name?”

         
         His mouth opens, then closes. His lips pull to the side. Concentration becomes a hard dimple in his cheek. I’ve seen the same
            expression on Irene, in those terrible days following the Ball, when the things St. John and I said poured off her like water.
         

         
         “Agnes,” he murmurs. “Are you scared, Agnes?”

         
         “What is there to be scared of?” I ask.

         
         “Pain.”

         
         Yes, there’s pain. I may be dead, but I am not yet at peace. “The pain will end when we get to the Halls,” I say. “I’ll get
            there soon enough, thanks to you. We won’t be out here much longer.”
         

         
         “I didn’t think I’d be here long,” he says.

         
         It seems like he might say more, but he trails off before I can fully understand what he means. The longer I look at him,
            the more I think of those first months at Irene’s side. The short sentences that went nowhere. The moments she couldn’t communicate.
         

         
         “Who are you?” I ask, in the gentlest voice I can muster.

         
         He doesn’t answer. Not immediately. Then enough time passes that I realize he’s not going to answer at all.

         
         Suddenly he stops short and glances around.

         
         “Do you hear that?” he asks.

         
         “Hear what?”

         
         “Buzzing,” he says. “Wings of blowflies . . .”

         
         An uneasy feeling opens in my belly. The labyrinth is quiet, but—beneath layers upon layers of silence, there is something. A faint, faint buzzing.
         

         
         “Yes,” I agree. “Yes, there is something, isn’t there?”

         
         “Bothersome,” he scoffs. It wasn’t what I expected him to say, and I laugh.
         

         
         “It is, quite!” I squeeze his hand, but he doesn’t squeeze back.

         
         All the same, a smile lingers on my mouth. Nothing has made me laugh in weeks. Today, of all wretched days, I would not have
            imagined it possible.
         

         
         After that, we move in half-silence. I try to make pleasant conversation, but he doesn’t respond. The silence discomfits me,
            but I don’t know how to combat it; with Irene, silence was easy, because I could fill it with dreams of our future. There
            is no more future. There are no more dreams.
         

         
         “How do you bear it?” I ask at last. “Please, tell me. You died young, too. How do you accept it’s over? How do you let go
            of what you didn’t get to have? I want to go back. There is so much I didn’t get to do. I didn’t get to say goodbye.”
         

         
         Still, he says nothing. I could weep. I want to beg him to say something, anything, even if it does not answer my question, but I don’t think it will help. There is only a silence punctuated by that buzzing—an
            interminable buzzing that grows louder and louder until I feel something nearly weightless land upon my arm. When I look,
            there is nothing to see—and yet I am left with the impression of a moth’s pale wings slowly opening and closing against my
            spirit. Somehow that, of all things, makes me feel a little better. It’s gentle. It feels like a friend. God, how I’ve needed
            a friend today.
         

         
         The moth’s caress stays with me as the boy leads me out of the twisting passageways, to a single, straight tunnel, like a
            church nave. The tunnel goes on for so long, I don’t know if we’ll ever reach its end, and the moth does not abandon me.
         

         
         At last, the boy speaks:

         
         “Once you go through the doors,” he says, “you will know peace.”

         
         He turns his head just enough to look at me.

         
         “Peace means you won’t want to leave,” he continues. Then, as if remembering something: “I used to know how to do that.”

         
         “How to do what?”

         
         “How to make you leave,” he says.

         
         I have no lungs, no breath to hold inside me, yet still I feel as though I could exhale in a rush. I knew not all of us could
            be so lucky as to know St. John. I knew some of us must be denied our rightful ending as books and come here instead.
         

         
         “Are you—do you mean—are you speaking of necromancy?” I ask.

         
         “There are too many insects here,” he says with a frustrated sigh. “I hate it.”

         
         I’m not certain, but I have to take a chance. What harm can there be in taking a chance now that I’m dead?

         
         “I’m a necromancer, too,” I tell him. He doesn’t look at me; instead he tells the unseen insects he doesn’t know what they
            want. “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I say, but nothing happens. The boy does not respond to me. No power moves through me; no spirits turn toward me and wait.
            I’m dead: I have nothing left to demand, nothing left to give in exchange.
         

         
         “If I knew what you wanted,” says the boy to the bugs, “I’d try to help.”

         
         Suddenly, the tunnel ends.

         
         It terminates in a pair of heavy double doors, intricately carved and polished. In front of the doors stands a closed, locked,
            metal gate.
         

         
         The boy releases my hand and nudges me. I step up to it.

         
         A plate materializes in my hands, upon which rests a slice of cake and a dainty fork. Somehow, I know exactly what it is:
            the lightest, sweetest vanilla cake I ate only once when I was seven and yearned for again every year of my life. I take my
            first bite, and it’s exactly as I remember it. It’s perfect.
         

         
         “Here,” I say to the boy. “Do you want a bite?”

         
         He shakes his head. “Not for me.”

         
         With a metallic creak, the gates snap open. The doors disappear, and bright light from a hundred chandeliers pours out over us. All I can think about is crossing the threshold, stepping inside, going to my rest— 

         
         But I can’t.

         
         The boy has doubled over and turned away from the light. He raises his palms to cover his many misting eyes. His soul’s shadow
            falls long across the stonework floor, and in it, there is an empty space the size of a buttonhole that bounces from his head
            to his heart to his stomach, to his arms, to his legs.
         

         
         I’ve never felt more sick, seeing such a small, harmless looking wound, and knowing that it killed him.

         
         Knowing that if Irene were here, her soul would look much the same.

         
         “No,” I say. “Oh, no. Who did this to you?”

         
         When he does not answer, I kneel at his side.

         
         “Please, tell me your name,” I gently encourage. “I know your wound. I have seen it done to someone I love very much. I would
            see justice done for the both of you.”
         

         
         The stone around us quivers, rumbles, goes quiet.

         
         “There’s no justice,” he says. “This is all there is.”

         
         No. I refuse to accept that. I refuse to accept that Underhill and whoever took a bite of this poor boy will simply live forever,
            with no consequences. I may be dead, but I will do my part to help. If that means visiting Irene in a dream, so be it, but
            it will be done.
         

         
         “There are people alive, right now, who I know would want to know what happened to you,” I say. Oh, what will St. John think
            of this? “Please. You helped me when my own family wouldn’t. Let me help you, too. Won’t you tell me your name?”
         

         
         “I don’t know it,” he says. “My name. I don’t remember. I don’t think I had one.”

         
         “Of course you had one,” I say. How much did that little bite take from him? Who took it from him? I am so angry that all I can think of is doing right by him.
         

         
         “The dead are not powerless,” I say. “If they were, necromancers would not call upon us, would they? Just because I am here doesn’t mean I cannot find a way to do what is right. Just because we’re dead doesn’t mean we can’t have justice. I will do anything I can for you.” 

         
         The stones rumble again, and as pebbles drip down from the ceiling, I know with the deep certainty of a purpose that the cursed thieves of eternity, the fugitives from death, the soul-eaters, must be delivered here. They must stand in these Halls and be judged.
         

         
         I reach for the boy’s hand, but he flinches back from me.

         
         “You’re angry,” he says. “Everyone is so angry.”

         
         “Not with you,” I say. “But what’s been done to you is unforgivable.”

         
         “The Saint said that, too,” says the boy. “I just wanted to sleep.”

         
         “Of course you did. You deserve to rest. Take my hand, love. Come with me.”

         
         “Can’t.”

         
         “What do you mean, you can’t?”

         
         “I’ve tried. Doesn’t work.”

         
         “You’re not able to rest? You’ve been dead for how long, and—?” I have no heart, yet it breaks, all the same. This is Hell—not the flaming torture chamber Mr. Punch was dragged to. “This isn’t right. I can’t go without you. There must be
            a way—”
         

         
         “Go,” he says, turning his back fully to me. “Please. Hurts.”
         

         
         The light. Of course. It hurt Irene, too, at the ball where we met and at Kew. It still hurts her, and maybe always will.

         
         “It feels wrong to leave you,” I tell him, with an ache in my voice that I know there is only one solution for. A solution
            that won’t work.
         

         
         “Put out the lights,” he begs. “Please. Please.”
         

         
         The only reason I walk backward into the Halls of the Dead is to give that poor boy relief. When the doors close, I lean my
            forehead against the seam, grieving him, thinking of all the ways we’ve been killed. The ways we have been wronged. Burned,
            drowned, stoned.
         

         
         Hanged. Eaten.

         
         I’ve never wanted to hold St. John more. That poor boy mentioned the Saint, and there is only one person he could have meant by it. God, was St. John at his side when he died, the way he was at Irene’s? All I want is to wrap my arms around St. John and weep with him for all he’s lost. Maybe, if Irene is ever able to cast magic again . . . Maybe she will summon my spirit, and I can wrap my spectral arms around them both. 

         
         If she does, I don’t think I’ll ever let them go.

         
         

         “You ought to be careful what you say in these Halls,” says a woman behind me. “They do listen.”
         

         
         When I turn, a woman as chalk-blurred as every other spirit stands with her hands in front of her navel, wearing a kind smile
            on each of her faces. It is hard to count them all, but her oldest face looks only a few years younger than mine. There is
            something vaguely familiar about her, but she is no relative of mine, and I cannot imagine where I might have seen her before
            or why she might care to scold me.
         

         
         “What have I said that the Halls should not hear?” I ask.

         
         “Do not speak of justice,” she says at once. “You do not know the bargain you are making.”

         
         “But that boy . . .” I cannot fathom that anyone here could see him and ignore his plight. It does not surprise me that the
            dead can be as cruel as the living; I have performed enough séances to know that death only makes you dead, not enlightened
            or benevolent. “I would do justice for him, if there were a way. Who is he? Do you know him?”
         

         
         “I have seen him,” she says. In a softer, more sorrowful tone, she adds, “I have tried to help, to no avail.”

         
         I raise my spectral hand to my spectral eyes and wipe away the sparkling tears rolling down my misting cheeks.

         
         “It is the living who must help, then,” I say. “It is the living who must hunt down who hurt him.”

         
         The woman shakes her head. She is at once a child in a bathing gown, her hair long and free, and an expectant mother with
            a tight bun coiled at the nape of her neck.
         

         
         “You will have a hard time finding anyone amongst the living who would know what to do for him,” she says.

         
         “Necromancers will know,” I say, “and with them, I will do whatever the Halls would have me do.”

         
         The stone beneath my feet rumbles. All the woman’s eyes go wide.

         
         “Necromancers? You cannot mean—?”

         
         After hearing a crowd of strangers cheer as a noose was put around my neck, I will not listen to a spirit scandalized by my
            magic. As I turn from her, and walk deeper into the Halls of the Dead, she hurries after me and touches my arm.
         

         
         “Wait. Miss, please,” she says. “A long time ago I made a bargain with the Halls. I made it without fully understanding the
            sacrifice I was making. Do not make that same mistake!”
         

         
         I have no lungs with which to draw a deep breath.

         
         But I have a thousand memories of Irene. Irene’s determination. Irene’s obsession. Irene’s ability to focus on what mattered.
            Her courage. Her strength. Would she tolerate a stranger telling her not to help someone who shared her condition?
         

         
         No. Never in a thousand years.

         
         “Anything I could do in service to the Halls,” I say, “anything I could do in service to justice for the soul-eaten, would
            not be a mistake.”
         

         
         My conviction does not quite make her flinch, but she looks so startled I’m surprised she says anything more to me.

         
         “I am their conduit now. I cannot leave this place, not even to visit my daughter’s dreams, because of what I gave up,” she
            says. “The Halls will hear your offer, and they will bind you to it.”
         

         
         “I would welcome that fate,” I say, not thinking of my own fate at all, but of Irene, and the fate I now know awaits her.

         
         There is nothing she can say that will change my mind, and so I take my leave. There are grandparents I want to see, elderly
            aunts and uncles, my parents. An outbreak of influenza seventeen years ago took my father, and within days, the consumption
            that had been killing my mother for a decade finally triumphed. I was only twelve when I was orphaned; Owen was twenty.
         

         
         I should have been able to depend upon him, but he quickly began selling anything of value—Mother’s jewels, meant for me to wear one day—to cover the high cost of his gambling debts. When I wouldn’t let him sell the Book of Marigold Graves, and told him why? Instead of becoming enraged, he became enraptured—and I became imprisoned. Magic became the shackle fitted round my ankle. All those years I asked the dead to show me who he should cheat at cards, what dogs he should bet on. On the days when I didn’t make social calls—the days I didn’t have to go out into the world and prove everything was normal and good within the Driscoll house—he kept me locked up like a prisoner. I’d have spoken, so much sooner, if he couldn’t use Marigold Graves against me. He took my life from me, and I couldn’t say a word. He took from the dead while sacrificing me. He never gave anything of his own in return. How can anyone live that way without end?
         

         
         Somewhere far beyond me, in some other great hall in this never-ending palace of transforming stone, the music of a great
            revelry swells. Faraway laughter bursts out of a distant room. As I walk deeper into these strange chambers, thick curtains
            and bright windows appear in the stonework ahead of me. On the white walls, tapestries depict countless people, countless
            lives and events. The Halls of the Dead are halls of illusion, where the world shifts underfoot like sand. It is the only
            magic the dead can wield; somehow, no one minds living illusionists mimicking this great power.
         

         
         The boy said nothing would hurt anymore once I crossed the threshold, and he was right. The peace I feel is all consuming.
            There is no more physical pain, and the worries I expressed about all the things I never had a chance to do? All is at ease
            within me, now. Whatever went undone in my life shall remain undone, and there is nothing I can do—or want to do—about that.
            This peace is a contradiction: I still want to help that boy, but there is no urgency, no despair, in my motivation. There
            is a serenity in me that feels wholly inappropriate, after what I’ve seen.
         

         
         Despite the calm I feel, tears fall faster than I can wipe them away. They glitter like stars on the stone where they land. How strange, that peace and grief can coexist, that peace can soothe pain but not remove the ache entirely. The longer I walk, the more grief compounds upon me: grief for myself, for this nameless boy who cannot rest, for the books we’ve lost forever, for Irene and her wounded soul. Time does not matter now, and I have no obligations. There is no reason to wipe my tears and set others at ease with my smile. And so, surrendering to this mountain of sadness, I fall upon the nearest boulder and weep. 

         
         “I didn’t think you’d make it here so soon, lambkin,” he says. “Finally feeling some remorse?”

         
         His voice does what it always does: silences me, straightens my spine. When I raise my head from my hands, he’s kneeling in
            front of me like a prince in a fairytale.
         

         
         “It’s nice to see you weep,” says Owen. “Shows you have a heart. Mother and Father, they don’t think you’ve got one, not after
            what you did.”
         

         
         “Please leave me alone.” The words are reed thin as I speak them, with no force or strength behind them.

         
         “I tried to convince one of them to fetch you, to bring you here to rest, but they couldn’t bear the thought,” he says. “They wanted
            you in Hell. I can’t say I blame them.”
         

         
         I move to stand, and he catches my wrist in his hand. It doesn’t hurt, can’t hurt, the way it did when we were flesh, but the memory of his anger creates pressure that pulses all the way up my shoulder.
         

         
         “No running from what you’ve done, Agnes,” he says. “We need to have words, you and I.”

         
         All at once, the windows slip out of the bright walls, and shadows swallow up the white marble. The boulder beneath me becomes
            a flat, even floor of wood, and Owen, above me, pushes me into the narrow closet he locked me in according to his whims from
            the day I was twelve.
         

         
         “You might start with ‘I’m sorry,’” he suggests. “Two words aren’t hardly enough for melting my heart, but they’d be a welcome
            beginning.”
         

         
         I try to wrench free of his hand, but I can’t. I struggle the way I’ve always struggled, while he bears down on me and cages me into the narrow, thin closet that still smells of wet, moldering wood. 

         
         “What are you scared of, lambkin?” he asks. “That I’m angry? Because I am angry. You took my life, and now your death is mine. You’ll have no peace until I decide, so you’d better start trying to
            make me nice.”
         

         
         It’s just like it’s always been. From the moment Mother and Father died, there was only Owen to care for me. We should have
            leaned upon each other, but instead he leaned upon my portion of the inheritance, how it supported his gambling. Another sob
            bursts out of me. He should have been my brother, not my jailer. Death is supposed to be different. I know peace does not mean there cannot also be anger and wrath, I know the dead are not always kind, but I thought—I just thought—I just never thought it would be this, but I’m in this same closet again, with the floorboards squeaking beneath me—
         

         
         Floorboards that were stone, once.

         
         “I didn’t want to kill you,” I say. “I wanted—I—”

         
         But I did want to. I wouldn’t have, if he hadn’t made it clear what I must do, but on that last day, I wanted nothing more
            than to be free of him and the way he made me hide myself, deny myself. And in the end, I died for it, too.
         

         
         “I’m not sorry,” I say, voice still soft and shaking. “Not even a bit.”

         
         His hand tightens around my wrist so hard it would leave a bruise if we were flesh. “It sounds like you want to make me angrier.
            You’re not being a very good girl, lambkin.”
         

         
         What would Irene do? The least quiet, least compliant thing she could think of.

         
         So I spit on him.

         
         Not actual saliva, but something wet and glistening, like my tears. As he recoils, I wrench free, and the oaken back of the
            closet mists apart as soon as I run through. Owen may have been an illusionist in life, but in death that magic is mine, too,
            without all the oils and powders required by living hands.
         

         
         I don’t make it far before he snatches me again. As Owen slams me into a stone wall, its rough surface scratches lightly at my spirit. His other hand clutches round my throat. It doesn’t hurt, cannot hurt, but there is pressure, so much pressure, I can’t breathe, I don’t need to breathe, but I may tear apart—
         

         
         “I know death is a game to you,” he growls, “but I’m not playing, Agnes. I demand justice, and you’re going to give it to
            me.”
         

         
         His words harpoon me, and I am beginning to believe him.

         
         Life always oscillated this way. Believing him, not believing him. Being who I needed to be around him, becoming who I truly
            was when with Irene and St. John. Irene and St. John aren’t here, though—there’s only Owen, and my family. Maybe I am the one who’s wrong. Maybe, if I’m the only person who can see how he hurt me, then he didn’t really hurt me. Maybe, if they
            all think I’m a murderous monster, then that’s what I really am, and I really was wrong from the start, and I will spend the rest of eternity trying to atone for a wicked nature I could not keep buried.
         

         
         “All right,” I acquiesce, even as part of me screams that I should not agree. “Very well.”

         
         At that moment, another voice echoes down the hall. Loud. Determined. A voice like the rasp of wind through shutters, a voice
            adorned in black feathers and shadow. Do I know that voice?
         

         
         I think I know that voice.

         
         “We’re dead, Owen,” I say. “There’s no more money. There’s no more magic. Please, can’t . . . can’t we finally just be a family?”

         
         “You want to play happy families after murdering me? You want me to pity you? I will ruin every moment of your eternal rest,”
            he says. “I will make it a nightmare.”
         

         
         Just as he’d made my life a nightmare. Always the nightmares, always the punishments. Dying did nothing to sharpen Owen’s
            imagination, and I am . . . exhausted. It is always the same, even when it does not, cannot matter anymore.
         

         
         I am her resurrection.

         
         My resurrection.

         
         She’s here.

         
         How can she be here?

         
         Her magic . . . But it hasn’t worked in a year. Did the Halls hear her?
         

         
         Of course they did. The Halls gave her to me in a vision. The Halls promised. If a wound to her soul couldn’t kill her, then Irene wouldn’t let the Halls keep ignoring that promise. She wanted me back
            so powerfully they had no choice but to listen.
         

         
         The Halls heard her. She came for me. And the Halls obeyed.

         
         Despite the hand on my throat, I throw my head back and laugh. If Irene can hear me, I want her to hear how happy I am that
            I’m hers.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Owen,” I say. “I’m afraid you won’t have that chance just yet.”

         
         I call forth from the abyss the rightful owner of this flesh . . .

         
         “It’s over,” I say. “I’m going back.”

         
         Behind me, the stone groans, as if about to tumble down.

         
         “Going back?” Owen’s outrage seethes louder. “You’re not going anywhere. No, you’re staying here, with me, to face what you’ve done!”
         

         
         The urgent thunder of her voice strikes me out of Owen’s grasp, and he screams with fury, but his sound is swallowed by the
            quaking stone, and I know that I have work that remains undone, that I must go, that I must answer Irene, that I must avenge
            her and everyone who has suffered as she has suffered.
         

         
         Back beyond the doors, down the tunnel, there’s a voice—a voice I could fall into and wrap around myself like a shawl. It’s the voice of the Northern Lights we have yet to see and the glaciers we have yet to climb. It’s the voice of Paris and Moscow and Madrid. It’s the voice of the Crypt, though it lies in ruin. It’s the voice of an April day in a glasshouse and the voice of the woman the Halls gave me in a dream. Hope and life and flowers and freedom and days in the sun, days in the rain, days at her side and in her shadow, anywhere she wants me to be as long as her hand clings tight to mine. Dreams and promises, remolded from their ashes, a second chance to have everything we didn’t have before. That warmth, that comfort, that future with the woman I love—there is nothing that could ever stop me from moving toward her, not even Owen’s hand coiling around
            my wrist once more.
         

         
         This is your body: In it is your blood . . .

         
         “Why should you get another chance?” Owen says. “It should be me! It was my life cut short!”
         

         
         Irene’s words tug at me again. This time, even as she urges me closer to her, I cannot quite slip free from the roughness
            of Owen’s grasp. It matters not: Surely, I will shake him when I step into my body and tether myself again to the land of
            the living. He’s not the one Irene calls to; he’s not the one invited back. Soon enough, he won’t matter.
         

         
         “Because of you I never even had a life,” I say. “Now I am going back with a purpose.”
         

         
         From every direction, the stones cry out. Below us, above us, to the left and right, so that the Halls are filled with the
            constant echo of their own grief. Through that sound, I hear Irene’s voice the way a sailor would see a lighthouse in the
            dark, and I follow it out. Nothing is strong enough to keep me from her. If her power can pull me out of this, even with a
            chunk torn out of her soul, what else can she do?
         

         
         Anything. She can do anything. That boy—she could help him. When I wake, I have to tell Irene about that poor boy, about the
            hole in his soul, about justice, about the cake, about the moth and the blowflies, about all of it.
         

         
         I have to tell Irene—

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Eight
Agnes

         
         
            The halls are warm, the halls are kind;

            You shall not miss what you leave behind.

            A common necromancer’s prayer

         

         “Irene,” I sob, shaking her shoulder. “Irene, wake up.”

         
         My shoulders heave with every breath. Every breath.

         
         I tear my hands away from her and clutch my neck, searching for the noose. Another sob barrels through my body, and hot tears
            stream over my cheeks, snot leaks from my nose. I can’t catch my breath. I can’t breathe—
         

         
         “Agnes?”

         
         I dig the heels of my palms into my eyes. A lightning strike of pain shoots through me, head to toe, and then her arms tighten
            around me. My head falls on her shoulder, and her chin rests on the top of my head, the two of us rocking back and forth on
            our knees, the sheets tangled up around us.
         

         
         “Oh, Agnes, it’s all right,” she says. “You’re safe.”

         
         Safe.

         
         My fingers scrabble against my neck.

         
         “Is it still on me?” I ask. “The noose? I still feel it—”

         
         “Nothing more than a bruise,” she says.

         
         Except that can’t be true. There is a braided rope, and a knot, and I cannot breathe. I stumble out of bed so quickly my leg knocks the warming pan out from under the sheets, making a raucous clatter and spilling hot sand across the carpet. I nearly trip on the bed curtains as I stagger out past the bed, across the room to her vanity, where the wide mirror shows my face and hair and neck and— 

         
         No noose.

         
         A braided bruise, where the rope choked the life out of me. A deep, livid, braided bruise, that took minutes to kill me. Minutes
            to kill me, filled with shouting, and laughing, and jeering, people watching, delighting in my death as if they wouldn’t have
            done what I’d done. Who wouldn’t have—my own brother, my only family, bidding me to beg the dead for visions of the future so he might win his frivolous games,
            promising to report me if I ever denied him, and now this, a bruise on my throat—
         

         
         “Agnes,” says Irene. “Agnes, shhh, come here.”

         
         Irene turns me away from the mirror and pulls me into her arms. She kisses my head and squeezes her arms around me so efficiently
            she might wring out every ounce of dread. I sob against her, and I don’t know how long my terrified weeping continues before
            I realize:
         

         
         “I’m alive.”

         
         I raise my head from her clavicle, staring at her through the blur of tears. Her thumbs brush wetness away from my cheeks.
            Alive. I’m alive. Irene made me alive.
         

         
         “You brought me back. You cast magic! You did it!”
         

         
         And then, despite the ache inside me from all my weeping, I laugh. I clutch her face and kiss her, a soft press of my mouth
            against hers. Her fingers wind through my hair as she kisses me back and shyly opens her mouth to me. The deepening of our
            kiss sends a surprised thrill down my spine; I hardly know what to do with this triumph. Oh, we have loved each other for
            a year, but what opportunity have we had to consummate it? What time was there, when every instance I left my brother’s home
            I fretted about returning before he learned of my escape?
         

         
         No more weeping. Now this alone consumes my thoughts.

         
         “For you I would do anything,” Irene says against my mouth. “Look at you. Alive. How amazing you are.”
         

         
         Her palm caresses my cheek, and I lean into her touch. When she kisses me again, there is reverence in it, and an appetite that makes me ache between my legs. Her hands travel lower, cupping my breasts instead, swiping her thumbs where the thin fabric covers my nipples. As I take a step toward the bed, she steps back to match, until the backs of her knees find the mattress. Lowering my hands, I tug at her chemise until I reveal the split drawers beneath—and press my hand up toward her center, where there is no fabric to keep my fingertips from brushing the soft dark hair that surrounds her heat, her wetness. Irene drops to the bed, crawls back upon it, and I crawl over her. 

         
         “I cannot believe the Halls heard me,” she says. “I cannot believe my broken soul was worthy of calling you back.”

         
         They heard. They listened. The Halls—

         
         “Wait,” I murmur. “I had to tell you something.”

         
         My heartbeat thrums in my ears. I sniffle. Irene’s deft fingers wipe away an old round of tears from my cheeks. She tucks
            errant locks of my wild hair behind my ears.
         

         
         “Tell me what, love? Can’t it wait?”

         
         “Shh,” I say. I hold up a hand. “It was important. I was in the Halls of the Dead, and there was someone . . .”

         
         A boy. A shadow. A buttonhole.

         
         Irene opens her mouth, then hesitates.

         
         In the end, she has to know, and asks:

         
         “Was it Willa?”

         
         Was it?

         
         It had to be. What else would I need to tell her about the Halls of the Dead?

         
         “I don’t know,” I say.

         
         The little glimmer of hope in her expression diminishes.

         
         “No, it couldn’t have been Willa,” she says. “We’ve tried to commune with her so many times, and she’s never responded. I
            merely hoped she’d have sent you home with a message for me.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” I say. “I meant to remember.”

         
         She presses her lips to my forehead.

         
         “It doesn’t matter now,” she says. “If someone has a message for me, they will find another way to deliver it.”

         
         Unconvinced, I lean back from her next attempt to kiss me. I can feel the absence of this memory; I can feel its importance. While I think, the grumble of my stomach fills the silence between us. 

         
         “Goodness,” I say, and laugh. “Forgive my rather unladylike appetite, won’t you?”

         
         She laughs, a little, and reaches for me. Now that my stomach has woken up, however, its emptiness aches. I’m so hungry, so
            suddenly, that my teeth sting.
         

         
         “I . . . I really do need to eat something,” I say.

         
         And then I smell her. Her, and all her possibilities.
         

         
         “I’ll come with you,” she says.

         
         Lying on the bed beneath me, her whole fragile body lengthens in the moonlight. Her arms rise to swipe her long, black hair
            out of her face. Through the slit in her drawers, the insides of her thighs invite the press of my teeth.
         

         
         So much blood in her. So much meat.

         
         She’s weak. She would make easy prey. There’s no muscle on her to fight back.

         
         “No,” I rasp, “no, no, no no no . . .”

         
         I bolt out the bedroom door.

         
         Down the staircase to the first floor, around the bend, down again, ground floor, down again, into the basement kitchen, where
            the aroma of raw meat in the larder lures me like a safe haven.
         

         
         The larder is so well stocked, I barely know where to begin.

         
         But I don’t make the decision. Something inside me does. Something primal that was never there before.
         

         
         I snatch the closest slab of lamb into my hands and bite down. Bones snap under my teeth. Flavor erupts over my tongue. Relief
            and bliss swell inside me, and I take another bite, and another. Sticky, watered-down purge runs down my wrists, drips to
            my elbows, but it doesn’t bother me enough to halt the feast. How rich the taste, how precisely what I needed—and then, seemingly
            within moments, it’s gone, but the hunger remains, as deep as the ocean, with satisfaction as far away as the moon.
         

         
         So I reach for the next piece of meat, and the next.

         
         The bones crumble so easily in my mouth, sweet marrow sliding down my throat. Muscle and tendon and fat all melt, and there’s an exquisite moment where I’m full—followed by the agony of cavernous emptiness, all over again. A constant push and pull, constant and swift, a cycle that’s
            never fully completed before it begins anew.
         

         
         “Agnes?”

         
         I grunt in response, too busy with my decadent feast to care about anything else.

         
         “Agnes.”

         
         I turn with a growl.

         
         Candle in hand, Irene stands in the threshold. The rustic glow illuminates everything: her bone-thin body beneath her chemise,
            little violet hollows beneath her eyes, tangled black hair that reaches her waist. Irene’s eyes widen; shadows flicker across
            the sharp angles of her horrified face.
         

         
         And then I understand what she must see.

         
         Me, on my knees, sucking the end of a rib between my lips, kneeling in a puddle of pink juice. My face wet with blood. My
            arms, my legs. A bride turned beast in her own home.
         

         
         “Oh no,” I whisper. “No, Irene. Irene. I’m so sorry. I don’t know what came over me. I . . .”

         
         As I drop the bone, my heart falls and my stomach lurches.

         
         “I’m so hungry,” I say, panicking. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s happening. What am I doing? What have I done? I’m so sorry.
            You must believe me. I . . .”
         

         
         The single flame hits my face like an accusation.

         
         “I’ve ruined you,” whispers Irene. “How will you ever forgive me?”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Nine
Irene

         
         
            Mr. Haley, I find myself compelled to remind you that you are not a doctor, and your care of your wife exacerbates her condition!
               If you were to admit her to my asylum, I might be able to cure her madness. Sir Silas and I both believe a full recovery is
               possible!
            

            A letter to St. John Haley from Dr. Amos Walters

            February 1849

         

         Mouth ringed with blood. Teeth shredding flesh.

         
         I had known before that she was strong; I know the strength required to live with a man like Owen, and the strength required
            to kill him. This, however, is altogether different—this is the strength of the lioness after a successful hunt.
         

         
         I’ve ruined her, yes, and yet . . .

         
         The way sweat and blood make the low neck of her nightdress cling to her breasts steals the breath from my lungs. Blood darkens
            the ends of her wild hair, where she took no care to brush it out of the way, and I long to run my fingers through it. I long
            to press my mouth to her lips, which glisten in the candlelight with crimson wetness.
         

         
         Even monstrous, I want her. I want her, no matter what form she takes.
         

         
         But I cannot ignore that this is my doing.

         
         “I told St. John,” I say. My breath lunges out of me; my throat burns, my chest aches. I avert my eyes from her parted lips. “I told him. I told him it was too soon.” 

         
         My hand—my solid, healthy, healed hand—trembles around the candleholder. St. John with his soothing voice, and my foolish,
            foolish heart, caving to his lulling promise. What balm is there now, as I step back from the larder? When I turn my back on her,
            the shiver of a prey animal runs up my spine, and it is not so far from the shiver of desire I felt mere minutes ago when
            she brushed my core.
         

         
         “I will make this right,” I say, not knowing how, not knowing what more I can do. “I will make . . . I’ll . . .”

         
         A few steps into the kitchen, I double over, retching uselessly. Nothing rises in my throat but my own frantic heartbeat.
            A few more steps—away from her, or toward Odenkirk?—and I stumble. My hip crashes against the sharp corner of the nearest
            table, sending me sprawling to the brick-and-tile floor. The candle clatters to the ground in a roar of metal and breaking
            wax.
         

         
         “Irene.” Agnes hurries to my side, collecting the candle before the flame can set the house on fire, and sets it, broken,
            back inside its holder. She gathers me into her arms, and I shove her away.
         

         
         “Don’t,” I say. “Don’t help me. Don’t help me until I’ve fixed this. I’m getting the book, to fix this.”
         

         
         “Wait, love, let’s think this through,” she says, in the same gentle voice she has used to calm me before. She may be unpracticed
            in contradicting me, but veiling her own panic, her fear, and all else she must be feeling, so that she can soothe another?
            I know she is not unpracticed in that, and it’s all the more my shame she feels she must do it with me now. “How can you possibly cast any more magic tonight?”
         

         
         “I have to.”
         

         
         “You brought me back from the dead,” she says. “That’s no small feat, now, is it?”

         
         “Stop it, Agnes, we both know I didn’t do it right!”
         

         
         My voice tears out of me, a banshee’s cry. The first time I’ve been able to cast a spell since the soul-wound scooped my magic out of me, and it’s this: a bastardized, all-wrong version of my Agnes, a monster made of my beloved. Heat flares in my joints, behind my eyes, unfurls like a thousand knives in my pelvis—and for what reason have I done this to myself? 

         
         Footsteps race down the stairs, and my dread thickens. I don’t want him to see me this way. I don’t want him to see how I’ve
            failed again, even after all he’s done for me. He went searching for Odenkirk for me, found her for me, and there is something so broken within me that I could not rise to the occasion of such a gesture. I don’t want Agnes to
            soothe me, either. I cannot tolerate the way she holds me, and speaks to me in tender tones, as if there is nothing wrong—as
            if what’s wrong is as small as spilled milk. I don’t want their help, their worry, all their meaningless love that can’t help
            me, doesn’t help me, because it won’t fix the sweat beading down my temple, won’t fix what I’ve done, and I don’t deserve it.
         

         
         “What happened here?” demands St. John. Panic gives a tinny quality to his voice.

         
         “I didn’t do it right,” I say, “again.”
         

         
         Willa’s vacant eyes. The bloodstains between Agnes’s teeth. Wasted—I look at my hands, my perfect flesh—all of it wasted.
         

         
         St. John crouches beside me, and I shove him away.

         
         Somewhere inside of me, a scab pulls taut, then peels back from its wound.

         
         “St. John,” says Agnes, reaching a slick hand toward him, “thank God you’re here. Irene—”

         
         “Are you hurt?” he asks. “What happened?”
         

         
         He wrenches my hand into his grip, and this time, when I try to pull away, he doesn’t let me.

         
         “The blood’s not mine,” I say, voice ragged, breathing labored. “She’s eaten through the whole larder.”

         
         “You think I hurt her?” asks Agnes. Her indulgent smile has slipped, and her lower lip begins to tremble. “You think I’m capable?”

         
         “Of course, he thinks you’re capable,” I snap. “Look what I’ve done to you.”
         

         
         St. John scours me for injuries, for proof that I’m lying to protect her, and finds none. When his eyes meet mine, I can’t answer any of his hundred questions. There’s only one injury that matters now; it hasn’t hurt quite like this in a long time, and I can’t find the words to articulate the ache deep in my soul. 

         
         “You ate the whole larder,” he says, turning to Agnes. “The raw meat, in the larder.”

         
         “I told you I failed,” I say. “I brought her back wrong.”
         

         
         Even though I did everything according to Odenkirk. The book, the spell, the libation, the timing. It’s me: I’m not enough.
            I wasn’t enough to bring Willa back, and that was before my soul became mangled, regurgitated slop. How could I ever have
            thought this time would be better? With heat building in my body, my vision swimming, how could I ever have thought—?
         

         
         With her elbows on her knees, and her bloody fingers in her hair, Agnes’s careful comportment dissolves completely; she curls
            into herself and sobs.
         

         
         “I don’t understand,” she says. “I thought Irene smelled incredible, but you? You smell divine. Oh, St. John, what if she’s right? I don’t trust myself. I . . . Please, go. Take her away. I don’t want to hurt either
            of you.”
         

         
         “I’ll be back for you, Agnes,” he says. “Wait here for me.”

         
         He gets me to my feet like a mother cat plucking a kitten up by the scruff, and leads me, hobbling, out of the kitchen. Before
            we get too far up the stairs, Agnes says, “I love you, Irene.”
         

         
         Even now. Even after I’ve ruined her.

         
         She should hate me. She should never forgive me.

         
         I love her, too, and look what good it did.

         
         “I warned you,” I say. My voice rings hollow, with the same underlying heat scorching though my whole body. “I told you nothing
            good would come of loving me. You dreamt of devils, and I made you one.”
         

         
         “Stop it,” hisses St. John, dragging me to the bottom of the stairs. “That won’t make it better.”

         
         “This doesn’t get better,” I hiss back. “I’ve ruined all of it. I never should have brought her—”
         

         
         “Don’t,” he says. “Don’t you dare. You love her. We love her. Does that mean nothing?”
         

         
         “It means everything,” I say, “which is why I shouldn’t have—”

         
         “It’s only meat, Irene!” he says. “If I have to go to every butcher in London, I’ll do it! You would give up on her so easily?”

         
         “It’s me,” I say. “It’s me I’m giving up on!”
         

         
         He hefts me into his arms, and I cry out as my bones jostle against each other. St. John swiftly ascends the stairs, and in
            my bedroom, he lays me down with too much tenderness. I sit up at once and snatch his dressing gown into my hands.
         

         
         “You knew,” I say. “You knew this would happen, didn’t you?”

         
         “Of course not.”

         
         “Do not lie to me.”

         
         “Irene,” he says, grieved, “I would never lie to you. How could I possibly have known?”
         

         
         “Centuries of magic, and you couldn’t guess?”
         

         
         His mouth twists with grief, but he does not deny it. He lays his hands over mine and tries to ease my grip. I yank him closer
            still, close enough that his nose brushes mine, close enough that he has nowhere to look but my eyes. His eyes are pained;
            he leans his forehead against mine; only then do I feel I’m drenched with sweat.
         

         
         “You’re burning up,” he says. It is only when he speaks that I feel breath against my skin; otherwise, the only air that passes
            between us is mine. “The soul-wound is agitated, isn’t it? Tonight was too much. You need rest.”
         

         
         “You let me cast that spell knowing what it would do,” I snarl.

         
         “Irene, please.”
         

         
         “You let me sleep in the same bed as her, knowing—”
         

         
         “I swear I did not. You know I did not.”
         

         
         “Are you truly so useless?”

         
         It feels good to bellow, feels like shouting might drain the agony, but it doesn’t wholly work—it can’t, not really, not when the target of my wrath is someone I could never hate. Where there should be relief, there is only the emptiness of budding regret. He is so much a part of me, I shouldn’t scream at him this way at all, but I cannot stop myself. It’s as if the soul-wound created a different Irene inside me whose singular goal is to make him give up on me so that I can go to sleep and never wake again. 

         
         I can feel it happening, but I am powerless against it. If anything, the guilt and the anger fuel me to keep going.

         
         “Keeper of spells. Keeper of souls. Keeper of the Crypt, of knowledge lost to all but you.” I jostle him by his lapels. I’m
            weak enough that it does nothing, but it feels good, feels right, to try and rattle the truth from him. “You had to know she would come back wrong, and you bid me do it so you wouldn’t lose another necromancer. That’s what Willa was,
            too. Another magician to collect. Do you feel better now? Have you done your duty? If we’re your duty, then do your duty and tell me the truth!”
         

         
         St. John wrenches away from me at last. Pins and needles prickle within my fingertips, my palms. A key clicks open the medicine
            case above the writing desk beside my bed, and the wooden door creaks as he yanks it open.
         

         
         “I am often useless,” he says, “but I have never deceived you.”
         

         
         A bottle uncorks.

         
         “And you know I care for you, and for Agnes, too deeply to knowingly hurt either of you.”

         
         The smell of oblivion. A long, perfect dream.

         
         “I know you don’t mean a word of it. I know you’re hurting. I know, when you’re feeling better, you’ll be ashamed of this.”

         
         The liquid in the spoon, reflecting the low light.

         
         “There is nothing you need to feel shame for with me. Never with me. You can scream if it helps, you can beat your fists against
            me, accuse me of whatever comes into your head, but I know it isn’t you. I know when it’s the wound speaking to me. I know who you are. And you know who I am. I am your servant for the rest of my days. Let me serve you. Will you drink this?”
         

         
         I don’t say no. But I don’t say yes. I stare at him, hard-eyed, my chest heaving under a sweated-through nightdress. He waits, one moment, before forcing the spoon between my lips, and plants his palm over my mouth so I can’t spit it back at him. Even as I try to writhe, I can’t, and a sob coils out of me like a snake from its burrow. 

         
         “I’m sorry,” he says. “I’m so sorry.”

         
         I don’t care that he’s sorry. I care that he lied. I care that he won’t admit it. I care that I’m a lesser magician, that
            I can’t fulfill my promises, that I can’t even fight him as he wrangles a second spoonful of laudanum into my mouth, care
            that I can’t resist swallowing that dose of oblivion, care that I stop fighting as St. John, my servant, my husband, my companion,
            spoon-feeds me enough of the draught to make this nightmare end.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interlude
Irene

         
         I know who he is. I know what we are. I always have. From the moment I caught him breathing only when he needed to speak,
            I’ve known. Some people marry for love, others for money, with grand ideas of companionship and happiness and children, but
            we married for the Crypt. It was the only sort of marriage I could accept; all other roads might lead me down my mother’s
            path, and I would not let my life be a repeat of hers. If Willa wouldn’t rebuild the Crypt with me like she swore she would,
            then I’d rebuild it with the one person I could depend upon to never surrender that dream.
         

         
         Our life has been beautiful: graveyards and ghosts and books and bones and blood and no one for me to hide from. And so much
            more than that. Mornings when he made me toast smeared with jam because I had forgotten to eat. Evenings when I went to watch
            him put together some illusion for a child’s birthday. Parties on his arm, proud to be the wife of someone so well regarded
            and beloved, proud to be his friend and confidante and protégé and partner in a sacred secret. Sometimes when he looked at
            me across a crowded room I saw in his eyes what he saw in me: a future he hadn’t known was waiting for him. He’d witnessed
            a hundred apocalypses, and I was God’s first breath after that destruction. I wanted it and I kept my distance from it, because
            if I got too close, I would fall into his arms, and—
         

         
         And that simply couldn’t happen.

         
         

         On my twenty-first birthday, St. John turned our entire home into a garden. A sitting room full of daffodils, a staircase vined with ivy. Yellow roses growing out of the arabesque wallpaper, and sconces whose light was borne from the clustered blossom of a heliotrope. It was merely an illusion, of course. He’s an illusionist. The whole house reeked of the oil he’d invested in such a large-scale feat, but the image was so complete that sometimes I heard the buzz of bees and sometimes, out of the corner of my eye, saw the flicker of a red admiral’s wing. It was warm and green and alive and so much more than anyone had ever given me before. I was born in the winter, just after the New Year, and my birthday was always frozen solid. As little girls, Willa and I had spent the gray-skyed afternoons playing in the coal-stained snow until my fingers turned scarlet and numb. Then, in the evenings: pastries covered in powdered sugar and stuffed full of strawberry jam, the one night a year Mother made them for me, and I ate them all in one sitting. 

         
         But St. John—St. John had given me spring. During the darkest, coldest nights of the year, when the idea of another June is
            laughable, he gave me carnations and roses and tulips. He gave me all the flowers of friendship and devotion and fidelity
            and some just for beauty, some just because it would make me happy. Some gifts are so extreme you have no idea how to say
            thank you. What he did for me then is not so different from what he did for me when my soul was first wounded. What he did for me then
            is not so different from what he did for me tonight.
         

         
         I know who he is, but what is he to me? Not a myth; he’s been real for a long time. Not merely someone whose ambitions align
            with mine, someone who would put those ambitions aside for an entire year to nurse me through the worst pain of my life. Not
            only someone who keeps my secrets and cares whether I live or die. There is nothing small or mere or just about what he is to me. He’s everything. Is it possible that what we are might actually be so much more common than I’d previously thought? Would it be so terrible, if that were true? Maybe not. Maybe not, except where would that leave Agnes? Nowhere. And Agnes can’t be nowhere. I did not raise her from the dead for her to have nowhere to go. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Ten
St. John

         
         
            The first puppet resurrection I ever successfully completed was cast on the old family dog. I was a child. I missed her. I
               wanted her back. My aunt Delilah said, “You can have her back.” What she didn’t say was that it wouldn’t be the same. My sweet
               Greta did not lean into my hand, or lick my chin. But she attacked when I commanded, and it chilled me to the bone.
            

            The journal of Klaus Odenkirk, age 14

            now in ashes

         

         The laudanum does what it’s meant to.

         
         As she settles into quiet, I return the bottle to the medicine case built upon her writing desk. Beetles, on their little
            legs, crawl up my throat. Flies buzz under my skin. I lay my palm over her heart, her beating heart, and thank God for letting me keep her, save her, as I could not save anyone else.
         

         
         Isabella Bianchi had lain cold a whole night before anyone found her. Grigor, and Teresa, and Honora—they lived countries
            and decades apart, but each died within three hours. The same was true for Miriam, and Maeve: lifetimes apart, yet each survived
            a day and a half under my constant, desperate care. And Klaus Odenkirk—Klaus lived for three days before his body, no longer
            able to recognize his injured soul, rejected it, and he perished.
         

         
         I don’t know why, out of all the soul-eaten I have lost, it was Irene who lived. I don’t know what I did for Irene that I
            didn’t do for anyone else.
         

         
         The only thing I know to do, right now, is stay with her. I put a cool cloth on her still-burning forehead. With my own hands I clean up the sand from the carpet and return it to the warming pan. I redraw the equation that will warm it and stick it under the bedcovers by her bare feet. Gossamer wings click open on the back of my tongue. 

         
         In front of the congregation of Chelsea Old Church, where Irene grew up and where we later met, I swore to honor her in sickness
            and in health. Our marriage may have been a convenient arrangement that would allow us to pursue our shared ambitions, but
            my vows were never hollow.
         

         
         As I stoke her bedroom hearth to life, it is impossible not to think of the afternoon Underhill sent for me to bring her home.
            I waited hours to see her, and the woman he brought me had no life in her blank eyes, did not react to a word I said to her.
         

         
         “I don’t know what happened, Mr. Haley,” Underhill had said. “She was quite well, and then she seemed to enter a state of
            shock.”
         

         
         He didn’t know who I was. He didn’t know I’d seen this particular malady before.

         
         “My personal friend, Dr. Amos Walters, believes it caused her great distress to be found innocent,” he said. “He believes
            she was so convinced of her guilt she cannot fathom the reality.” Feigning sympathy, he shook his head, and offered me a small,
            tired smile. “Dr. Walters oversees an asylum. It may be best, Mr. Haley, to entrust someone in such a fragile state of mind
            to his constant care.”
         

         
         “No,” I said at once. “No, I must insist on tending to her at home.”

         
         If I could have, I’d have ripped the stolen piece of her soul out of him and given it back to her. Days passed, and when Irene wanted to sleep, I did not let her. When, in hysterics, she refused to sleep, I made her. I fed her and held back her hair as her stomach inevitably revolted against intrusion. Kept her warm. Cooled her down. Changed her clothing when she’d soiled it, bathed her, brushed her hair, clipped her nails. Dr. Walters visited the house several times, at Underhill’s instruction, and each time failed to persuade me to surrender her into his care. Dr. Walters recommended a nurse who might live with us, recommended several maids to keep our home tidy—and I politely took their names, then bought whatever enchanted items were needed to run this household without welcoming a stranger into it. It has always been the two of us—and then, from the moment she met Agnes, the three of us. 

         
         I brush the hair from Irene’s fevered cheeks and kiss her forehead. Sleep did not settle the sudden feelings that sprang upon
            me earlier tonight, as I hoped it would. My vows to her were never hollow, but until tonight, I saw them as an extension of
            the vows I swore to the Crypt. What I feel and what I want and what she means to me are more muddied than ever before, but
            my vow to the Crypt—my vow to serve and rebuild—remains clear and steady. It is that first vow I must rely on to guide me,
            now that the second has shifted the entire world beneath my feet. That first vow must matter more than anything else.
         

         
         “To the end of all ends,” I promise her and, finally, leave.

         
         

         On the ground floor, I find Agnes in the dining room, which connects—through opened pocket doors—to the front parlor room.
            The Book of Delilah Odenkirk lies upon the davenport writing desk, with Irene’s untouched sewing basket at its base. The sconces
            burn low, casting a burnished glaze over the crimson curtains and the dark mahogany of the chairs and table where Agnes is
            trying to put Willa’s broken portrait back together. Her mouth and neck are still smeared with blood; even her cleavage glistens
            from her feast. In this condition, the nightdress cannot go out to the laundress, so I shall have to remove the stain myself.
         

         
         But she is upright. Breathing. Thinking. With her own heart beating in her chest, not a stone. With blood in her veins, not
            spiders or crickets or blowflies.
         

         
         Alive, alive, completely alive, not reanimated but resurrected.
         

         
         My mouth runs dry. Heat sprawls across my skin. The longer I look at her the longer I want to keep looking at her. Curls of red hair capturing the light. The glisten of her skin. The rise and fall of her shoulders with her breath.
            Her breath. Something so simple, yet so foreign to me.
         

         
         “Mr. Haley,” she says, lifting her eyes from Willa’s portrait to meet my own, “I do believe you’re staring.”
         

         
         “Forgive me,” I say at once, instantly ashamed. “I cannot help but marvel.”

         
         “I’m surprised you can even see me,” she says. “After all, I blend in so well with your decor.” She gestures to the red curtains,
            the red upholstery of the chairs, the red arabesque wallpaper, all of it aligned with current trends. “Am I in fashion, do
            you think? Do I fit in?”
         

         
         Her smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes. Her lilting, jesting tone might fool strangers, but Agnes and I haven’t been strangers
            for a long time.
         

         
         “You’ve always fit here,” I say. “Welcome home, Aggie.”

         
         Something genuine in her gaze, then. She sets down the fractured frame and crosses the room to embrace me as though we haven’t
            seen each other in years. Her arms tighten around me, and her chin finds the spot on my shoulder where it belongs. Her long
            red hair tickles my nose, and it smells of blood and cold, dark earth. There is a buzzing in my throat as I try to tamp down
            the same powerful, unexpected affection for her that has blossomed for Irene. No matter how I tell myself that it is just
            this night—that anyone in our positions would find their emotions running wild—I don’t quite believe that I will ever go back
            to feeling the way I did before.
         

         
         “Oh, God, wait, I mustn’t be so close to you,” she says, stepping back from me. “I’m so hungry. I really fear I might hurt
            you. You smell incredible, St. John.”
         

         
         “Centuries of fermentation will do that to a man.”

         
         Her laughter stutters out of her, as though it were a mistake.

         
         “Stop,” she says. “It isn’t funny. I ate the whole larder and still I’m hungry.”

         
         “But you’re here,” I say. That is the most important thing, the only thing that matters. She’s here. “We can figure the rest out later. You’ve been through enough tonight—you and Irene.”
         

         
         She purses her lips, as if preparing to argue, but seems to accept that tonight, at least, has been arduous enough for a lifetime.

         
         “Let’s fix what we can and save the rest for tomorrow,” I say. “May I help with your bloodstains, Miss Driscoll?”

         
         I fish through the pockets of my dressing gown for a piece of my alchemical chalk and hold it up for her inspection. When
            she nods, I begin drawing on the shoulders of her nightdress. With its low neckline, and her body bare beneath it, I dare
            not draw anywhere ungentlemanly. Soon, wherever the fabric was stained with blood, it becomes stained with dark purple wine.
         

         
         “I’m afraid this isn’t much of an improvement, St. John,” she says.

         
         “Just wait,” I chuckle.

         
         Then I begin to draw again, and at the end of that equation, where once there was wine, there is water. Blood can only ever
            transmute to one thing—wine—but after that, I can cover our violence easily.
         

         
         “Alas, I fear wet still isn’t ideal.”
         

         
         “I did not realize you were so difficult to please.”

         
         “Somehow,” she laments, “I will persevere.”

         
         She gestures toward the dining room table.

         
         “I brought the portrait of Willa up from the kitchen for you to fix,” she says. “I think I might remember breaking it. I’m
            sorry.”
         

         
         This much I can fix. Chalk in hand, I lean over the table where the portrait lies.

         
         “How is Irene, St. John?”

         
         I start my circles where the wood splintered. “Do you remember the first afternoon you came by, after we’d met at the ball?”

         
         It was the first time one of my soul-eaten necromancers had the strength to go out in public. Until Irene, Klaus Odenkirk—Delilah’s
            very own nephew—had been the longest survivor.
         

         
         Agnes exhales. “You answered the door, and I could hear her screaming upstairs. I hadn’t quite believed her, when she told me what Underhill did. Then I saw your face, and heard her . . . and I knew.” 

         
         Between the two of us, we’d somehow settled her. Agnes held her while I heated the blankets; I kept her mouth open while Agnes
            forced water down her throat. She’d overexerted herself at the ball, and it had been my fault—but I believe too much rest
            would have hurt her, too. Striking the right balance was impossible. The soul-wound is an entirely different injury with nebulous,
            capricious rules. It isn’t like the ache in Irene’s joints that worsens every winter, though it exacerbates her every preexisting
            pain.
         

         
         “One day,” says Agnes, “I’m going to rip Underhill apart.”

         
         I have only heard Agnes express a desire for violence once before. She sounds like Irene, when she talks this way—it is as
            much a shock as it is a welcome declaration against someone for whom all three of us hold a righteous hate.
         

         
         “I’ll gladly assist,” I say.

         
         Another few lines, around the connecting edges of Willa’s frame, complete the equation. The wood crackles as my alchemy pulls
            it back together.
         

         
         There it sits, good as new, as if it were never broken.

         
         “I was glad when you came into our lives,” I say, and stand. “Cautious, at first, as you can imagine, but you won me with
            how sweet you were with her.” My smile is more fond than I mean for it to be. “I didn’t realize how much I needed your help.”
         

         
         “I needed help, too.”

         
         Our eyes meet. A smile pulls at her mouth. Small, and timid, but there and genuine—and the smile widens across my own mouth
            to see it instead of one of her confident facades.
         

         
         “That night at the ball—after the dead had shown me Irene—I saw you, and I thought . . . ‘Oh dear, we’re going to have to
            get rid of him, aren’t we?’ And then you were so tender with her, I thought, ‘Blight it all, I wish he was mine.’”
         

         
         You cannot say such things to me, I think. Not now.

         
         Not when it confuses me even more. Agnes has Irene, and Irene has Agnes, and I am their servant. Their guardian. Their protector. Theirs, but not theirs. For Agnes to tell me this, to say it in these words, when I would fall to my knees if she asked me to—it cannot end well.
         

         
         “I am your servant,” I say, because to say anything else would destroy everything I care about. “I swore an oath.”

         
         Agnes takes my hands in hers, and it is all I can do not to shake apart at her touch.

         
         “Did you know this might happen?” she asks. “Irene was screaming about how you knew.”

         
         Not her, too. “Do you truly think I would hide what I knew? From either of you?” I swallow hard over a lump in my throat.
            “I wish I did know. At least then I could say I have been some use to you.”
         

         
         At least then all my centuries on this earth would not amount to a wasted promise and wasted knowledge.

         
         “Have you not seen this before?” she asks. “Isn’t the spell in Odenkirk’s book because she cast it?”

         
         “No,” I say. “No, that’s not how it happened.”

         
         “But—is that not what the books are? Every spell we cast in life—”
         

         
         “Every spell you knew in life. And the Odenkirks . . .”
         

         
         I inhale deeply and step away from her. I lay my hand atop the Book of Delilah Odenkirk. I have no blood to open her, nor
            an unrent soul that could cast her magic—yet having made her, I can speak with her if I choose. The text Irene illuminated
            with her blood has retreated into hiding, and I see no reason to wake her if I am to recount this wretched story.
         

         
         “I’d been with the Odenkirks for generations,” I say. “A family of necromancers. Descendants of the few scholars to escape
            the destruction of the Crypt. Once I found them, I stayed with them, and we rebuilt. All was well, and all would have been well, if Maria Odenkirk—Delilah’s sister-in-law—had not eaten the soul of her only son.”
         

         
         Agnes gasps. “No.”
         

         
         “His name was Klaus. He didn’t take to necromancy,” I say. “He didn’t like it. He didn’t like us. But what child, raised in secrecy, grown in the dark, might like his family? She went through his journals. For years he’d written about all of us, and he’d done it plainly. Not in cipher.
            If anyone had found it . . . He could have gone to any magistrate and had us all hanged.”
         

         
         “My God, but did he?”

         
         “No,” I say softly. “And I don’t believe he would have. He had no friend to talk to, and none of his family would have understood.
            We’d lost too much to think he might not follow in our footsteps. Where could he turn but to a blank page? The journals were
            careless folly, not wrath. But he’d written about me. How to unmake me. A bit of silver, and no necromancer to cast For Those Who Would Feed the Snake Its Tail. No one to stop the rot, once it
            started. Maria saw it and realized it was foolish that I alone pursued the reconstruction of our past. What if something did happen to me?”
         

         
         I swallow, hard, over the grief of it all.

         
         “She ate him to become undying,” I say, “and the family went to war. Destroying each other with magic, burning books. Involving
            the local authorities. Delilah and I kept Klaus alive for three days, and he seemed well. He could speak—do you understand
            what a good sign it was, that he could speak? So many soul-eaten can’t. He begged me to let him sleep, just for a few minutes. I thought he’d be all right.”
         

         
         Klaus, with his whispery voice, with his windswept hair, pleading. Delilah’s hand on his forehead. The fever that had broken.
            The heart that was beating. I inhale deeply, and the air, having nowhere to go, causes dirt to crumble over my too-old bones.
         

         
         “If I hadn’t, he might have lived longer,” I say. “I couldn’t make him a book. I couldn’t bring him with us. I had no time to bury him. I had no good choices. The law was coming, and we had to run, and Delilah ate as many books as she could. She ate them so they wouldn’t be lost; she made room inside her soul to keep them whole. We didn’t have time for her to eat the book that held For Those Who Would Repeat the Miracle of Lazarus. We had time for her to rip out the page, and then we had to go. Delilah and I buried Maria Odenkirk alive, for what she did. Delilah threw her in a coffin, and I turned it to granite.” 

         
         Agnes touches my elbow, and I sniff, long and hard. Where my heart should be, there is only a stone, and though my heart should
            be pounding, there is only the droning of flies, riotous in my ears.
         

         
         “Is that what we’ll do to Underhill?” Agnes asks. “Bury him and leave him?”

         
         It doesn’t seem like enough, but it is all I can offer.

         
         “There are many fates worse than death.”

         
         “Even so,” she says, and pauses. “Even if we get revenge on Underhill, someone else will come along and replace him. Men like
            him have been persecuting us for longer than even you’ve been alive. We’ll always be looking over our shoulders, won’t we?
            Our books will never be safe. Our souls will never be safe.”
         

         
         Agnes takes the Book of Delilah Odenkirk and hides her—her, and everyone else in her compendium, from Daphne de Vaulx to Friar
            Felix, people who were once books on their own and never will be again—in the sideboard’s bottom cupboard, with Irene’s necromancer’s
            knife. She locks it tight.
         

         
         “How do you keep going, St. John?” When she raises her eyes to meet mine, they glisten with tears. “When everything and everyone
            you love is always in danger. Knowing there are people who will always hate you.”
         

         
         This is a question for you, I think, recalling the evenness of his voice, not for me. You would know what to say.

         
         I rub the stubble along my jaw, and for a moment I think of how my abbot did this to me, every day, how he touched my face
            as if he never wanted to forget how it felt in his hands. I think of the monastery, the shelter it offered me from the plague,
            the family it gave me when I had no one left. I think of what my abbot gave me, and what I gave him in return.
         

         
         A long moment passes.

         
         I take Agnes’s hands.

         
         There is still dirt caked along her cuticles. With my thumbnail, I push some away and let it crumble to the carpet. Her hands are soft and warm and alive, and soon there will be no reminder that it was ever otherwise.
         

         
         To think, I almost never held these hands again.

         
         “I swore to the man I love that I would,” I say.

         
         And I say it so easily—like the answer is inside me, sewn into the very makeup of who I am. Perhaps it is. Perhaps when I
            was taught transmutation of the flesh, my abbot transmuted something of love into every fiber and sinew that remains in me.
         

         
         “Necromancy is the art of saying no,” I say. “‘No, I won’t let you go. No, I won’t let you be destroyed.’ How do I keep going?
            I find the people I don’t want to let go of. I swear I won’t let them be destroyed. I say no to Underhill, to everyone like
            him, and keep trying to rebuild the Crypt. Yes, they will always hate us, and hunt us. But I’ll always be here, too, standing
            in their way.”
         

         
         I offer her hands a gentle squeeze and meet her eyes. I could not keep her from being destroyed. I couldn’t prevent Irene
            from harm, either.
         

         
         But they are both here, still. Both here, with me.

         
         Whatever love my abbot transmuted into me cannot be wasted, if Irene and Agnes are still here with me.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interlude
Agnes

         
         Nearly thirty, and not yet wed. Can you imagine? Nearly thirty, and still a child, perpetually a child, subjected to the punishments
            a child faces and the rules a child faces. You may go out, but be back in an hour, or else. How can anyone live without any say over their own life? How can anyone live that way without hope that it will end? Was
            I even alive? Which led me to the dead.
         

         
         I begged them for hope. I needed the dead to tell me just one good day awaited me. Just one. One.

         
         Instead of giving me a direct answer, the dead gave me a vision of a figure masked half in bone, half in gold, with a seam
            separating the two sides of the mask. I assumed I had a choice to make, but I had no clue what lay beneath either; I simply
            had to choose without knowing what I’d get.
         

         
         And when I pulled away that mask of bone?

         
         There was Irene.

         
         

         It took five months for Irene to kiss me.

         
         What is five months of patience when someone is your destiny? 

         
         December, the ball. Then January, February, March, April—each month a bit more improvement, each month a little more conversation,
            a touch more strength. If anyone knew what I was doing or why, they’d have thought me mad—but I’d waited practically eighteen
            years to even think of asking when I might be happy. I understood, as I cared for Irene, that if I ever wanted to be happy with her, she had to want to live. So that’s where I focused my energy: on showing Irene what life could look like. It was surprisingly easy, since it was how I wanted my life to look as well.
         

         
         So finally, on that day at Kew? My God, I saw the moment it happened—the moment she looked at me, and the world around her,
            and wanted to be a part of it. She’d never looked so radiant to me before then, and I knew I’d spend the rest of my days doing
            everything in my power to keep that expression on her face. She needed me; I saw that she needed me. If I was to be her magic talisman that reminded her life was worth living, then I was all too glad for
            that to be my purpose—and not simply because it suddenly gave me purpose.
         

         
         Afterward, when I brought her home, she took me into her walled garden and kissed me beneath her apple tree. Blossoms fluttered
            down around us, and when we parted, I couldn’t breathe. “I had to kiss you here, under this tree,” she said.
         

         
         She didn’t have to explain what she meant. “Oh yes, of course, where better for me to fall for your temptations?” I asked
            and we laughed and then I didn’t want to laugh anymore and kissed her again, kissed her so well I still felt her lips on mine
            as I went to sleep that night with our secret and our promised life blooming like a dream in my heart.
         

         
         

         The dream is real, now, if a little different than we expected.

         
         Days pass. Irene sleeps. I wake her for little stints of time to make her drink, to help her atop her chamber pot, and then
            I tuck her back into bed. I play the piano. I sort through my trousseau. A trousseau. For me. Chemises and nightdresses and drawers and petticoats, ordered for me, for my arrival to this house, and a promise of new dresses made by the dressmaker when—well, who knows when I’ll be able to go for fittings, now. Every day St. John goes to the butcher, and every day it isn’t quite enough, but I do not say this, because I want it to be enough. I want to be fine. St. John tells me not to worry about the bruise about my neck, but I worry all the same. He tells me he could heal it, but I don’t want that; I want to see if my body can recover or if it will always bear the mark of what was done to me. He insists it will heal. He knows from experience. He, too, has been hanged. He knows what it is like to have some strangeness inflicted upon one’s soul, like Irene. And I take solace that he’s here, that we can find comfort in each other. That we are no longer connected solely through Irene, but through a bond we’ve forged together. 

         
         Hours we spend, just talking. He even brings me a Christmas tree. Christmas here, in my new home, with my family—with a family
            who will care to make it mean something. We set it in the parlor, and he tells me about the good times in Hanover, before
            the great tragedy of the Odenkirks, and when he talks this way I think maybe we will go to Hanover, too; maybe we will add
            it to my list of all the places to see, and maybe we will go, and maybe the memories we make will be happy ones, to make up
            for all the sadness at the end. Somehow, thinking it gives me the courage to finally tell him what I’ve wanted to tell him
            for nearly a year: “St. John—do you know, of all the men I’ve ever met, I think you’re the only one who’s ever actually been
            genuinely kind?”
         

         
         He doesn’t believe that he is kind, but that’s all right. I know it to be true. Sometimes I wish, as foolish as this may sound,
            that the masked figure in my dream might have been both the Haleys. I will never say it. I am too grateful to be here at all, and too conscious of what heresy it would be to betray
            the Halls of the Dead. But all the same—sometimes . . .
         

         
         Sometimes I look at him, and think, If anyone’s heart was ever so starved of affection so as to be capable of loving more than one, it is mine.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Eleven
Irene

         
         
            Never did I think I would live to see the day when young ladies took an interest in magic! Our society is on the brink, I
               fear!
            

            A letter from Mrs. Evangeline Shallcross to her sister, Mrs. Ida Herman

         

         When I was thirteen, I nearly drowned.

         
         A beach holiday had been Mother’s idea. She’d been raised by the sea, in a place where she could toss open her window and
            leave it open all day—unlike London, where opening the window welcomed all the soot and sickness of the world inside.
         

         
         “Two weeks by the sea and you’ll forget your troubles,” she had said. “That London air’s gone right to your bones.”

         
         Yes, the London air, and only that. Never mind that I’d had trouble through all my pelvis as soon as my monthlies started—and
            never mind that six months earlier Father had shoved me hard enough to dislocate my hip. Mother believed too many people called
            upon doctors for every little cough and ache, and so for two weeks I lay in bed before the bonesetter came.
         

         
         Father didn’t come with us to the shore. He said pain was sent by God to chastise sinners, and the sea couldn’t cleanse me
            of that.
         

         
         It was the first and only time we traveled without my father, and that alone made our visit to Aunt Ida an escape to paradise. Willa and I spent hours strolling the beach, collecting shells and squealing over crabs, just as my mother and aunt did when they were young. We pretended we were sailors’ wives, each of us a Penelope waiting for her Odysseus. Our imaginary husbands suffered greatly at our hands. We put them through tempests and whirlpools, volcanic eruptions and squid attacks—each danger abated not because of their cleverness, but ours. 

         
         Even on Sundays, when we otherwise would have been seated at Chelsea Old Church and made to read scripture at home, Aunt Ida
            ushered us outside to play. Watching the horizon, Willa and I cast protective spells and scrying rituals to see into the lives
            of our men. Not real magic, of course. Father wouldn’t let us near anything real. He saw all magic as a violation of God’s intentions. We weren’t even allowed to use enchanted hooks that could button the
            backs of our dresses without strange, awkward reaching.
         

         
         Which was why, when we packed for the trip, Willa tucked the Book of Samuel Haine, 1570, into her valise.

         
         She’d stolen it from the antique shop years ago. How was she meant to walk by a strange, old book with a closed eye for its
            keyhole without stuffing it into her reticule? We discovered that very night it had no writing in it, and its pages wouldn’t
            accept any ink. Three nights after that, I accidentally pricked my finger with my embroidery needle, and the book’s eye swung
            open, bloodshot and wide. Perhaps two other children would have screamed.
         

         
         We didn’t.

         
         We wanted a puzzle. Growing up in a house so dreary and stifling, where our every move was calculated to avoid Father’s ire,
            my sister and I reveled in a puzzle—a secret—that would keep us busy and far away from him.
         

         
         The night before our trip, I cracked the cipher.

         
         So, our holiday was a combination of pretend magic and real magic. Protecting our husbands from increasing peril required
            increasingly risky spell craft. Touch that jellyfish, there in the sand, and you will save him from the monsters. If your
            hand swells up—wasn’t it worth it, to save him? Cut your palm open on a seashell to rescue him from pirates and then read
            the words of the spell: I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead. Mine is the blood that shall wipe the tears of the weeping . . .

         
         One day, to save my imaginary husband from sleeping at the bottom of the sea, Willa dared me to wade into the water until
            it covered my face and to stay under until she pulled me up.
         

         
         “How long,” I asked, “am I meant to wait for you?”

         
         “Trust me. The point of waiting is that waiting ends,” she said. “You can’t just wait forever.”
         

         
         So, I waded into the sea as Willa dared me. Submerged and sinking, I held my breath for as long as I could, then exhaled it
            in a stream of bubbles that seemed never to end. I didn’t realize what I was doing could kill me. Willa, at eleven, was two
            years my junior, and just as steeped in magic as I; she likely didn’t realize, either.
         

         
         I do remember waking later, in a bed beside a hearth. My mouth was so dry my tongue stuck to my palate, and grains of sand wrestled
            in the spaces between my teeth. My lungs burned, and I could hardly breathe. My mother was beside me, and Aunt Ida, and Willa—Willa,
            who’d scraped open the bottom of her foot on a rock while rescuing me from the tide.
         

         
         My father was there, too, with his slicked-back, graying hair and a beard that concealed his square jaw.

         
         “If you’re going to be reckless with your life,” he said in his deep baritone, “you deserve to die.”

         
         He leaned close to the bed where I lay, and his face wasn’t my father’s face, not when he was alive or when I killed him.
            It was Underhill’s face, and the mist of my soul floated above my body, a delicate, gossamer cloud that shimmered in the light.
            When I tried to pull my wrists free, manacles held them fast. Torches burned on the walls, and water dripped down the stone.
         

         
         “I think you’d feel better if you died, Irene,” he said. “Why struggle when you could rest in the Halls forevermore? Wouldn’t
            you like to see Mrs. Urmston again?”
         

         
         I turned away from him and saw Willa, standing at the window, sobbing, holding the baby that never breathed.

         
         “Sleep in heavenly peace,” Willa sang in her softest, airiest voice. “Slee-eep in . . .”

         
         “You should die now, Irene,” he said. “It would be better for us both if you did.”

         
         

         I wake with a gasping, sobbing start. Agnes jerks away from me, holding a damp cloth in her hand.

         
         “Did my singing wake you?” she asks. “I didn’t think it would.”

         
         Agnes. Singing. Wide-eyed, sweat drenched, I stare up at her, with her red hair and round face. Not Willa, not at all. The
            curtains hanging on every side of my bed reassure me I am in my bedroom, not the dank, torch-lit chamber.
         

         
         “I had the dream again,” I say.

         
         “I’m so sorry,” she says. “You’re safe, here with me. You’ve been safe all along.”

         
         I turn my head into her palm and blink up at her through bleary eyes. Red hair. Red hair, parted in the middle, collected
            into a low bun, limned by sunlight. Oh, her hair in the sun—the colors are alive where the sun touches her, and my heart aches that all the rest of her is alive, too.
         

         
         “You’re beautiful,” I murmur. Little pearls gleam on the high lace neckline of her gown. Only a fragment of the bruise peeks
            out from beneath the lace. I caress her plaid sleeve and fiddle with the modest white manchette at her wrist. Her pulse hastens
            in the blue vein I brush with my fingertips.
         

         
         “I’m sorry if I did wake you,” she says, still hushed, but a touch flushed in the cheeks. “Sleep, if you need to.”

         
         The fading sores on her lips are scabbed over, and she resists smiling as wide as she’d like so that they won’t bleed. Though
            I sympathize with her pain, the blood on her lips would only do more to prove my darling was alive.
         

         
         And then I remember: my darling, with blood on her lips.

         
         That night, in the larder—did it happen, or did I dream it?

         
         The bedroom tilts as I sit up. For a moment, I’m underwater—every sound faraway, up barely discernible from down—and then, after a few hard thrusts of my heart, the walls realign into focus. Agnes fluffs up the pillows behind me, tutting all the while. 

         
         “Why can’t you rest?”

         
         The other night. St. John, the bottle, a spoon.

         
         “Fetch St. John,” I say.

         
         “Can’t, love,” says Agnes. “The butcher’s boy just came by. He’s placing an order to be delivered later.”

         
         My whole body sags into the pillows. The headboard stiffly refuses to accommodate my melting body.

         
         “So that did happen,” I murmur.
         

         
         “Yes,” she hesitates to confirm. “But St. John has been taking very good care of us both these last few days.”

         
         “Your hunger,” I say. “How is your hunger?”

         
         “Better,” she says, bright and sure. “I suspect I’ll manage well enough.”

         
         Her words swirl in my head. “Days, you said. What’s today’s date?”

         
         “December fifteenth,” she says.

         
         “Oh, no,” I groan. I release her arm and press the heels of my palms into my aching eyes. “If merely resurrecting you puts
            me on bed rest for days, how am I ever going to have revenge?”
         

         
         “Merely?” Agnes sighs a weary laugh.
         

         
         “You know what I mean. If we’re to make Underhill pay, I cannot be weak. And I can’t afford to do it wrong.”

         
         “Have you considered, my gallant Devil,” she says, “that this isn’t your revenge alone?”

         
         “Of course it isn’t,” I say. “It’s yours and St. John’s as much as it’s mine.”

         
         “And Delilah Odenkirk’s, and every necromancer before her. Why do you speak as though it’s all up to you?”

         
         I fix her with my most impatient stare, but her expression remains curious, inviting me to say too much. Her eyes are bright
            and goading, and I have to look away from them for the flutter in my heart.
         

         
         “Irene, look at me,” she says. “Look what you’ve done. I’m alive.”
         

         
         She takes my hands, and I can feel her heat, her softness. All of her body is like this: warm and soft. That night, I did not even have the chance to remove the nightdress I’d so carefully adorned her with. How badly I would have liked to feel her softness with my mouth; how badly I want it, even now. 

         
         “Yes,” I say. A little smile tugs at my mouth. “Alive, and beautiful . . . and hanging mistletoe in our bedroom. Dear God, Agnes, did you hang tinsel from the sconces?”
         

         
         This time, she cannot help but smile wide as she pulls back the bed curtains so I might see her work. Mistletoe hangs from
            the ceiling; holly branches and pine boughs lie across my vanity, the writing desk beside my bed. Paper stars dangle from
            every handle of every drawer, and even from the wooden footboard of our bed.
         

         
         “There’s a tree downstairs, isn’t there,” I groan.

         
         “Yes, there is,” she says. “And though I know you hate it, I shan’t let you ruin my good cheer.”

         
         “I’ll try nothing of the sort.”

         
         She presses her lips to my forehead—and though I’m so weary, I yearn for more—then retreats to bustle about the room.

         
         The last Christmas I celebrated, my father upended the dinner table, sending the candles and Mother’s grandmother’s lace doilies
            across the carpet. The flames caught the lace; I stamped out the fire before it could begin in earnest, but they were always
            burnt, always bore the mark of his anger. Dinner went all over the floor, a whole day of our hard work with our maid wasted.
         

         
         “Look what you’ve done,” he said to her—to all of us, as if we were the ones who’d ruined it. But then, in his mind, that
            was what was true. His wife and daughters had ruined his life, and this was his retaliation.
         

         
         It was our last Christmas as a family of four. It was the last time Willa ever played the piano.

         
         “The piano,” I say. “Have you played yet?”

         
         “You didn’t hear?” She smiles. “You truly must have been out cold.”

         
         Once I accepted that Willa’s resurrection was a failure, Agnes was the only reason I kept the piano. It was the same one from my childhood home; since Willa had stopped playing, Mother gifted it to me as a wedding present. The use of the piano in the Driscoll home was, like everything, subject to the caprices of Owen’s permission. 

         
         Despite my failure, despite whatever may be wrong with her, I have done one thing right:

         
         I have created a world where Agnes needn’t ask permission for joy.

         
         “I put it back in tune, too,” she says. “It was terribly flat. Oh, Irene, I can’t wait to play something for you. Shall I
            over breakfast?”
         

         
         “As long as it’s not a carol.”

         
         “And if it is?”

         
         “Put me back to sleep.”

         
         Agnes laughs—really laughs, so that the corners of her eyes crinkle. “You’d think it was torture,” she says.

         
         “I’ve survived torture,” I say. “Christmas carols are worse.”

         
         She doesn’t laugh, this time.

         
         Instead, she clutches my hands again. How many mornings have I woken to her pressing a cold cloth to my head? How many mornings
            have I woken to her putting coal in the bedroom hearth? She has kept me awake with inane conversation when I needed it, helped
            St. John hold my hair back as I vomited everything the two of them got me to eat. St. John helped me survive the first weeks
            of the soul-wound, but from the moment we met, Agnes devoted herself to my care.
         

         
         “I’m sorry,” she says. “I didn’t mean . . .”

         
         “I was teasing you,” I say.

         
         The apology remains bright in Agnes’s eyes, but she says nothing more about it.

         
         “Perhaps we should speak of other things,” says Agnes. “Though I’m afraid what I ought to tell you is bad news.”

         
         From atop the medicine cabinet, she offers me a card. On its illustrated front, a young girl approaches her neighbor’s gate across a snowy field, warmed within a fur-trimmed coat, her golden hair long and loose beneath her hat. The two homes, on opposite corners, puff smoke into the frosty sky. In her hand, a letter, and at the bottom of the illustration, a simple inscription: Merry Christmas and Happy New Year.
         

         
         “He addressed it to St. John,” says Agnes.

         
         “Not to me?” I ask. Because it was I who wrote. It was I who tried to explain.

         
         “Not to you, no,” she confirms.

         
         Though I suspect I already know what the bad news must be and feel ill-equipped to handle whatever cruel things are surely
            written, I take the card.
         

         
         
            Mr. St. John Haley—

            I hope this note finds you well despite a dolorous year.

            Your wife has written several times in an attempt to apologize for her behavior during the height of her madness. While she
               claims she has recovered, I must insist that you prevent her from writing again. I am sure you understand my duty to shield Marion from the corrupting
               influences of this world, and after all that happened last year, I cannot accept your wife into our lives once more.
            

            Please know, Mr. Haley, that I wish you health and happiness, and I wish Irene a full recovery. I wish for these things as
               much as I wish to permanently sever ties. May honoring one wish bring fulfillment to the other.
            

            Yours sincerely,

            Philip Urmston

         

         Folding the postcard in half, I hand it back to Agnes.

         
         “Put it in the fire.”

         
         When Agnes touches my hand, I squeeze my fingers between hers, and I feed everything I cannot say into the touch of our hands.

         
         “I’m so very sorry,” she says.

         
         “Don’t,” I say. “It doesn’t matter.”

         
         “Of course it matters,” she says. “They’re your family.”

         
         Maybe once, but not anymore.

         
         “Willa—she did warn me, you know,” I say. “After we were both married, when we reconciled . . . The only condition was that
            I was never to bring necromancy near her family. I had to agree before she would let me attend Marion’s birth.”
         

         
         Agnes squeezes my hand again, then stands and tosses the card into the blazing hearth across the room. It was foolish of me
            ever to think it might end differently. I promised my sister I would help care for her daughter if anything should ever happen
            to her, and it is my own fault, maybe, that I shall fail her in that as well.
         

         
         “Perhaps it’s for the best that our family shall be the three of us,” she says. “I could never sit at someone else’s table
            for Christmas and eat pound after pound of raw meat. I can’t even show my face in public.”
         

         
         She sniffs hard and keeps her back toward me, looking into the hearth. When I think of my poor Agnes, my poor, orphaned Agnes,
            with no St. John to rescue her, no one to defend her, no one to whom she could turn . . .
         

         
         “You’re alive,” I say, “and free.”
         

         
         “Free,” she repeats.

         
         The ensuing silence doesn’t assure me she understands what I mean.

         
         “I died publicly,” she finally supplies. “Where can I go?”

         
         “The word necromancer isn’t branded on your forehead,” I say, using her own words from my time of fear against her.

         
         “No,” she acknowledges, “but I’m supposed to be dead, Irene. A crowd of people watched me die. Someone is bound to realize who I am, if we stay here.”
         

         
         “Then we won’t stay here. You’ve wanted to go traveling. That’s what we’ll do.”

         
         “And will the butcher be our first stop everywhere we go? Do you think that sounds fun? Do you think that sounds like freedom?”
         

         
         There is no bite in her voice, but her disappointment is so extreme I do not blame her for her breaking heart.

         
         I exhale shakily.

         
         Failure on top of failure.

         
         “I would undo your death a thousand times if I could,” I say, without hesitation or uncertainty. It is a fact that there are
            twenty-seven bones in the human hand; it is a fact that I would tear my still-beating heart out of my chest if that was the
            cost of keeping Agnes in this world. “But I cannot, so instead I will make this life right for you. I will make this life what you deserve.”
         

         
         Agnes turns to me at last with shining, earnest eyes, and asks: “How?”
         

         
         For a long time, I cannot answer.

         
         And then it hits me, all at once.

         
         “Do what you do best, my love,” I say. “Ask the dead for help.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twelve
Agnes

         
         
            Owen dismissed two maids and the cook to-day to “reduce expenses.” This made hardly any sense, since we seemed to get on so
               well when Mother and Father were alive. When I asked, he sneered down his nose at me and said, “What should I need with three
               maids, when my sister is perfectly able to help the one?” Then he reminded me we were out of lavatory paper and bid me to
               make it from the envelopes and paper bags lying about.
            

            The diary of Agnes Driscoll, age 12

         

         Growing up, the only book I’d ever had was in my attic.

         
         Whenever our parents had been at each other’s throats—whenever we had company and I wasn’t allowed to join—whenever Owen was
            being cruel—I always took myself up to the attic. No one ever thought to look for me in the dark, cobwebbed space. For my
            parents, the attic had been too cramped—but I was small, and swift, and I had found the slanted walls of the gabled roofline
            comforting, rather than claustrophobic.
         

         
         The book had lain in the bottom of a box, buried beneath all sorts of other books. Regular books. My book—my Marigold Graves—had been thin and plain, unprepossessing. No one would have guessed it had been bound in
            human skin. No one would have guessed what magic it had contained.
         

         
         She’d spoken to me before I’d known I was to give her my blood.

         
         “Agnes,” she’d said. Her voice was a whisper in my ear, so close I’d thought she was inside my head. “That is your name, is it not?”
         

         
         I slammed the book back into its box then, and raced out of the attic, down the stairs to my bedroom.

         
         But, not an hour later, I went back.

         
         “Hello?” I whispered.

         
         “Agnes,” she said. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”
         

         
         “Who are you?”

         
         “My name,” she said, “is Marigold Graves. We’re family. You came from me.”
         

         
         Young as I was, I didn’t know how far back in the family tree to find her, or how to ask about some relative no one had spoken
            of. I never did figure out how far removed and how many generations back she was, but it never felt important. Marigold Graves
            was the mother I’d longed for. When I held her book-body in my hands, I’d felt like a lost princess discovering my true origins.
            I had thought: I’ve escaped them at last.
         

         
         Marigold told me how to open her with blood. Marigold taught me how to read and speak the necromantic language.

         
         “I’m going to help you summon me,” she’d said. “No matter what happens, you mustn’t be afraid. I will be here the entire time to help you.”
         

         
         As I spoke, the room darkened even deeper. Pale moonlight glowed from between the pages of the book, and shadows swirled across
            the walls.
         

         
         “Don’t lose your nerve,” she’d said. “Keep reading.”
         

         
         The shadows had whispered and cackled. “I can hear them,” I said.

         
         “Keep reading,” she repeated. “I am here with you.”
         

         
         As I continued reading, mist had wisped upward through the spine of the book. A spectral hand emerged, planted itself down,
            pulled itself up, and out she had climbed from between the binding of the pages. Marigold Graves, spectral, a woman imprinted
            in chalky light, knelt before me and took my face in her hands. Her fingers left a fluid residue on my jaw.
         

         
         “I’m so proud of you,” she’d said. “It’s been too long since we had a necromancer in the family. You’re going to do such marvelous, magical things.”
         

         
         

         Propping up Irene’s pillows, I help her get as comfortable as possible so that she can watch. Then, at the foot of Irene’s—our—bed,
            I settle myself onto the floor. My layered skirts swell up around my waist. I draw a needle through the two major braided
            lines in my palm. As a child, I relied upon Marigold so thoroughly I memorized her spells; one day, the Book of Marigold Graves
            will be replicated in the Book of Agnes Driscoll, and there’s peace in that, for me.
         

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I whisper. “Mine is the soul and the body and the blood. I am the haunter, and the haunted. I am alive in a house of the dead.”
         

         
         The sunlight drains out of the room. Shadows clot the windows.

         
         “I haunt in search of my ancestors,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady, trying to keep from shaking. “I haunt in search of Marigold Graves.”
         

         
         Shadows swim across the walls. They move fluidly, like a school of fish. Around and around the room. Around and around me.
         

         
         “There is no Marigold Graves in the Halls of the Dead who can answer you,” whispers one of the shadows on my walls.

         
         “I wonder why that is,” says another.

         
         “Probably because you failed to save her.”

         
         “Necromancers always get their due.”

         
         A different spirit speaks each sentiment. Not all dead are so unkind—but not all are generous, either. Whenever I commune
            with spirits, I open myself up to whoever comes forth; Marigold taught me early to ignore those voices. They can smell my
            blood, and my soul, the way sharks detect blood in the water.
         

         
         Be careful—I remember her voice, even if she is gone from this world. Stay focused. If any of them yearn for the land of the living, they will try to possess you. Possession is a perversion, but
               the dead do not care when life is at stake. Don’t let them possess you.

         
         I did not think I would hear her, but I had to know for certain that there was nothing left of her. Not even her soul.

         
         “Who will guide you now, little one?” asks a shadow on my wall.

         
         “Who will keep you safe?”

         
         “Do you think, as she burned, she cursed the day you found her?”

         
         You are opening yourself to the dead when you do this, Marigold had warned me. And the dead who would wish you ill—who would steal your body in a second—will go through your thoughts and give voice to
               the most hurtful ones in your head.

         
         “I beg the Halls for the silence of these spirits,” I say, and wait. The quiet called for comes, and I continue. “I beg the Halls to deliver someone kind unto me; I beg the dead for aid.”
         

         
         It’s a dangerous thing to ask for someone you don’t know, Marigold had taught me. But sometimes it’s the only way to get what you need.

         
         Moments pass.

         
         At last, someone steps forward.

         
         And my whole body goes cold.

         
         Owen.

         
         “Hello again, lambkin,” he asks. “Did you think our conversation was over?”

         
         When he grins down at me, like a wolf to the lamb, mist flares at the edges of his mouth. His faces—all his faces—from childhood
            to the moment he died—float together, each of them smiling, each of them looking right at me.
         

         
         “You can’t be here,” I say. “No. No, please leave.”

         
         “Leave? You don’t know, then, do you?” He sneers. “You brought me back with you.”
         

         
         Irene crawls to the edge of the bed, gripping the footboard and a post with white knuckles.

         
         “I didn’t call you out of the dark,” Irene snarls.
         

         
         “Didn’t you?” He grins. “‘This is your body: In it is your blood.’ Were those not your exact words? Her blood is my blood,
            Mrs. Haley.”
         

         
         “So you bound yourself to her? You’re no better than a leech.”

         
         “Maybe so,” says Owen, “but she owes me.”

         
         A strangled sound in my throat. Suddenly, all I can think of are his hands, opening letters addressed to me, reading them
            silently in front of me, giving them to me only if he approved of their contents. Feeding them to the hearth if he didn’t.
            Reading every letter aloud that I meant to send out of the house, and half the time tossing the parchment into the fireplace
            simply because he wanted to. From the time I was twelve to the day I finally killed him.
         

         
         “Please don’t do this,” I say. “Please just let me go.”

         
         “A brother has responsibilities, lambkin. Even if he’s dead.”

         
         “Banish him, love,” Irene says.

         
         “I banish you,” I say, in the necromancer’s tongue, my whole body shaking as I stare at his steaming eyes. “I banish you . . . to . . . into your rightful place. I banish you to—to the—the Halls of the Dead—”
         

         
         “Your magic brought me back with you. Do you think your magic can control me now?”

         
         Control him. When have I ever had control? When have I ever been able to change his mind? Been able to do something as simple
            as say no?
         

         
         “Your magic killed me. Your magic can’t hurt me any more than it already has.”

         
         “Shameless,” Irene says, a growling, gravelly grind to her voice. “You should be in the dark repenting for your sins against
            the living and the dead.”
         

         
         “No, Mrs. Haley, you’ll be the one repenting. You and my dear sister. I will spend every moment of my eternity making certain
            you both regret boiling me alive from the inside. She would not have thought of such a cruel thing without your influence.”
         

         
         I suck down a deep breath. As deep as I can get it, fighting the tightness in my throat.

         
         My lungs burn. My shoulders heave.

         
         Shadows swim around us.

         
         With that twisted visage of rage fixed on me, I can’t banish him. I can’t get rid of him. I look down at the floor, at my bleeding hand, and wish, more than anything, that Marigold was here to tell me what to do. 

         
         But she isn’t.

         
         The only thing I know to do is close my eyes and try something else.

         
         “Wouldn’t you rather rest now?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper. “You’ve arrived to the Halls. You could have peace.
            Wouldn’t you rather be with Mother and Father?”
         

         
         “No,” he says plainly. “That’s not what I want at all.” He gestures to Irene, who has gingerly put one foot on the floor.
            He laughs. “This is who you’ve aligned with? You think an invalid is going to save you?”
         

         
         “Banish him or end the spell,” snaps Irene.

         
         Owen’s hand snatches my throat.

         
         It doesn’t pass through. It collides. The floor goes out from under me, and I am held entirely in his choking grasp, at his
            mercy—mercy he won’t give me, mercy I’ll never find in any corner of the earth no matter how I beg or cry. The braided bruise
            around my throat aches at being snatched so roughly, but I cannot complain, cannot plead. My breath and my voice are stolen
            from me, my throat chilled and tongue numb. With his other hand, he pries my jaw open and sticks his fist inside. Frigid fluid
            fills my mouth, pours down the inside of my throat, pours down the front of my dress. His hand pushes deeper—wrist deep, elbow
            deep, his bicep disappearing, and I can’t breathe. Cold fluid runs out of my nostrils, out of my eyes. I claw at him, but
            wherever my blood touches, he grows brighter, gaining strength.
         

         
         And then, Owen screams.

         
         Irene stands behind him, holding a silver necklace chain inside his mist.

         
         “Be gone,” she snarls. “Go back to the Halls!”

         
         In a swallowing wave, chalky light breaks across our bodies. His arm evaporates from my throat. A flood of ether slams against the bedroom walls. Shadowy ghosts spew over me, flotsam and jetsam caught by a force more powerful than themselves. 

         
         Irene presses the chain into the needle scratch in my palm. The ether of the otherworld churns around my bleeding palm, a
            gyre of blinding light and mist, catching each spirit inside it with the shine of spider’s silk. I cough, and cough, and cough,
            until I vomit ghostly fluid across the floor. The mouth of our Charybdis opens in the puddle and sucks down ghost after ghost,
            into a vacuum so radiant my eyes sting.
         

         
         Burning tears blur my vision. With one hand, I clutch Irene; with the other, I cover my face, and weep over the bellowing
            of the shadows. When the abyss sucks down the last ghost, a thunderous bell tolls from some great distance.
         

         
         And the tower of light snaps away.

         
         With a deep, rattling gasp, I fall backward.

         
         The bedroom becomes itself again, instead of a haze of silhouettes. Dust motes swirl in the sunlight. My blood smears across
            the panels of wood on the floor. Owen isn’t here. Owen isn’t here. The spell is over, and he isn’t here, but he’s not gone. He’ll never be gone. He’s stuck to me like a leech. I can’t control
            him. I couldn’t even banish him.
         

         
         “Irene,” I gasp, and she kneels on the floor with me, taking me into her arms. More viscous fluid rises out of my lungs; I
            sputter and my belly clenches and there’s more of that plasma, everywhere cold and wet. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I didn’t know.
            I’m so sorry.”
         

         
         Though she shushes me, though she clutches me as close to her body as she can, I am not here with her, not really. I’m under
            his thumb again. Nothing has changed. For all that we’ve done, nothing at all has changed.
         

         
         “Oh God, Irene, what are we going to do? If he’s here?”

         
         I’ll never be rid of him. I’m never going to be free. My magic will never be my own and my life will never be my own and I’ll
            never be what Irene needs and I will always, always, live in shackles. So much for the Great Pyramid. So much for Madrid.
            The Northern Lights will remain as much a myth to me as the Crypt. That’s what my life is: the Crypt. Just rubble for someone
            else to build over.
         

         
         “Irene,” I say, “I wish I were dead.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen
Irene

         
         
            Necromancers were a sordid lot, but I shall give them credit: They understood the dire circumstances of possession, how it
               might change a person’s entire being; and they endeavored, always, to free the possessed from such a cage.
            

            “Regarding Matters of the Soul,” Fr. Carruthers, 1812

         

         “Don’t say that,” I gasp at once. “You don’t mean it.”

         
         You can’t mean it, I think. I can’t bear if you mean it.

         
         Yet as Agnes writhes apart in my aching arms, wailing like the dead she left behind, a chill runs through my body. What if she means it, a voice supplies from deep within me, and it’s because of you?

         
         “Agnes,” I say. “Agnes, tell me you don’t mean it.”

         
         “I can’t live like this,” she says. “I can’t.”
         

         
         I press my lips to the top of her head. I weave my fingers through her ripe, red hair. The blood rushes in my ears; my throat
            clenches shut, and I can’t speak. There is a hard, frozen rock in my chest, like St. John’s false heart, and it grows larger
            and heavier with every passing moment.
         

         
         Agnes cannot die. She cannot want to die. She cannot leave me of her own volition, I cannot have it.
         

         
         “I thought it would be different,” Agnes wheezes. “I thought I would be free. I thought he’d be dead and it would be over
            but it’s not over, it’s never going to be over, if it’s not going to be any different I might as well—”
         

         
         “Stop,” I rasp. “Don’t say it. Don’t even think it.” I clutch her closer, as if I might wring the worst thoughts from her body. “It’s going to be different. We will make it different. That’s what we do for each other, isn’t it?”
         

         
         She whimpers against my shoulders. The sound isn’t a protest, but it’s also too neutral, not strong enough an agreement for
            my liking.
         

         
         Not for the first time, I wish it had all been different.

         
         I wish I had been different.
         

         
         

         “What can you do?” St. John had asked me, over and over again, during the few short weeks Agnes spent in jail. If she had
            been a mere murderess, she might have sat longer in her cell—but necromantic cases are always heard by the Court of Magical
            Invocation and punished as swiftly as possible. It hurt so terribly, knowing what she was going through—knowing she was in
            a cell, alone, not even permitted in the courtroom while the judges decided her fate.
         

         
         “Tell me,” St. John had pushed. “What do you think you can do to end this and save her? The two other judges will do whatever
            Underhill says, and we both know he wants us all dead. You couldn’t have killed Owen for her. Even if you could, then it would
            be you on trial, a second time, and you don’t have anything else Underhill wants. You don’t even have your magic, Irene.”
         

         
         It was the worst thing he’d ever said to me.

         
         He had been right, of course. Yet I still cannot help feeling I could have prevented her death, just as I could have prevented
            Willa’s. If the soul-wound hadn’t left me too weak to use magic, I would have done this for her.
         

         
         Instead, I had simply told her what to do, and what I told her to do ended in ruin. That means her blood is on my hands as much as on Underhill’s. The only difference
            between us is that I never wanted her dead—and it seems such a small difference to argue when death is how she ended.
         

         
         It had happened on one of my good days: I was perched by the hearth in the parlor, and St. John had been reading to me until the urgent knock on the door. My head was full of cotton, and my words came slow, but I was present enough to understand something must be done about Owen when Agnes barged inside and fell to her knees at my side. 

         
         “He knows I’ve been seeing you,” she had sobbed into my skirts. “I don’t know how, but he knows.” Her eyes were red rimmed
            with tears and bright with panic, so unlike the brightness of her typical self. “I was so careful. I make so many calls on
            my days out, I thought—I never thought—how could he ever realize I was seeing you? I only got out today by picking the locks. He says he’ll kill me if he finds out I’ve seen you again—do you think he means
            it? He must mean it. I know it, Irene, he’ll kill me, I know he will.”
         

         
         “Aggie, breathe,” St. John had said. “We’re not going to let him hurt you.”

         
         “How can you stop him?” Agnes demanded, her chest heaving as she tried and failed to breathe as St. John asked, each inhalation
            more shallow than the last. “How can you stop him from anything? If he doesn’t kill me, he’ll send me away. He threatened that, too. I don’t know where. Somewhere they’ll listen to him
            and not me. A convent, an asylum. He’s always said I’m not well. He’s always said—”
         

         
         “It doesn’t matter what he’s said. We know that’s not true,” I said, slowly, my voice rasping, my eyes like stone. “And you
            know what you need to do.”
         

         
         A brief silence filled the room, interrupted only by her sniffling.

         
         “Do you know . . . I’ve wished it for as long as I can remember,” she admitted, words hushed and sticky with her slowing tears.
            “Used to wish he’d get sick, or trip and hit his head, or drink too much, or make the wrong person angry.”
         

         
         “He did make the wrong person angry,” I said. Agnes’s eyes widened, as if she had never considered it might be her, all along.
         

         
         “I’m . . . flattered you think me so dastardly,” she began, attempting to draw herself back together, but her tone fell far short of blithe. “I don’t have a spell for it,” she said, sobering again. “And what else is there? Poison? A weapon? He’ll find whatever it is. If you write down a spell, or give me your knife—he’ll find it. I’ll be caught. I can’t get caught. I need to be with you. I need to be free.”
         

         
         “Magic’s all there is for it,” I said. “There’s a spell . . . I . . .”

         
         I knew there was a spell, because I’d used it—but I couldn’t remember it. It was faint in my mind, like knowing you’d dreamt
            but forgetting the content of the dream. I felt lucky I could remember my own name, after Underhill sank his teeth into my
            soul and tore out a chunk like meat.
         

         
         “St. John,” I said, “how did I kill my father?”

         
         Looking at me, he worried his lower lip, as though he hoped that might spark the realization that we had not yet been married,
            or even courting, when I killed my father. It sparked nothing. Seeing that I would not remember, he looked to Agnes.
         

         
         “So many spells have been lost with the destruction of the books,” he said. “So many more have been lost to the vagaries of
            memory.”
         

         
         He removed his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose.

         
         “I remember whispers of it,” he said. “It was a spell that required the blood of the target, as well as the spell caster’s.
            Irene used the blood on her father’s razor to stop his heart. I remember because it was clever. Agnes, I don’t want you to be clever.”
         

         
         He knelt before her and took her hands in his.

         
         “I don’t want you to use a spell without having it in front of you.”

         
         “But . . . I can be clever,” Agnes said, and it sounded to me like a child promising to be good to appease a teacher, not
            like she truly believed she could do it. I should have recanted everything then, should have tried to dissuade her. But I
            did not. “Necromancers invent spells, don’t they? Could I not try to stop his heart on my own?”
         

         
         “I beg you not to,” he said. “You have cast from one book, all your life. The same spells, over and over. I do not want you
            to try something you may regret.”
         

         
         She did not listen.

         
         And so, she became a headline.

         
         A front-page story.

         
         An example for Underhill to point to.
         

         
         And it was too late, then; there was nothing I could do. Nothing except wait, and recover, and pray that when I brought her
            back to life, the Halls of the Dead would hear the cry of my soul and my magic would work.
         

         
         

         This time, there is more I can do than wait, and hope, and pray. I left Agnes to deal with Owen alone once before. I will
            not do that again.
         

         
         “Agnes,” I say. “Agnes, listen to me. My love. Please. Look at me.”

         
         She lifts her head away from my shoulder. With one hand, I cup her chin and tilt it upward to look at me. With the other,
            I brush her tears from her ruddy cheeks.
         

         
         “We are working with lost magic,” I say softly. “We are working from scraps. Too much is gone for us to ever know precisely
            what we’re doing. There are . . . unexpected consequences. There are mistakes. And I regret, with everything in me, that your
            second chance at life has been sullied by your brother. I think his possession is changing you—I think he is the reason for your hunger. Your body must be struggling to find equilibrium with two souls attached to it. I cannot even begin to imagine the strain. If you will hear me . . . I believe there is a way we might
            fix everything.”
         

         
         “Anything,” says Agnes. “I’ll do anything.”

         
         “It’s not what you must do, love. I cast the spell. I left room in my verbiage for him to take root. I’m the reason you’re
            haunted. Therefore, I must be the one to fix it.”
         

         
         I breathe deeply, searching for every last fragment of my courage. Only a lesser magician would be afraid of this, and I cannot
            be lesser. Before fear can halt me for too long, I say:
         

         
         “I believe I must go to the Halls of the Dead.”

         
         Agnes’s brows pull together, and she searches my face.

         
         When she understands how deeply I mean it, she shakes her head and clutches me close.

         
         “No,” Agnes says. “Oh, my darling devil, tell me you’re joking. You’re terrible at joking. You look so serious all the time. God, if you mean it—No, I will not see you killed.”
         

         
         I shake my head vehemently. “There’s a spell in Odenkirk that will send me without dying,” I tell her, because, of course,
            there’s always a spell, if you can find it. “It will be a facsimile of death, only. My spirit shall go forth from my body,
            which will remain very much alive, I promise you, until I return. I will go, I will seek an audience with the Halls, beg them to call Owen’s soul
            back to its rest, and then I will come home to you. I will come back from the land of the dead for you.”
         

         
         “You can’t be serious, can you? Irene . . .” There’s a riot in her eyes, shadows and flashing light that rival the catastrophic
            séance that’s only just ended. “Don’t leave me. Don’t leave me here, please. What if something happens while you’re gone?”
         

         
         “St. John will protect you.”

         
         “St. John is a perfect gentleman,” she says, “but he is not a necromancer. He cannot do what you would do.”

         
         “He can handle silver, as I did,” I say. “He will keep you safe. This will keep you safe.”
         

         
         I drape the silver chain around her neck and fix its clasp.

         
         “My love, this is not the life I promised you,” I say. “This . . . afraid of each other, afraid of our own selves, what we
            might do, what might be done to us—this isn’t the life we were meant to have together. A world of our own making, with nothing
            left to fear—you told me it was possible. You made me believe it, when I couldn’t believe in anything. I still believe it
            now.”
         

         
         Agnes’s lower lip wobbles so powerfully she cannot speak.

         
         She sits up a little taller and caresses my cheek with her slit-open palm.

         
         Barely above a whisper, her voice quivering, she says:

         
         “I still believe in it, too.”

         
         “Then I shall go to the Halls of the Dead,” I say. It is better for me to go and try than for her to wish for death and perhaps act upon that wish. “I will be a supplicant at the doors to the Halls, and I will free you of this possession and the wretched hunger it has caused.” 

         
         

         “Was he really attached to her?” asks St. John.

         
         “I could see his handprint on her wrist. He made her carry him out of the Halls like a flea,” I say.

         
         St. John seats himself in the chair beside my bed. Agnes left us to wash the tears from her face with cool water and gather
            her courage, which gives us a chance to speak privately before I leave.
         

         
         “Tell me truly,” I say, “is her hunger any better than the first night?”

         
         He shakes his head. “She says it is,” he says, “but I can see it growing worse.”

         
         “It must be because of the possession,” I say. “I gave her a necklace of silver to wear. I’m hopeful it will do something to help.”
         

         
         “Perhaps,” he murmurs. His eyes meet mine, and moments pass before he says, “I don’t like this.”

         
         “I know, St. John. But I don’t see another way.”

         
         “I don’t see one, either,” he says. “I know you must go to the Halls and beg for them to call Owen back. I pray they will
            listen. I still don’t like it that you must take this journey.” A moment later, he adds: “I wish I could go with you.”
         

         
         “It is what must be done,” I say. I reach for his hand and lace our fingers together. When he squeezes, pressing his palm
            flush to mine, I feel my wedding band more than I usually do.
         

         
         Usually, I pretend it isn’t there. In my mind I am still Irene Shallcross. He has always been my friend, but in this moment,
            with his hand in mine, and his fear for me, his fear for Agnes—for the first time, it feels, perhaps, like my ring might truly
            mean something beyond what I’ve allowed.
         

         
         Which is why I must say, “The other night, I was beastly to you.”

         
         “Don’t,” he says. The softness of his voice brings tears to my eyes. “There are no apologies to be made between us. Not now,
            not ever.”
         

         
         One more squeeze of his hand, and Agnes returns to our bedroom. Her eyes are still rimmed red and wet, but her shoulders are square, and her cheeks are dimpled by a smile. I know better than to fuss over her now. 

         
         And so, again, I do what is required to open Odenkirk, and open to the spell that will send me to the Halls: For Those Who
            Seek the Seat of Their Power. As I read the instructions, I exhale shakily. Stabbing my hand is required to open the book,
            and for most spells, that blood alone is sufficient.
         

         
         But this one requires more than that.

         
         As St. John eases the knife out of my palm, I meet his gaze. He gives me a small, encouraging nod as he places the knife in
            my other hand.
         

         
         Looking at Agnes, with her hand cupping my face, I do what is required to visit the Halls of the Dead:

         
         I slam the blade through my navel.

         
         I choke on a gasp. Blood seeps through my chemise, stains our bedsheets. So many rose petals, as generous as Willa’s garden,
            unfurl across the fabric. The sunlight in the room blurs everything to white. Ocean waves in my brain. The taste of metal
            on my tongue. And then there’s St. John, his hand alongside Agnes’s, both of them caressing my jaw. He presses his forehead
            to mine so that I cannot look anywhere but his eyes.
         

         
         “Say it,” he snarls. “Irene, you have to say it!”
         

         
         I swallow the blood in my mouth.

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I say. “And so, I go forth to haunt.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            III

         
         
            Saturday, December 15

         

         
            I do not fear death, but the valley of the shadow is a weary place to live in.

            Laura Forster

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Fourteen
Irene

         
         
            I am the youngest in a family of necromancers; I am the youngest of the descendants of the survivors of the Crypt. Did they,
               too, feel this crushing loneliness? Did they ever consider setting down their knives? Did they waver, as I do, and long to
               live in the embrace of society? I have tried to express this sorrow. Mother, I think, will never understand.
            

            The journal of Klaus Odenkirk, age 15

            now in ashes

         

         With a choking gasp, I breach the surface of a black ocean.

         
         Saltwater the color of squid ink laps against my naked shoulders. The sky is as crimson as the womb, with smears of charcoal
            clouds drifting across its expanse. No sun or moon crowns the bleeding sky, and no seabirds exist to caw overhead. As my eyes
            adjust, a shore as gray as ash emerges within swimming distance.
         

         
         The moment I thrust my arms into the water to swim, I’m standing on sand.

         
         No, not sand.

         
         Bone.

         
         Bone, shaved down into infinitesimal grains. There are no sharp edges to cut my bare feet, no skulls-turned-seashells to collect.
            The bone-sand stretches forward in an endless, barren landscape, devoid of rocks or trees or obvious paths to follow.
         

         
         When I turn to look behind, the sea disappears. So does the sand. A gust of wind sweeps across a moor, and bones like blades of grass rattle against each other. The dark clouds clot together, shot through with bolts of lightning. Thunder rumbles in the distance. The oncoming storm whips my dry hair across my eyes, obscuring the world of the dead just long enough for me to not see her coming. 

         
         “Irene?”

         
         I haven’t heard her voice in years.

         
         “You cannot be here,” she says. “Only the dead can be here.”

         
         My mother thrusts a lantern between us. Under its orange scrutiny, she finds me older than she ever knew me—and I find her
            at every age I knew her, and younger still than that. Myriad faces mist together: the carefree girl, with long gold hair,
            and the overburdened mother with bags of regret beneath her eyes.
         

         
         “I am dead, Mother.”
         

         
         “No, you’re not. I saw the life pulsing in you.”

         
         She presses the lantern closer, inspecting me in the thunderous dark. Let me seem dead, I beg the Halls I am headed toward. Don’t let me have come all this way, don’t let all the blood be for nothing.

         
         Her once-brown, now-spectral eyes narrow.

         
         “I saw it before, but now . . . My poor Rena, you really are dead.”

         
         She lowers the lantern. The hard line of her mouth eases into a melancholy smile.

         
         “Trust that I’m glad to see you,” she says, “but I so desperately hoped you’d live longer.”

         
         My mother tugs me into her embrace. As her arms circle my waist, I don’t know what to do with my own. We were never an affectionate
            family. The last time she touched me was the day of my father’s funeral—we did not attend, as it is unseemly for ladies to
            attend such things, so all morning she clasped my hand in our drawing room, not knowing it was the hand I’d cut to cast the
            spell that killed him.
         

         
         My father. He’ll be here, too. And Willa.

         
         What a strange thing it is to join them.

         
         “I didn’t know we would see each other,” I say.

         
         My mother leans away and cups my cheeks in her hands. “Did you think I wouldn’t come for you?”

         
         “I didn’t know how it worked.”

         
         Her smile broadens, and she kisses my forehead. “I’m your mother,” she says. “I gave you your life, and so I gave you your
            death.”
         

         
         My throat tightens. My God, Willa had said, when I held Marion in my arms for the first time, I created a death.
         

         
         “Are these really the Halls of the Dead?” I ask. “I see no hallowed halls.”

         
         “We’re not quite there,” she answers. “You’ll be able to rest once we get through the gates. We ought to go.”

         
         Behind her, a black tree blinks into view, tall enough to penetrate the sky. She steps toward it, and as I follow, my spirit
            begins to itch.
         

         
         A dull, leagues-away buzzing at my ear. Little legs land on my shoulder. My wrist. When I look, I see neither fly nor gnat.
            I swipe at myself and find relief—only for the feeling to redouble, as unseen ants pour up my ankle, my calf. Every time I
            brush myself free, the sensation worsens: spiders on my spine, cicadas in my hair.
         

         
         “Mother,” I say, and when I open my mouth, something tries to get in, “what is happening?”

         
         But she’s halfway up the tree already, too far away to hear me.

         
         With no choice, I make for the tree, while bees and beetles crawl invisibly over me. I grasp the lowest branch and pull myself
            up—and more infinitesimal legs skitter down my fingers.
         

         
         “Mother, please,” I call, “I need help!”

         
         Through the branches, I find her nearing the ceiling of the sky.

         
         “Mother!” I try again, as the legs poke against my eyes, my ears.
         

         
         She doesn’t hear me.

         
         She never heard me when I needed her help.

         
         No wonder Willa and I turned to Samuel Haine, to Cecilia Banks, to Yvonne Laurent: They answered. When Father’s temper boiled
            over—when the slam of his boots on the staircase made the whole house quake with fear—when the way he said our names made
            us believe St. Peter would never open the gates for us—the books taught us how to slip our ghostly fingers through his temples
            and lie him down with the worst headache of his life.
         

         
         Hand over hand, branch to branch, with the wind whipping against me, I rise upward through the tree. Somehow, I find the right footholds. For some reason the swarm doesn’t bite me, sting me, hurt me. Clouds swallow me, spew lightning around me, but I keep moving until my head knocks against a solid stone door. When I pull one hand away from the trunk to knock, my palm is drenched with clear fluid. 

         
         The tree was never a tree.

         
         It was an umbilical cord.

         
         My mother opens the door and helps me through it. Kneeling on tessellated marble, I dare to look down, just in time to see
            the umbilical oak shrivel and fall away, as it once did from my own navel.
         

         
         “You could have waited for me,” I snap.

         
         “What are you talking about? You needed me to show the way.”

         
         “I needed your help! There are—things—crawling all over me—”
         

         
         “They’re bothering you?” She picks up the lantern and waves it around me. Though neither of us sees anything, we both know
            they’re there. “Strange. They never bother me.”
         

         
         As I open my mouth to speak, fragile wings brush against my lips. A worm presses curiously into my ear.

         
         “How do I make it stop?” I ask.

         
         “How am I to know?”

         
         “What are they?”
         

         
         “Just gnats, Rena,” she says. “Gnats die, too, you know. You’re probably agitating them and making it worse. Stop it. We still
            have a ways to go.”
         

         
         My fault. Of course. Her dismissal is curt, but not unkind—and that’s what bothers me the most. That even now, she really
            believes she is helping. Even as she belittles me, she does it with a smile. How can it be that even at my age, I still don’t know what to
            say to her? How can it be that there is simply no way to make her see?
         

         
         It isn’t just gnats. And whether I’m agitating them or not, their incessant crawling and wriggling is a plea for my attention.
            I can’t ignore something that won’t let me ignore it.
         

         
         But my mother—as if nothing is at all the matter—picks up the lantern, lifts me to my feet, and walks me down a hallway with
            no end.
         

         
         “Do you remember our old maid? Miss Thomas? When I went into the kitchen and found fleas in her bed, I must have dumped twenty buckets of water over the kitchen floor. And took her bed outside to steep in water for three days!” She laughs, lightly. “If only we could do that to the bugs here, then it would be paradise.” 

         
         The lantern’s flame makes shadows undulate across the blank stone walls, and at some point, I realize they’re our own shadows,
            playing out a hundred scenes of our lives in silhouette. Her hand on my feverish forehead. Her brush through my long hair.
            Her, standing in the doorway, scolding two little girls who haven’t yet gone to bed, who have hidden a secret from her. Her
            offering a balm for a bruise whose origin we never discussed.
         

         
         “You should have done something,” I say.

         
         “About what?”

         
         All of my misting eyes meet hers. We both wear every face we have ever had; both of us child, woman, wife.

         
         “You know what I mean.”

         
         “I certainly don’t,” she says.

         
         I scoff. “You should have done what I did.”

         
         “What does that mean?”

         
         My mother draws closer, and I almost tell her. I almost tell her about the spell, how with my blood and body and soul I stopped
            his heart. Why don’t I? Out of fear, or mercy? I cannot tell what it is I feel. I cannot determine why I can’t tell her.
         

         
         “Irene,” she says, voice quivering, “you lost something.”

         
         She stands behind me, one hand on my shoulder, the other holding the lantern just behind my heart. There is an empty place
            that shifts with my shadow as it moves. Sometimes a chunk is missing from my shoulder, or a finger from my hand. Sometimes
            it’s a hole in my head or a chasm in my belly, but it’s there.
         

         
         The place where Underhill cut me is there.

         
         My mother stiffens beside me, caught between concern and fear. “But how?”

         
         I don’t know how to answer her, except with the cold, detached truth: “Part of my soul was eaten.”

         
         Her eyes widen.

         
         “That can’t be true,” she says. “I’ve seen the soul-eaten. They can’t speak. They can’t remember. If you were soul-eaten,
            I would have had to drag you across the sand, across the moor . . . I won’t be able to . . . You won’t be able to . . . No. No, it can’t have happened.”
         

         
         She looks between my face and my shadow, wrestling with this truth. It can’t have happened. It didn’t happen. That can’t be true. Death has not changed her very much.
         

         
         For once, I understand her denial. I know this shouldn’t have been a reunion. It should have been a retrieval.

         
         “It happened after Willa died,” I say.

         
         “Then why did it take you so long to get here?”

         
         Turning from the shadow of my injured soul, I resume the trek down the interminable tunnel. My mother hesitates before following.
            Once she catches up to me, we walk in a strange, uneven silence, boiling with unasked and unanswered questions and the constant,
            interminable drone of wasps. She never learned a lick of magic; she never pilfered an antique grimoire and claimed its forbidden
            power. If it wasn’t clear to her before she died, it’s clear now that we exist in two separate worlds, and she will never
            understand the one I chose.
         

         
         “Mr. Haley took care of me after it happened,” I say. “He wouldn’t hear of a nurse or doctor tending to me. If not for him,
            I would have been here long ago.”
         

         
         “Oh,” she says, and presses a hand to where her heart would be. “He loved you truly. That was clear from the start.”

         
         I whirl to look at her. The fondness in her expression is completely at odds with the way she treated him. For me to marry
            an illusionist, after everything she and my father had taught me, was a betrayal. It wasn’t me she blamed, but him.
         

         
         If I had to have a husband, as Willa said I must, then he was the only one I’d choose. He was the very definition of magic.
            He was the only man in the world I could have . . .
         

         
         “You hated him,” I remind her. “I recall you stating, quite plainly, that you hated him.”

         
         “I was bereft, Rena,” she says. “Your father had just died. I’m grateful, now, that you had Mr. Haley and Willa had Mr. Urmston.
            Tell me, do you have children?”
         

         
         “No,” I say.

         
         “Twelve years, and no children?”

         
         She sighs, perhaps believing Willa and I shared similar problems. It would never occur to her that a husband and wife might
            have greater ambitions.
         

         
         “This is a terrible sadness. Your life was hardly complete, then, when it ended.”

         
         She reaches for me and touches my arm.

         
         “I always worried about you,” she says. “My serious, solemn girl. I feared you’d live your whole life alone. It does me much
            good to know how devoted Mr. Haley was to you in your . . . when you needed him.”
         

         
         St. John and I, in the graveyards. St. John and I, visiting the overcrowded cemetery in Islington, not able to step anywhere
            without treading on bone. St. John, never jealous of Agnes or the way I felt for her, only eager to bring her into our fold.
            There for me before the soul-wound, when being there was easy. There for me afterward—no matter how I screamed or shouted
            or cried, no matter how I blamed or insulted him. Hunting down the Book of Delilah Odenkirk, for me, to keep my heart from
            breaking even more than it already had.
         

         
         For every need, whether I expressed it aloud or not. Whether I expressed it to myself, even, or not.

         
         “The very best,” I say.

         
         “I pity him,” says my mother. “It’s a terrible thing to be the one who lives.”

         
         She rubs her hand between my scapulae, as if to comfort me.

         
         “It’s not so terrible to be dead,” she says. “Death, too, is a gift. But to outlive the one you love? That is the terrible part.”
         

         
         “Did you love Father?”

         
         “Don’t be silly,” she says.

         
         You cursed him as often as you wept for him, I think. Some mornings the grief lay upon her so heavily I could not get her out of bed; others, she advised me not to marry
            the wrong man, or it would ruin my life. What I did saved her, too.
         

         
         She squeezes my shoulder and nudges me lightly with her elbow.

         
         “I know you didn’t love him when he proposed,” she says. “I know you felt it your duty to accept him, so as not to burden
            your widowed mother any further. But I knew you’d grow to love him.”
         

         
         She offers me a wise smile, as if she has always known the truth, but the truth would be incomprehensible to her.

         
         Accepting St. John was never about duty. It was never about unburdening my widowed mother. It was about me. It was about living my life without sneaking around, without hiding my books the moment I heard footsteps on the stairs.
            Every morning and every evening, I made sure my grimoires were hidden so well no one would ever find them. They mattered more
            to me than any diary or cache of money could. What could my life be, I wondered, without the pressure of my deception and
            the paranoia of discovery? What might it be like to live in total harmony with someone who shared my dreams, my desires, my
            goals? I wanted a life with the locks blown off it, and St. John gave me that.
         

         
         If he had never provided it, I wouldn’t have known I could promise it to Agnes. I wouldn’t have known it was possible if he
            hadn’t shown me, every hour of every day, that life did not have to be lived in secret. It could be lived happily. It could
            be lived enthusiastically.
         

         
         There was a time, before the soul-wound, before Willa’s death, when I was happy. And all of that happiness, I owe to—
         

         
         “And I’m so sorry now that you’ve lost that love. Life is loss, my dear, I always said so,” she says. “Life is loss, and you
            never get any of it back.”
         

         
         “That’s not true,” I say. “Sometimes what you lose comes back to you.”

         
         My mother’s gaze drifts to my shadow on the wall, and the hole within it.

         
         “At the cost of something else, maybe,” she says.

         
         The tunnel ends suddenly. One moment there is still so much farther to walk, and the next we stand before a pair of heavy
            double doors, embellished with twisting, turning reliefs that solidify into a metal gate. The gates close in front of the
            doorknobs; a square without a keyhole protects them from my grasp. Moths make merry in my misting hair.
         

         
         Through this gate, those doors, lie the Halls of the Dead. The source of necromantic power.

         
         And the answers Agnes seeks.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Fifteen
Agnes

         
         
            A madness such as Mrs. Haley’s will not simply resolve on its own, Mr. Haley, and I shall continue to do as Sir Silas asked
               of me, regardless of whether you find it necessary.
            

            A letter to St. John Haley from Dr. Amos Walters

            April 1849 

         

         While Irene lies bleeding in our bed, I draw my fingers over the silver chain she draped around my neck. It does not burn
            me. It does not lessen my hunger. It does not make me feel any safer from Owen.
         

         
         “Now what?” I ask.

         
         St. John looks away from the knife in Irene’s belly long enough to offer me a sympathetic smile. His hand never wavers in
            holding the knife steady.
         

         
         “Now,” he says, “we pray she finds her way back to us.”

         
         The silver does not ward against the dread that wraps its hands around my throat. I never should have let her go. Maybe, if
            I were more myself, I would have stopped her. As if anything can stop her, my heart reminds me. That’s why you love her.

         
         St. John bows his head over her body, offers his empty hand to me, and bids me to join him. In that movement, I can see him as he was in his living, human youth, and my stomach tightens with its harsh hunger. Now that we’re alone, now that his lips move in silent prayer, I could pounce upon him and sink my teeth into his throat. I could kneel beside him and shove my maw into Irene’s bleeding belly like a wolf with its newest kill. 

         
         It is as I told Irene: St. John cannot do what she can do, and in this time of uncertainty, I find myself very sure that there
            is nothing he could do to stop me.
         

         
         God, the idea that I could hurt her, and he wouldn’t be able to stop me—

         
         Maybe he was right to think me capable of it, that night at the larder, because even now he smells so wonderful to me I don’t
            think I should be alone with either of them.
         

         
         “You pray,” I tell him. I take his hand to offer it a brief, reassuring squeeze. There is a voice within me that commands
            me to use it as leverage, to twist it behind his back and strike. I’m not unfamiliar with violence, yet I have never had such
            thoughts as these. The fear that the voice urging me to commit such acts is Owen’s voice raises nausea in my throat, though
            it is no match for the hunger in my belly. “I will keep watch for the butcher’s delivery.”
         

         
         Even once I leave the bedroom, the smell of him lingers in my nostrils. I can smell him in the wallpaper, in the carpet on
            the stairs. I can smell him all the way down to the ground floor, where he’s in the ferns in the foyer and even in the soot
            in the parlor fireplace that’s burned down low and left the room uncomfortably cold. I stoke the embers hearth back to life
            and adjust the clock on the mantel just so with fingers that tremble with need.
         

         
         What I need is distraction. From down the hall, where the staircase bends down toward the kitchen, I fetch the painting of
            Prometheus and bring it into the parlor. It should go in the upstairs drawing room, but that room, on the floor above, is hardly used anymore; there is so little reason, when we have never hosted guests. Irene has always preferred this painting by the stairway, but I like it here, in this room where we often relax, where we might muse upon it. I have to heave myself up onto an ottoman so I can reach the picture rail to hang the heavy frame, and I take more time than necessary to fuss with it. But it was hardly any time at all, says the clock on the mantel, and once I have settled the painting into its new place on the wall, I need something else with which to occupy myself. The upright piano, tucked against the wall by the bay window, offers its companionship for a time. Then there is St. John’s Christmas tree in the corner of the room. Over the past several days I’ve decorated it with tin stars and paper angels; I intend to dress it with candles closer to Christmas Day. For now, the boughs tease his scent alongside the perfume of fir, so I don’t dare linger too close. Instead, I seat myself in the armless chair and thread a sewing needle through an endless amount of popped corn. 

         
         “The holly bears a berry,” I sing under my breath, “as red as any blood . . .”

         
         And just when I realize that perhaps this carol was not the best choice to distract me from thoughts of my hunger, there is
            a hard knock on the front door.
         

         
         Sheer shock freezes me to the piano stool. Any moment now, I expect St. John to come down the stairs and handle our visitor—but,
            of course, he cannot leave Irene. When I lived with Owen, the single maid he kept on staff always answered the door. Never
            Owen. Certainly never me. A strange pressure sits in my throat. If I answer it—but if I don’t—
         

         
         When the knock comes a second time, I set the bowl of popcorn on the sewing table and stand. We’re expecting a delivery from
            the butcher. It can’t take more than a minute. I check my hair in the wide mirror above the fireplace, adjust the collar of
            my dress to fully conceal the bruise round my throat, smooth down my dress, and open the door.
         

         
         A doctor with a fringe beard stands at the door, carrying his medicine bag in one gloved hand. Seeing me, he removes that
            hat and holds it to his chest. For a moment he does not know what to say, and I fear he’s recognized me, though we met only
            the once and it was last April, when an unexpectedly violent snowstorm blocked the roads and kept both of us too long in this
            house. My heart plunges, but I adopt the mask of expressionless calm I was so accustomed to wearing with Owen. I can be dainty.
            I can be sweet. I can pretend naivety and be perfectly accommodating.
         

         
         “Pardon the interruption,” he says. “I’ve come to see Mrs. Irene Haley. Chief Justice Sir Silas Underhill sent me.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Sixteen
St. John

         
         
            Set me as a seal upon thine heart, as a seal upon thine arm: for love is strong as death.

            Song of Solomon 8:6

         

         Don’t go, I think as Agnes leaves the room. I need you to stay.

         
         The words are right there, on the tip of my tongue, perched alongside prayer, but I cannot say them. I cannot tell her that
            I need her. I cannot tell her what a balm she is to me. What would happen if I did? I am meant to need her as a necromancer
            to serve, not as a friend, not as a woman, not even as someone whose hand I can hold while we wait together for the person
            who is the center of both our worlds.
         

         
         But Agnes needs to be somewhere there isn’t any blood, and her need takes rightful precedence.

         
         Moments later, the sound of the piano drifts up the stairs, muffled by the closed door and distance. Yes, that’s exactly what this house needs: to feel like a normal house. For there to be music. Humanity. Lightness and joy and Christmas, even
            in the worst moments. For life to go on, even when Irene lies as still as death.
         

         
         “You have to come back,” I tell her.

         
         And the moment the words leave me, as I watch over her body with my bowed head and my wanting, I think of him. How he once did for me what I now do for Irene. How once, long ago, while sitting vigil at my bedside and waiting and wanting,
            he might have said, You have to come back, and ached as I ache now.
         

         
         I thought what I felt for you was something I would feel just once in my life, I pray to him. Would you be angry—disappointed—bereft—if I thought I might be feeling it again?

         
         

         The Crypt was a catacomb, and not. A burial ground, and not.

         
         Catacombs and burial grounds are for the dead. In the Crypt, the dead could rest—yet remain connected to their magical descendants
            in an afterlife of their choosing. An afterlife I learned transmutation to provide.
         

         
         Behind the pulpit of St. Lazarus’s Abbey was a stone slab that slid away to reveal a staircase, lit all the way down by torches
            enchanted to never go out. Down those winding stairs lay the Crypt, which opened into a rocky cavern through which one could
            hear the not-so-distant sea. Shelves of books bound in human leather curved alongside the stone stairs, with the bindings
            of the oldest grimoires chained to their shelf, so that no one could ever steal them. At the bottom of those long, winding
            stairs, the space opened into an archive of scrolls and monks, my brothers, studying them.
         

         
         “I find myself thinking of how frightened you were when you came to us,” said my abbot. “How you begged me to offer you sanctuary
            from the plague.”
         

         
         His big hand brushed over my hair. The caress of his thumb down the shell of my ear made every bug inside my body quiver.
            The memories of corpses piled in the streets did not strike with its full force of terror when he held me.
         

         
         “You became so much more at ease when you learned necromancy,” he said. “And though you may never cast it again . . . I dream
            of you here a hundred years hence. Two hundred. And in my dreams, you still think of St. Lazarus and the Crypt as your home.”
         

         
         “I always will,” I said. St. Lazarus had welcomed me when all my kin were shoveled into the same plot; the Crypt had given
            me a new kind of life.
         

         
         “I do not think the Crypt will survive two hundred years,” he said, “but I dream, all the same.”

         
         “You never told us your vision,” I said. “You foresaw the end of the Crypt and said nothing else.”

         
         He worked the inside of his cheek. In his silence, he guided me to an outcropping of rock that overlooked a green meadow.
            Below us, the sea splashed against the impenetrable rock, and gulls cried onto the wind.
         

         
         “I suppose you of all people should know,” he said.

         
         He was quiet again for a long time.

         
         “I asked God for a vision of the Crypt,” he said, “and I saw the soldiers that would come. The great fires that would burn
            everything. A few will live, if they leave through this exit.”
         

         
         I knew, without his instruction, that it would be my duty to shepherd them here.

         
         “The soldiers shall serve a king named James,” said my abbot, “and you shall walk this earth covered in ashes and embers until
            a new saint takes that burden from you.”
         

         
         It was my future he told when he spoke of the Crypt, and yet, as he clasped my hand, I did not fear my fate.

         
         “One saint to take the ashes, another to act as God’s justice,” he said. “Together you will embody our prayer to God—together
            you will be soul, and body, and blood. But it will not come to pass any time soon, I fear. They live so far from our time
            not even God can see who they might be.”
         

         
         He cupped my jaw in his other hand; my chin fit neatly into his palm.

         
         “My Saint of the Crypt,” he said. “What agony I’ve given you.”

         
         “You gave nothing that I did not accept,” I reminded him.

         
         Later, on my knees, I lay my hand upon the oldest book in the collection and swore my life to the Crypt. To its protection, its endurance, its survival. The Crypt and I were bound together in a sort of marriage, not unlike a nun’s marriage to God: I swore fidelity to an idea, to a power greater than myself, to a future I could just barely see stretching out eternally, infinitely, my purpose ordained and clear. 

         
         The Crypt and I were made one.
         

         
         

         Three days after my abbot had captured my soul and fed it to me, I tasted dirt on my tongue.

         
         By evening it began to crumble.

         
         Grains of dirt emerged through each nostril; my skin blued and purpled. My abbot lay me down, and when we opened my layers
            of clothing, the cross-shaped wound on my torso through which he had extracted my organs was ripe with pustules. Not only
            did I carry my grave inside me; I smelled like rot, too.
         

         
         “I don’t understand,” said my abbot. These were not words I wanted to hear; after all we had done, I could not bear to fail
            him. “What we did with your soul should have ensured your body lasted.”
         

         
         Countless scholar-monks prodded at my disintegrating tongue, stopping only when more of it crumbled away. They lanced the
            grave sores emerging like a pox across my decaying flesh. The only person who could tolerate the stench for any stretch of
            time was my abbot, and I think it was more that he would not be parted from me.
         

         
         Our experiment was failing, and we had little time to right it. Each grain of dirt that fell from between my lips was a grain
            through an hourglass, and soon my desiccating flesh would turn to dirt as well. I do not know how long I rotted before I came
            upon the answer, and though I struggled to speak, I bid my abbot closer and whispered it to him:
         

         
         “My soul cannot recognize my body.”

         
         He looked at me with interest. “Your soul remembers blood,” he said, “and you have none, now.”

         
         How grateful I was for our shared language, our shared understanding—not only of magic, but of each other.

         
         “I’ve an idea,” he said.

         
         No sooner had he left the room than he returned and brought with him a stone covered in lichen and loam. It was the size of his fist, and freckles of mica glinted in the candlelight as he turned it over in his hand. 

         
         “Your soul remembers a heart,” he said. “A pulse. Lungs. A liver, a stomach. It would threaten your reanimation to give these
            back to you . . . But perhaps we can trick your soul into feeling at home again.”
         

         
         With his serrated knife, my abbot cut open both his palms and coated the stone in his blood. I hardly remember whatever pain
            I may have felt when he used that same knife to open my chest; what I remember is the way he looked at me as he bled into
            the dirt he’d filled me with.
         

         
         Then—slowly, slowly—he sank his hands inside my chest.

         
         The dirt was thickly packed and writhing with worms. He did not harm a single one as he eased himself deeper inside me. As
            I winced, and made some sound of distress, he stopped.
         

         
         “No,” I told him. “Give me back my heart.”

         
         So, he did. Rocking deeper, he seated the stone where my heart had once been. The curious ants within me crawled to his hands,
            and when they brushed their antennae against his blood, I could taste it in my mouth. We lay there a moment—he breathing heavily,
            me clutching his arm—while he caressed my ribs with his thumbs.
         

         
         Once the stone was secure, he gently withdrew.

         
         Next, he reached for a bottle of wine and emptied it into my body. He bowed his head low to my chest, close enough that I
            could feel his breath against my rotting flesh.
         

         
         “I defy God to take this man,” he said, “for he has sacrificed himself upon my altar.”
         

         
         When he finished inventing this newest spell, the scars that ran across my breast and from my throat to my navel began to weave themselves closed. The pustules receded; the dirt in my mouth rebuilt itself into a tongue of flesh. Magic pulsed through me, hot and sweet, and every limb tensed and relaxed as it came back to life. I raised my trembling hand to his sweat-damp brow, just to hold him, this man who had given me a home and a promise and a purpose, who had unmade and remade me in impossible, impossible ways. 

         
         He covered my hand with his own, and he held me until the stars blinked out of the sky.

         
         

         For decades, he and I turned necromancers into books, together.

         
         When he was silver-haired and three days dead, it was his turn.

         
         “I cannot decide whether we necromancers are the best, or the worst, at mourning,” my abbot once said. “We devote our lives
            to death, to the nature of the soul and the body and the blood. We alone know what follows death; we alone can speak with
            those who have gone. And still, we mourn.”
         

         
         For most of the dead, I drew my equations in blood. Some requested ink. I suspected my abbot might request holy water, but
            no.
         

         
         He requested my touch, and nothing more.

         
         I started on the middle finger of his left hand, drawing invisible circles to the wrist. Then the fifth finger, then the first,
            then fourth and thumb. Then his right hand, in the same order. I left his palms blank and scrawled the equation up his arms
            to his shoulders, ascending the curve of his neck, over the ledges of his ears, cresting his shorn scalp to meet in the middle.
            Where the lines met, they branched out in new directions: one down his forehead, bisecting his nose and lips; the other down
            his skull, the nape of his neck, to his spine.
         

         
         With my abbot, the invisibility of my work left no room for error, for forgetfulness. No room to pause and come back later,
            as there had been in the past. With him, it was not my magic that was powerful and permanent, but my touch alone.
         

         
         There were no marks on his skin to prove that I had finished, but I knew when it was time. I pressed my fingers to the first shapes I had drawn on his middle fingers, and his bones began to snap, to shrink. His whole body melted down into a bubbling potion of fat and blood, then reorganized itself. His skin flayed in peeled-onion layers; his blood scurried across the sheaves, borrowing from his mind and memory to take the correct shape. His spine remained a spine, although it took a different form: Once it held his body upright; now it was the hinge upon which the pages of his life would be turned and the chain that would secure him to his shelf, so that he could stay here forevermore. 

         
         The skin of his palms bound the cover of the book of his life. The braided lines crisscrossed the front and back covers, chasing
            each other like dust after a shooting star. These palms clutched my cheeks when he welcomed me to his monastery. These palms
            held the pommel of the sword he thrust through my body. These palms caressed me, and hugged me, and taught me alchemy of the
            flesh, everything I needed to know to become the Saint of the Crypt.
         

         
         His book required one measly drop of blood to illuminate the words within—from everyone except for me. For me, as with all
            the books I’d made, there was no barrier, no gate I must unlock. When I opened the cover of his book, he chuckled fondly.
         

         
         “Do not weep, my sainted one,” he said. “I am with you, and I will come back to you.”

         
         

         That was how my decades passed.

         
         The necromancers who devoted their remains to the Crypt became my friends in death, after I gave them a new shape, when all
            that they knew was laid bare by my hands. I gave them a way to keep their voice, and they used it to teach scholars all they
            had learned. I kept necromancers in the present tense; I made sure they were more than memory. As long as the Crypt stood,
            there was no necromancer who could be lost.
         

         
         That was a prayer, and an answer to a prayer, all in one.

         
         It was like my abbot said: an Alexandria for the dead, but kept secret, hidden, for we were heretics. We believed in Christ but claimed him as a necromancer; we believed in God and Heaven and Hell, but we believed the wrong way. I knew what would one day happen; the dead had foreseen it and warned my abbot, and through his warning I was made. 

         
         If it were not to happen, my abbot would have no use for me.

         
         

         Long after my abbot passed—after another necromancer had renewed me—there came a king named James.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Seventeen
Irene

         
         
            For my birthday, the librarian presented me with a necromancer’s knife of my own. How I shuddered to accept the wretched thing!
               All the next day, Helene asked what shadow of gloom had passed over me. How I yearned to tell her everything—and I might have,
               if I did not fear that she would see me suddenly as a monster.
            

            The journals of Klaus Odenkirk, age 16

            now in ashes

         

         To the right of the double doors sits a tea table, set with steaming mugs and small sugary pastries.

         
         “Here,” says my mother. “It’s been a long journey, my darling. Before you can rest, you must eat.”

         
         She plops one of the pastries into my palm, and it’s the kind I’ve loved since my childhood, covered in powdered sugar and
            filled with strawberry jam. St. John purchases a whole dozen each year for my birthday. Until the hole in my soul neutered
            my appetite, I could eat them all in a single sitting. Even once eating became impossible, he still bought them.
         

         
         “Don’t hesitate, Rena,” she says. “The doors won’t open if you don’t eat.”

         
         Last winter, a single bite was worth celebrating. It meant I didn’t want to die.

         
         Now a single bite would mean my facsimile of death would be made real.

         
         “I can’t,” I say.

         
         “But you have to,” she says. “You can’t rest if you don’t.”
         

         
         “That’s all right,” I say. “I’m not staying.”

         
         “You’re dead, Irene,” she says. “There’s nowhere else for you to go.”

         
         Back home, I think. Back home, with answers for Agnes.

         
         But how am I to get those answers? I came here to ask the Halls to relieve Agnes of her brother’s possession, yet now that
            I am here, I see no easy way to make such a request. There is no throne before which I might kneel; there are no statues before
            whom I might bow my head and pray.
         

         
         There are only the gated doors, who require me to eat before I can be granted entry.

         
         “Mother,” I say, “how might one ask the Halls for an audience?”

         
         “An audience?”
         

         
         “How would I do it?”

         
         “I don’t know that it can be done,” she says. “I have never heard of such a thing.”

         
         “I need help with magic.”

         
         “Magic?” She balks. “Why on earth would you need—”
         

         
         “Because I did something,” I say, “I did something, and there were consequences, and I need to know how to make it right.
            Can you help me? Please.”
         

         
         “I don’t know magic, Irene. How would I even know what you need?”
         

         
         “No, how would you?”

         
         She flinches back, and the lantern light wavers against the doors, against the walls. My voice is so much like my father’s
            I wince. Having crested quickly, my anger ebbs, though a thread of it remains.
         

         
         “There is someone relying on me,” I say. “Her name is Agnes Driscoll. Her brother has linked his soul to hers, with monstrous
            consequences. I’ve come to beg the Halls to release her.”
         

         
         My mother shakes her head. “You’re asking the impossible of me.”

         
         “I am asking you, for the first time, for your help.”

         
         And you can’t do it, I realize at her bewildered expression. If she had said yes, or merely agreed to try, it would have made my quest so much easier. 

         
         “Worry not, Mother,” says another voice I have not heard in years. “I can help.”

         
         Without the doors opening, she is suddenly beside us. When I turn to her, a soft smile spreads across every mouth on every
            face she ever had, one for each of her twenty-seven years.
         

         
         “Willa,” says our mother. Her smile is one of joy and sorrow both; joy for our reunion, and sorrow that it comes so soon.
            “I always wanted two daughters, did I ever tell you that? And now you’re both here with me.” She sets the pastries down on the table and squeezes
            my arm. “I should fetch your father. We shall be a happy family again.”
         

         
         Mother sinks through the double doors with the lantern, leaving me alone with my sister. The long nave, with its walls of
            glittering stone, shifts around us into a different scene. Willa sits at a table set with two chairs, two saucers, and two
            teacups. Rosebushes grow out of the bone-sand beneath our feet.
         

         
         “I wondered when you’d come,” says Willa. “I’m surprised it took so long.”

         
         Oh God, I’d begun to forget her voice.

         
         “Willa,” I say, and a knot the size of a fist expands in my chest, in my throat, so that I cannot speak anything else. A sob
            tears out of me, and my baby sister reaches her hand across the table. I take it, slipping into the chair opposite hers.
         

         
         “Hello, Irene,” she says.

         
         Our spectral hands could slice right through each other, yet we cling to the other’s outline as if it were flesh. It makes
            this reunion feel more real, as if she’d simply been gone for a while—at sea, perhaps, with some sailor husband who needed
            her magic to keep him safe.
         

         
         “I can’t believe you came,” I say.

         
         “You asked for an audience,” she says. “The Halls send me as their conduit.”

         
         “Their conduit?”

         
         “They speak through me,” she says.

         
         “How did that happen?”
         

         
         “It is an honor to be bound to God in this way,” she says, “and I am glad to do it. We have so much to talk about, you and
            I. And now we have time for it.”
         

         
         “Not very much time,” I say.

         
         “I know,” she says. “You’ll have to go back soon. You’re not dead. You can fool her, but not me. I know all your tricks.”
         

         
         The way she says it makes me think of her body, sitting up. Her eyes, staring through me. Her soul never returned to her flesh—but
            did she not hear me calling? Did she not feel me tugging at her?
         

         
         No sun shines in the gray sky above this gray beach, though there is some pale light coming from an indeterminable direction.
            Gray waves roll steadily onto the shore, and we are halfway in our childhood, halfway into womanhood. Her black hair cascades
            long and free down her shoulders. You’re a grown woman, I think, your hair shouldn’t be down. But my hair is down too. A breeze plays with the flapping collars of both our bathing gowns.
         

         
         We are children again, thirteen and eleven, visiting Aunt Ida, and my hips hurt. We are children again, although I know we
            aren’t really children.
         

         
         “So, Agnes’s brother is clinging to her,” she says. “That poor woman. I would like to help her, if it’s within my power. I
            witnessed their entire argument.”
         

         
         “You saw it?”

         
         “It was wretched. What a beastly man. I wanted to intervene, but there was nothing I could do.”

         
         “Could you not have cast some illusion to hide her?” I ask. “There must have been some way you could have helped.”

         
         “Perhaps you should have resurrected her faster,” she says. 

         
         If there hadn’t been silver in her belly, maybe I could have.

         
         Dear God, it isn’t enough that Underhill ruined her first life—but he spoiled her second chance, too. If not for that piece
            of silver, maybe Agnes would have been back in my arms well before Owen could have found her.
         

         
         It didn’t have to be this way.

         
         “I would beg the Halls to call her brother back,” I say. “Her body cannot tolerate having two separate souls inside it. She
            is struggling, physically, under the immense strain of it.”
         

         
         Willa leans back in her chair, and all her mouths curve with a pensive frown.

         
         “I know you’ve come all this way, Irene,” she says, “but the Halls cannot do as you ask.”

         
         “I don’t think you understand,” I say. “She is a perfect resurrection, everything I”—wanted you to be, everything you weren’t—“Everything I hoped for, but it’s all wrong. She cannot stop eating raw meat. Her hunger is bottomless. And there is no explanation
            other than Owen’s attempt to possess her, his hunger for her pain. The Halls must help. I will not go back to the land of
            the living without aid.”
         

         
         “Of course you won’t,” Willa mutters. “You certainly don’t want to get caught again, do you?”

         
         She says those words so casually, but I know my sister, and I know that bite. I stare at her for a long moment, not knowing
            what to say, or where to start.
         

         
         “Yes, Irene, I know what you did,” she says. “You’re my sister, and I know you, and I knew even as I lay dying that you would
            break the promise you made me. I’ll have my time to tell you exactly what I think about how selfish you are, but we are speaking of Agnes now.”
         

         
         “Willa,” I say, “if I could explain—”

         
         “Agnes told the Halls she would be their instrument of justice,” Willa says, pressing on. “I had come to the doors to meet
            her—of course I wanted to meet the necromancer I’d heard calling my name, over and over again, asking me to come forth for
            a séance. But I did not even have the chance to mention it. It was more important to warn her against the offer she did not
            know she was making. Necromancers should know, better than anyone, that the Halls of the Dead listen. They will hear you, and they will accept your sacrifices, so you’d best know what you’re giving up before you speak.”
         

         
         “What are you saying?” I ask. “That Owen’s possession is some kind of sacrifice Agnes made to come home?”

         
         Willa huffs.

         
         “I am telling you the problem with Owen is merely superficial. You called her back, and your spell allowed him to answer,
            too,” she says. “If the verbiage of your spell is what allowed him to attach, then you must cast another spell to detach him. The real problem, Irene, is that Agnes committed herself to be God’s justice for the soul-eaten, and she does not know
            what that means.”
         

         
         “Do you?”

         
         When Willa rolls all twenty-seven pairs of her eyes, she reminds me so much of her childhood self, back on the beach, when
            I was bad at playing her games.
         

         
         “How can anyone know what that means?” she muses.
         

         
         Taking a sip from her teacup, Willa gazes past me, toward the ocean.

         
         “When you’re dealing with powers greater than yourself,” she says, “you never know what the outcome will be. The Halls may
            have sent me as their conduit, but their ways are as unknowable to me as they are to anyone else.”
         

         
         “So, if we figure out a way to detach Owen,” I say, “will her body settle? Will her hunger ease?”

         
         “I pray it will be so,” she says.

         
         “There can be no other cause. Why should the Halls punish her this way if she offered to give them justice?” I still cannot
            fully comprehend this. “Justice for what, Willa?”
         

         
         “You are married to the Saint of the Crypt. You should know.”

         
         Now it is my turn to lean back in my chair and fix her with an appraising stare. Though it warms me beyond description that
            Agnes might make such an offer—for me and those like me—I cannot begin to fathom how she could have been chosen, why it would
            come with such a dreadful price, or what the Halls would have her do. As the questions compile in my mind, Willa clears her throat.
         

         
         “I ought to warn you,” she says, “there are some things you cannot fix with your beloved magic. Agnes might be one of them.”
         

         
         “You’re angry I tried to bring you back,” I say. “I understand.”

         
         “No, that’s not why I’m angry,” says Willa. “I’m angry you were caught and dragged my husband and my daughter into your court case. My
            God, Irene, you didn’t have to put me back in my grave! No one would have known the difference!”
         

         
         She slams her cup onto her saucer, then stands from the table.

         
         “I don’t know whether you might fix Agnes’s hunger,” she says, “but we had better figure it out, hadn’t we, before you get caught, again, and Philip and Marion
            are dragged into your muck, again. When this is all over, Irene, I strongly suggest you leave London and never show your face in that part of the world again,
            lest you make my family suffer for your selfishness one more time.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Eighteen
St. John

         
         
            . . . yf any persone or persones . . . practise or exercise . . . any invocations or conjurations of sprites wichecraftes
               enchauntmentes or sorceries . . . all and every persone and persones offendyng . . . shall have and suffre suche paynes of
               deathe . . .
            

            the Bill against conjurations, wichecraftes, sorcery, and enchantments, 1542

         

         The soldiers laid waste to everything.

         
         The enchanted skulls of our ancestors. Femurs into which they had carved their dying wishes. Mirrors used as portals to the
            Halls of the Dead. Crystals through which ghosts could speak. The books didn’t scream as they went up in smoke, but the living
            scholars did.
         

         
         I could not summon spirits to aid us. I could not drown the soldiers in starbursts of their own blood. I could not pull their
            entrails through their orifices with a gesture of my hand. To ensure the Crypt could be rebuilt, I had surrendered my ability
            to cast necromantic magic.
         

         
         Which is to say, when it came to protecting all that I had loved, I had been rendered useless.

         
         I ushered as many people as I could through the secret opening my abbot had shown me long ago. They carried with them as many
            books as they could. But the oldest books—the books that held the most innovative spells—the ones chained by their spines
            to their shelves—
         

         
         What had been designed to save them destroyed them utterly in the end.

         
         

         I stood on the gallows beside the necromancers who did not escape. They bound our hands so we could not sacrifice our blood;
            they gagged us so we could not speak our spells.
         

         
         We could not save each other.

         
         I wished to everything—to God, to Christ, to my abbot’s ashes—I could save the monks beside me.

         
         Please, I begged my abbot. Please, come back from the ashes, and save me, save the Crypt, I cannot do this without you, please.

         
         But my begging was not magic. It could not make a miracle happen.

         
         The executioner tightened my noose while someone made a speech about cleansing the land of unholiness.

         
         “The Devil reaches into the hearts of men,” said a man with no Heaven in his heart, “and we send those men back to Hell to
            burn alongside their master.”
         

         
         And, with that, the floor dropped out from below me.

         
         But I didn’t die.

         
         Which did nothing to convince crowds of uneducated pig farmers and wealthy merchants alike that I was not in collaboration
            with the Devil.
         

         
         

         They tried to kill me a hundred different ways.

         
         They poisoned me. They shot me full of arrows. They plunged a sword through my chest, which hurt, yes, but it made me ache
            with fondness, with memory and love that had nowhere to go.
         

         
         “You do not bleed,” they snarled. “Why do you not bleed?”

         
         I would not explain what made me what I am to these people.

         
         Instead, I met their angry, fearful eyes.

         
         “Christ was a necromancer,” I said, with the sword still inside me.

         
         They beheaded me for that, and I thought that might be my end, but no. No, even that did not do it. Perhaps it would have worked if the blade had been silver—but this was before they’d realized silver can undo our spells. If they had known, I may not have survived. 

         
         In the ground where they tossed me, the wound began to itch. At last, I had something to draw with. One equation in the dirt,
            and I rejoined my head and my body. Another, and my body became the body of a spider, and I crawled through the loose soil
            to the surface, where I slipped away into the woods. If they peered into that ditch come dawn, and if my absence horrified
            them, made them fall to their knees in prayer, I do not know. By then, I was miles away, headed home for the last time.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Nineteen
Agnes

         
         
            Each time I have seen a necromancer anatomized, the proof of evil within them is easily located. Their magic befouls their
               bodies as it befouls their minds and spirits.
            

            “Evidence of necromancy in medicine as witnessed,” a pamphlet by Dr. Amos Walters, 1840

         

         I wish I had never opened the door. I should have let it go unanswered. Damn the delivery—it could have waited or gone to
            waste, for all I care now. Either option would have been preferable to opening the door to find Underhill’s pet doctor, a
            detestable badger of a man in both looks and bedside manner. He has always claimed that his unannounced visits are spontaneous,
            decided by his schedule on the day and his deep concern regarding the persistence of Irene’s so-called madness. Of course, it is really Underhill who dispatches him as a spy to report back and tell him if Irene remains feeble enough
            not to warrant any concern. What he wants more than that, maybe, is a reminder to St. John that his wife is watched.
         

         
         “The Haleys are not presently available,” I say. “May I have your card?”

         
         Some irritation pulls at his face as he fishes around inside his overcoat’s breast pocket to offer it to me.

         
         “Dr. Walters,” he says, by way of a brisk introduction. “I sent word yesterday that I would come.”

         
         “Oh dear, did you?” I sigh wistfully. “I’ve been handling the post since I arrived, and I regret I must have missed it.” Whether he sent it or not—and I’m willing to bet not, as his arrival is just as unexpected as the last time, and the time before—does not matter now. What matters is this conciliatory
            performance of mine; I must predispose him to whatever kindness he is capable of. “Unfortunately, they aren’t available. It
            seems you’ve troubled yourself for nothing, after all. I’m so very sorry.”
         

         
         “I see,” says Dr. Walters. “Are you certain they’re not available, Miss . . . ?”
         

         
         “Miss Haley,” I say. “Mr. Haley’s cousin.”

         
         It is the first thing that comes to mind. Tread carefully, I tell myself.
         

         
         “Miss Haley,” he says, and reiterates his question: “Am I not to see your cousin and his dear wife, even for the briefest
            moment? The Chief Justice retains my services to assure him of her health. It grieves him that she is still unwell.”
         

         
         “How thoughtful of him,” I say. It grieves him that she’s alive, I think. It grieves him that the evidence isn’t buried. It grieves him that he doesn’t understand why she’s different. “Well, then, as you must know, the matter with Mrs. Haley is . . . always delicate.”
         

         
         In my momentary pause, no excuse comes to mind that I can use to turn him away. If I tell him they’ve gone out, that is what
            he will tell Underhill, and who knows what Underhill might do if he thinks Irene does not languish in utter weakness. If I
            ask the doctor to leave his card and go—which would be my right—Underhill won’t like it and might find it in the goodness
            of his heart to come snooping around himself. I won’t be so lucky to remain unrecognized by the Right Honorable Bastard himself.
         

         
         “If you would come inside, doctor?” I say, because there is nothing else I can say. “I’ll endeavor to explain things more thoroughly.”
         

         
         As I step aside, Dr. Walters enters, and I lead him directly from the foyer to the parlor, where he takes a seat on the plush
            sofa. I sit across from him, perched on the very edge of an easy chair, because its arms won’t accommodate my full skirts.
         

         
         “Please forgive the state of things,” I say, because he will expect a woman to be concerned with little else. “I’m embarrassed about it, truly. That’s why I’ve come—to help my cousin in the managing of his house. The front steps haven’t been whitened in an age, as you no doubt noticed? Oh, of course you did. It’s only that—well—I’m afraid Mrs. Haley hasn’t yet been well enough to attend to such things. They have a few enchanted items, a broom and a mop and whatnot, and those help, but then again, those magical options are just so lazy, don’t you think? No match for honest, hardworking hands, are they? A house like this should have staff, of course, and I
            understand you made some recommendations for whom we might hire? But, oh, my cousin is just so certain he must do this all
            himself, and I can’t imagine anyone would want to work for him after . . . well . . . all that horrible business last year.”
         

         
         My heart thrashes in my chest, but my voice does not quake, not even once. Years of practice as the obliging keeper of the
            house have prepared me for this meeting, if nothing else. I can see from the politely disinterested glaze over his eyes that
            he’s hardly listened to a word I’ve said, which is ideal.
         

         
         “I did not come to judge her household, Miss Haley,” he says. “I came to visit my patient. I’m sorry to hear there has been
            no improvement. I should like to examine her myself—”
         

         
         “That won’t be possible today,” I say. It may be rude to interrupt him, but I must act as though this is my house. No one would fault a woman for taking charge in the one place where that is her utmost duty, and a bubbly tone eases
            any sting from the slight by assigning my actions to vapidity rather than intent. “I understand you are a busy man, and I
            so regret that you’ve come all this way, oh, and you must’ve paid for a hansom cab, didn’t you? But, doctor, this is why I
            said the matter was delicate. Mrs. Haley had an . . . episode, earlier. Mr. Haley has only just now settled her upstairs.”
         

         
         “What sort of episode?” he asks.

         
         “Oh, it was horrible, doctor,” I say. “I wish I had not witnessed it.”

         
         “I wish the same,” he says, and there is a naturally patronizing sympathy in his tone. “A gentle soul should not be forced to see Mrs. Haley’s more brutal moments. I have suggested to Mr. Haley that Mrs. Haley might fare better in an asylum, under my direct medical care, but he has thus far refused my offer.” 

         
         “He is quite devoted to her,” I say, and if the breathlessness is more genuine than the rest of my performance, that is my
            affair alone. “If it were your wife, wouldn’t you want to tend to her?”
         

         
         “I am not married, Miss Haley, but I’m sure I would,” he says. There is no bone in my body that’s surprised to hear no woman
            would have him. I nod very agreeably at his statement, all the same. “The unfortunate difference here is that Mr. Haley is
            not a doctor, and so his care may in fact exacerbate her condition. Tell me precisely what happened during this episode. What
            set her off? How did she act?”
         

         
         “Well, I . . .” Oh bother. I hadn’t meant to give him an opening to inquire further, but of course he would be keen to note any “symptoms.” Think, I urge myself. I lace my fingers together with both palms over my knees, concealing the long scab I inflicted upon myself
            this morning. “I was not present when it began. Mr. Haley brought Mrs. Haley down to the dining room for breakfast, and I
            was down in the kitchen, since I haven’t yet found them a decent cook. There was a promising young lady, but then she couldn’t
            manage to get a single scone to rise properly”—and he clears his throat, growing impatient with me, so I need to give him something, at least. “And oh, by the time I arrived
            with breakfast for her—toast in boiled water, nothing more—she was screaming at him. It was quite vulgar, doctor, and I should
            prefer not to repeat any of it, if you please.”
         

         
         Dr. Walters sighs and shakes his head. “If she were under my care, I’m certain I could bring an end to these episodes for
            good,” he says.
         

         
         When he opens his mouth to say more, though, he pauses. Then, eyes narrowed, he continues.

         
         “Miss Haley,” he says, “did Mrs. Haley harm herself?”

         
         His question is so abrupt, and I’m unsure what prompted it. Was it something I said? Have I been too dour, after all, my smile too forced? It’s slipping now, and when I wet my lips I taste the salt of nervous sweat. Think.

         
         Which answer is better: yes, or no?

         
         Before I can decide, Dr. Walters adds, “There is blood under your fingernails.”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         I look down. In hiding the wound on my palm, I drew attention to something else. Don’t panic, I tell myself. There is no need to panic. This is no evidence of a crime. Simply be clever. You can be clever.

         
         “No, Dr. Walters, she did not harm herself, or anyone else,” I say. The lie comes easily, though I don’t know how it will
            end until the words leave my mouth. “A vase fell when Mr. Haley was bringing Mrs. Haley upstairs. Whilst collecting the pieces,
            I cut myself.”
         

         
         To prove I have nothing to hide, I offer him my palm.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty
Irene

         
         
            I am not merely content with Mr. Urmston, but happier than I ever thought I’d be—and knowing how swiftly happiness may end,
               indeed how swiftly our very lives may end, I thank God for every moment I am given.
            

            A letter from Mrs. Willa Urmston to Mrs. Irene Haley, 1845

         

         When Marion was born in 1840, our mother, Philip’s mother, and I were all present for the birth. At some point, the new grandmothers
            had left the room, leaving me and Willa and little Marion alone.
         

         
         “It’s a pleasant name,” I said. “Marion.”

         
         Willa’s smile reached the gray-violet hollows beneath her eyes. “It suits her, I think,” she said, gazing at the child in
            her arms, already asleep despite having just arrived. “Would you like to hold her?”
         

         
         I stiffened. I didn’t want to say no; at that point, Willa and I had only recently reconciled. After what I’d done to our
            father, she’d made me promise I would never bring magic near her family. She wanted no part of it, not ever again.
         

         
         Still, the fact remained I hadn’t held a baby since Willa had been one. “I don’t know that I’d be any good at it,” I said.

         
         “You are her only aunt.”
         

         
         With uncertain arms and an apprehensive grimace, I took the baby—Marion—into my arms. We were so young, then. Mother had wanted Willa to wait another year before accepting Philip Urmston’s proposal, but when she confessed she was with child, we knew the wedding would have to happen straightaway. It was as if she had purposely rushed things, orchestrated a happy ending for herself as quickly as she could. Holding Marion, it didn’t seem to matter how or when she’d happened; we were only glad that she was here, and that she was doing well. 

         
         “You’re doing fine,” said Willa. “This will be good practice, for when you and Mr. Haley have children.”

         
         “Oh, Willa, no,” I said. “I don’t think we’ll . . . I don’t think we should expect that.”

         
         “No?” Willa’s brows tugged together. “But why not?”

         
         I lowered my voice. “You know who he is,” I said.

         
         “I do,” she said, “but why should that matter? Your life will be incomplete without children.”

         
         “My life would be incomplete without magic,” I said. “He and I are the dearest of friends. We understand each other.” I paused a moment, then said: “We are going to
            rebuild the Crypt.”
         

         
         It was Willa I was meant to rebuild the Crypt with, before she swore off magic. I expected her to flinch or frown or react,
            in any kind of way, to the knowledge that I was pursuing that goal without her. She didn’t grow angry. She didn’t express
            regret. She simply accepted that I hadn’t let go, and that she would not be a part of my dream.
         

         
         “I see,” she said. “It’s only . . . You’re so fond of each other, I thought, surely . . . Never mind. Forgive me.”

         
         She offered a conciliatory smile. Marion wriggled in her blanket against my breast, but did not open her eyes or, worse yet,
            cry. Her strange little noises made Willa laugh. Her long black hair was damp with sweat, and she looked ready to slip into
            a dream.
         

         
         “Do you know what first I thought?” Willa asked. “The moment Dr. Harris put her in my arms?”

         
         Willa’s smile faded into something solemn, almost sacred.

         
         “I thought, ‘My God,’” she said, in a voice as soft as a secret, “‘I created a death.’”

         
         Eight years later, she created two more.

         
         

         Our mothers had passed in the intervening years, and it was only Philip and I at her bedside on that fateful night. He kissed
            Willa’s glistening forehead while Dr. Harris inscribed runes of preservation into the headboard of the bed, runes meant to
            protect her and keep her safe. Then, when Dr. Harris instructed, Philip administered the chloroform that should make this
            birth easier than the last.
         

         
         What a relief it was for me, to watch her slacken and be at ease. Marion was their only living child, but not their only attempt—the
            other attempts had resulted in bloodied ruin. When her last miscarriage had ended with my sister in a bath of ice chips, her
            blood pinking the melt, I’d been perilously close to invoking the Halls even with Philip and the doctor nearby.
         

         
         Perhaps because she made it to term, or perhaps because Dr. Harris assured us she was well, I did not anticipate the worst.
            At some point—was it once Philip began to panic about the child not crying?—the doctor ordered me out of the room and would
            not let me back in.
         

         
         I should have forced my way.

         
         If I had, perhaps Willa would have survived.

         
         None of my nightmares prepared me for the sudden gut punch of despair that followed when I was at last permitted my moment
            alone with her. You tore her apart, I thought, without knowing who I accused. The silent child, the howling husband—maybe even Willa herself, who had anticipated
            consequences and pursued her course regardless. She had forbidden me from bringing necromancy into her house, but it was the
            first thing I thought of when I saw her.
         

         
         Snatching my necromancer’s knife from my reticule, I sliced myself open from elbow to wrist.

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I said—then faltered.
         

         
         Dr. Harris’s useless preservationist wards were scrawled into the headboard. A script not unlike St. John’s equations, meant to protect my sister from the worst, but they did nothing. Those spells were useless. And Willa’s unseeing eyes. The baby that never cried. Philip, down the hall, bellowing with all the deluge of a tempest. 

         
         “I am the haunter . . . of the Halls . . .”

         
         The doors to the Halls of the Dead slammed open, listening, awaiting my demands, but what spell did I have to summon my sister?
            In my books, I had encountered gangrenous spells for killing live flesh, and spells for commanding skeletons. Spells for mimicking
            life. Spells for draining it. Spells to stop a heart, but none to start it.
         

         
         What was the point of me if I could not do this?

         
         What was my magic worth if it could not provide the only spell I needed?
         

         
         What had all those wasted years been worth? All those arguments? All those nights spent deciphering a coded language, all
            those hours stooped over summoning circles, cutting open my skin, sacrificing my blood, and to what end? For what purpose, if not this?
         

         
         “Bring her back,” I pleaded at last. “Let her come back. Do you hear me? I am the haunter of the—I am—”
         

         
         Down the hall, Marion screeched.

         
         The sheer pain in her voice struck me like lightning and choked the words from my throat.

         
         I fell upon Willa’s bedside, unable to breathe or speak or think. I barely felt St. John pull me into his arms, barely registered
            that I was screaming into his chest, barely understood anything, least of all this shipwreck that collapsed my life into flotsam
            fragments to be swallowed in a sea of grief. Whatever words he spoke were lost. Anything, I would have done anything—cut out my own heart, poured every last drop of my blood into Willa’s veins—to bring her back.
         

         
         Necromancers are not afraid of death, but it was never fear that motivated me. It was the storm. All day long, grief thundered in my heart, in my head. It was not proper for ladies to attend a funeral, so Philip bade me stay behind with Marion. For hours, as unyielding as the all-day, exhaustive rains on the moors, she begged me to explain why God’s plan had meant taking her mother from this earth. How could I answer her? I sat in a pew every Sunday with St. John in the church where we’d met and married, because that was what looked right, and looking right protected us, but I had no real knowledge of the God she knew, and I could not soothe her with regurgitated platitudes. 

         
         When Philip later returned home, St. John had to carry him through the threshold, he was so drunk. I’d tucked Marion into
            the nursery before she could see her father weeping and inebriated in St. John’s arms, before she could hear him lament that
            he would need a new wife and he didn’t want a new wife, he wanted his wife. The thunder in my heart came again, and it told me to fix what had been broken.
         

         
         Which was why I had to try.

         
         Even though St. John had never seen the spell succeed, I had to try.

         
         

         Autumn rain pattered against the library window. Dying leaves swirled on the street outside. Lightning cracked the sky, and
            great bursts overhead shook the walls until the sconces flickered. As a child, such a storm would have sent Willa crawling
            into my bed, and even in adulthood, it would have made her flinch.
         

         
         But now Willa stood with her hands folded in front of her navel, a dutiful mannequin awaiting instruction. That was all a
            body could do when there was no soul inside it: receive and follow instruction from the necromancer who called it. Her eyes
            were lightless marbles, crafted with less care than those of a mounted deer. In them there was no spark of recognition, no
            stirring of emotion. Whenever she looked at me, she resembled our father—this time, as he’d looked when I stopped his heart
            and all the life went out of him.
         

         
         From the day I took her from her grave, I had slit open my palms, calling blood to blood. I had placed Willa’s jewelry inside a candle’s flame and hoped the memories carried on the smoke would lure her back. I had cut a lock of Willa’s hair, pricked Willa’s thumbs—and even those small hurts had not convinced Willa’s soul to return and pilot her body. 

         
         She remained an empty vessel. Responsive tissue, nothing more.

         
         A puppet resurrection. Not a True Resurrection.
         

         
         “We have tried,” I said. “And tried, and tried.” I swallowed over a knot in my throat. “And tried, and tried, and tried. Haven’t we, Willa?”
         

         
         Willa did not speak, because Willa had not been told to respond or what to say.

         
         “I don’t know what I did wrong,” I said at last. “I followed the ritual to the letter, St. John. I follow every ritual to the letter.”
         

         
         He stood beside me, hands laced at the base of his spine. “I know,” he said.

         
         “Do you truly think I will find her soul if I keep searching?”

         
         He did not answer me at once. “There is a chance,” he said.

         
         “If I find the right spell in the right book.”

         
         Each grimoire stuffed into the overburdened shelves offered endless options—and dead ends of pain. The spell I needed might
            be found in a book I hadn’t yet discovered, and what then? Was I to go on like this for six months, a year, five years, ten?
            How many times was I to cut myself open to feed a spell that would not restore my sister’s soul to her body? At what point
            would this simply become an experiment? And what if the spell I needed was located in a book the Court of Magical Invocations had already ordered burned? What if
            the very thing I needed no longer existed?
         

         
         “I would do anything for her,” I said. Anything—that cursed word, the unalterable drumbeat of my heart. “Would you leave me with her for a moment, St. John?”
         

         
         As the library door closed behind him, I sucked down a shuddering breath. Anything. My sister. My first friend. The only other person who knew what it was like to have survived growing up as we had.
         

         
         I smoothed my hands down my belly, to the black skirts of my mourning gown. My stomach was a series of knots. Taking Willa’s cold hands in my own, I squeezed, and Willa did not squeeze back because she had not been told to do so. Even when she closed her eyes, I felt Willa’s gaze on me—through me—for it was as if I was not even there.
         

         
         “Sit down,” I said.

         
         Willa sat on the floor directly beneath her. I had meant for her to sit at my desk, but this was right, too, in its own way.
            Leaning down, I kissed the crown of her head, then sat beside her on the hard floor.
         

         
         How many nights had we spent seated on the floor of our bedroom, reading from the books that changed the entire trajectory
            of our lives?
         

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I said, “and I release the dead from my haunting.”
         

         
         As Willa slumped, I caught her. Together we remained on the floor, a heap of skirts and sobs. Anything. Even this. Even burying her for a second time, which I insisted I must do alone, despite St. John’s protests. No, it had
            to be done alone—it had to be me with the shovel in my hand, losing my footing in the mud, upending the mortsafe, cracking
            open the coffin and placing my sister inside it. It had to be me, for this was the only apology left that I could make.
         

         
         “Ma’am!” called a voice in the darkness. “Ma’am, are you all right?”

         
         Soaked from the rain, wet with mud up to my knees, shoveling earth into an open grave, my lies to the sexton were doomed to
            fail from the start.
         

         
         Within the hour, I was in the back of a black wagon, headed toward a warded cell where I would be under the custody of the Court of Magical Invocations. Not once during my entire trial was I allowed out of that cell. Necromancers were forbidden to step foot in court lest they bewitch the judges to find in their favor. I never heard my barrister’s arguments. I never saw the sculpted angel that stood in front of the window behind the judges’ bench. I spoke to my solicitor through the barred door, so that I could not bewitch him (and the court would think him bewitched regardless, due to his working with me). St. John and Philip were accused as my coconspirators, investigated, then dismissed. The court found Philip to be an injured party and St. John merely ignorant of how I had befouled our home. 

         
         And when it was over—when I was declared innocent of necromancy, but considered utterly mad—Philip took Marion, quit society,
            and never spoke to me again.
         

         
         

         “I don’t blame him,” says Willa. She takes a step backward from me, then turns and keeps walking down the shoreline, with
            me rushing after. With every step she takes, her hemline brushes the bone-sand, and black rot leaks up through her stiff woolen
            hem-saver.
         

         
         “My God, Irene,” she says, gesticulating wildly, “even if I could have come back, it would have terrified them. They buried me. Can you not imagine how frightened Marion would have been? Philip?”
         

         
         “I know,” I say. “I know now that it was doomed from the start.”

         
         “Not one of us would have been safe,” she pressed on. “Not you, not me, not them—how could I ever have shown my face? How
            can Agnes show her face?” She looks back at me, and all of her eyes are wide and wild with disbelief. As the black stains the last
            of the white, I realize my hair is down and I’m still wearing the bathing costume.
         

         
         “I never should have let Dr. Harris push me out,” I say. “I should have insisted I stay. I should have—I should have saved
            you before it was too late.”
         

         
         “It never would have worked. You would have been seen and damned us both with your magic.”

         
         “Our magic,” I say. “It was our magic.”
         

         
         She shakes her head. “You could not have saved me,” she says one more time, “and I had never asked you to. I was not afraid of death, or dying. I thought you’d know that. I was not a necromancer in the end, but I knew
            where I would go, and I was not afraid. Clearly you never thought of that.”
         

         
         We reach the end of the beach. The sand comes to an abrupt end. The next wave rolls in, and doesn’t roll back out. Water sloshes
            around our ankles, then our calves.
         

         
         “You are wonderful, and charming, and brilliant when you’re not cutting yourself open for a magic that will kill you,” says Willa. “I wish you could see what your life could be. You could have what I had. There’s still time for you. Imagine it. You could have a real life, Irene. With Mr. Haley, if he’ll forget corpses for a little while to give you what you deserve. Or with someone else, if
            he won’t. Your marriage is a sham, you told me so yourself. There’s more to life than death. You need to get away from the
            graveyards before they kill you.”
         

         
         The water laps at our knees, now. I can’t look at the water, but I can’t look at Willa, either, whose eyes burn with the kind
            of hope and determination that could change anyone’s mind. Except mine.
         

         
         Because she’s wrong.
         

         
         “I have a real life,” I say. There is no facsimile. There is no sham. Maybe I used those words, at one point in time, but I never will again.
            After all St. John has done for me, I cannot stand to hear anyone suggest he has not given me the life I deserve.
         

         
         It is not the life Willa would have chosen. That does not make it false. It does not make it a lesser life. But St. John and
            I—we choose this life, every hour of every day, in sickness and in health, and I will choose it for as long as I live. Even
            if faced with the opportunity to choose differently, to go back and start over and avoid all my hurts, I would choose this
            life, with him, with Agnes, just the three of us forever, a thousand times over.
         

         
         “I want the graveyards,” I say, “and I want them with Mr. Haley, and I want our magic, too. That is my life.”
         

         
         I turn away from her. I take one step into the sea, and then another, until it swallows me up to the waist. With every step,
            the bathing costume remakes itself into a gown of wool, which grows so water laden I am becoming the anchor that will sink
            me to the bottom.
         

         
         I wade out until the waves lap at my breast, and then I turn back to her with wide, open arms.

         
         “Everything I am,” I say, “is because magic saved my life.”

         
         Willa’s lips purse. Her fingers clench at her gown.

         
         Then she storms into the sea after me.

         
         “Magic didn’t save your life, Irene,” she says. “I did. That day on the shore, I saved your life.”
         

         
         That day. She dared me. I waded out as far as I could and stayed under for as long as I could, until I inhaled the ocean.
            That day was never spoken of again.
         

         
         “You did?”

         
         “It’s true that I cut my foot open retrieving you,” she says. “But it was not an accident.”

         
         All my life, I wondered how I got from the sea to the shore. If Willa rescued me. If someone heard her screaming and dove
            in to rescue me. All my life spent wondering how much time it took.
         

         
         Maybe it didn’t matter how much time, because—

         
         “You brought me back from the dead?”

         
         “No,” Willa says at once.

         
         She takes my hands, then looks over her shoulder. There’s no more land left to return to. Just a wasteland of water. She releases
            my hands, grasps my arms, and meets my eyes.
         

         
         “You never died. You almost did, but I made a deal,” she says. “When you swam out, and didn’t come back . . . By the time
            I got you to shore, you weren’t breathing. I didn’t know what to do. So I cut my foot open—I thought it less conspicuous than
            my hand—and I put it in the sea and begged the Halls to let you live. I didn’t know a spell that would do what I wanted, so
            I just wept. ‘I don’t care how short my life is, if hers is long,’ I said. ‘When my death comes, I won’t fight it, if it means
            she can fight hers.’ I didn’t think it worked, until you started coughing up the water.”
         

         
         With those words, my entire world changes.

         
         I have never heard a confession so immense. So staggering. The world swirls around me, and I sway, kept aright only by her
            hands on my arms.
         

         
         All this time, she had kept this to herself. She never said anything.

         
         Never told me what the seashell had really done. Never told me what magic she’d managed. Never gloated. Never asked for gratitude. You cast a spell without a book, I realize. We were children. You didn’t know what you were doing. You knew what you wanted but didn’t know what you were giving up.

         
         Even though it feels like she’s knocked the breath out of me, I must say it aloud. I must give words to the gravity of what
            she did.
         

         
         “You gave me your years.”

         
         “I did,” she says. “And because of it, I cannot leave this place. Not to answer the call for a séance. Not to visit Philip
            or Marion in dreams. I accepted my death fully so that you would not have to.”
         

         
         Turning away, I seek out the sun. False, but bright—clouded over, but the only chance I have to show her. Stepping out of
            her grasp, I drag myself through the slowly receding sea, through water thick as molasses, until the sun is directly behind
            me.
         

         
         “There’s a reason . . .” I say, turning back to her. “You’re the reason . . .”
         

         
         The tide drains out. When it’s gone, my shadow stretches onto the sand in front of me. My shadow, with a hole floating inside
            it, darting from my thigh to my breast to my wrist to my throat.
         

         
         Willa gasps. Both hands fly to cover her face. When she looks at me, there is horror and pity and anger and grief, and for
            once, all I feel is a sort of numb shock about it all.
         

         
         “You’re the reason,” I say, “that I survived this.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-One
St. John

         
         
            Foweles in the frith,

            The fisses in the flod,

            And I mon waxe wod.

            Sulch sorw I walke with

            For beste of bon and blod.

            Unknown, circa thirteenth century

         

         After my escape, I visited St. Lazarus’s Abbey one last time.

         
         The church lay in ruins. All that remained of the Crypt beneath it was the stone, the sound of water, the cries of birds.
            And the chains that had leashed our most precious predecessors to their annihilation.
         

         
         I wanted to stay. I wanted to pray until my tongue turned to dust. I wanted the soldiers to come back, to see me alive, and
            I wanted to raze them with magic I couldn’t cast. I wanted to lie down and mourn, but if I did, I’d never have gotten off
            the ground.
         

         
         So I tucked my grief away as if it were a letter I could read later. The screaming slipped into my dreams. Whenever I smelled
            ashes, I went back to that night.
         

         
         But I had promises to keep.

         
         This is how I rebuilt: I went to the graveyards. I went to the charnel houses. I went to the churches. I followed the scourge of witch hunts across the continent, where I lost more friends, kept others alive. In this way I tracked down the necromancers who survived the loss of the Crypt, old friends and strangers alike, and I taught them the abbot’s spell to renew my flesh, and I lived alongside them until they died. Then I turned them into books, and I guarded those books with my rotten, wretched life. 

         
         

         I was with Zdenka, and there was nothing to eat.

         
         “Soldiers kill us, and for what?” she scoffed. “They can go ahead and have my land. The dirt is useless shit. You cannot get
            grain from blood.”
         

         
         She paused. I had known enough magicians to understand hers was the silence of a sudden idea striking viper fast. Without
            another word, she hurried through the back door, into the desolate garden where her vegetables used to grow. After three sleepless
            nights and haggard days, consumed with the mad genius of an idea that will work, she perfected a ritual unlike any I’d ever seen.
         

         
         Three drops of blood, dripped onto the soil, and within days: green shoots.

         
         

         I was with Daphne de Vaulx when the dancing started. First one, and then two, and then fifty, and then more—soon the villages
            were calling it a plague, because they did not know what else could compel droves of people to dance until they died. They did not know that Daphne
            was in their bodies, twisting them about like marionettes on her strings. They did not know that Daphne had cursed them and
            slept all the more soundly at night for her satisfaction. I had never seen anything so inventive or so wicked.
         

         
         That is the only spell in the Book of Daphne de Vaulx, and it is more than enough.

         
         

         I was with Friar Felix in Rome when his order relocated to a new church, one they decorated reverently with the bones of their
            brothers. I was with him as he told me, sheepishly, yet with abundant joy, of the spells he cast on the bones of the departed.
         

         
         “These spells keep them safe,” he said. “It should protect them from destruction. And I talk to them—they’re marvelous company. I ask who is ready to be exhumed, and who should like to decorate the halls of our church. I take the ones who are ready, and they come to be a part of the world again.” 

         
         

         I was with Yves Baudelaire in the Parisian catacombs, and he showed me the skeletons he put to work. “It’s their resting place,”
            he said. “They should help build it, no?”
         

         
         

         I was on the run in Hanover with Delilah Odenkirk when she said, “I won’t do it.”

         
         She whipped off her spectacles and pinched the bridge of her nose. Her other arm splayed across the mantle of the safe house,
            and the fire burning in the hearth silhouetted the hair frizzing around her temples. In her brow, new furrows of exhaustion
            lined her skin.
         

         
         She was tired of the running and the secrets and the law at her heels, tired of being brilliant, tired of her art being one
            that could have her drawn and quartered. Tired from the grief of her nephew, who died as no one should die. Tired from the
            loss of her entire family, who destroyed themselves in the wake of Maria’s violation. Tired from watching the people she loved
            betray the people she loved.
         

         
         I’d been running for so long, I didn’t remember what it was to be tired. I tossed names away like fish guts. I threw my life
            out the window like the piss in a chamber pot, over and over again. I’d lost so often and kept going, every time, without
            letting myself pause, because if I paused, I wouldn’t keep moving. I had to keep moving forward, always, in search of the
            next necromancer to help me rebuild the Crypt.
         

         
         “It’s the only way,” I said.

         
         “It’s a shit way,” she said.

         
         I didn’t wholly disagree, but there was no time.

         
         “It’s better for you to become a purse to hold them,” I said, “than for them to be ejected into absolute nothingness.”

         
         Delilah shook her head. Her thumb swiped away a tear at her eye, and she sank down against the wall until she hit the floor.
            Her skirts swelled around her knees, and it might have warranted a laugh if she wasn’t the last descendant of a necromancer
            who escaped the Crypt, reduced to a life of shadow and ash.
         

         
         “They have already died once,” she said. “It feels like killing them a second time.”

         
         “Ask them,” I said, “and they will tell you you’re wrong.”

         
         I knelt before her and pried her hands away from her face. The red of her eyelids wasn’t the reflection of the fire, but the
            weight of her exhaustion and grief. Tears streamed down her cheeks. I wiped them away and cupped her face in my palms.
         

         
         “Doing this ensures their souls continue,” I said. “They will join the Book of Delilah Odenkirk.”

         
         “I will not eat their souls,” she said. “I will not become like her. You laid her alive in a coffin of stone for what she did to Klaus.”
         

         
         “It’s not the same.” Impatience and insult flared within me. “You are not extracting the souls from their bodies. You are
            not cutting them to pieces to lengthen your own life. You’re swallowing them whole.”
         

         
         More tears slipped through her eyes. Steadfast and sure, I wiped them away.

         
         “Each soul is attached to its book,” I said. “And a book, even when made from a body, is an object. What happens when you
            tie your soul to an object?”
         

         
         “You cannot be reached in the Halls of the Dead,” said Delilah, “because you aren’t there.”

         
         “And what happens if the object you’re tied to is destroyed?”

         
         She sobbed. “You disappear.”

         
         “There is nothing left of the abbot who made me what I am,” I said, “because he was destroyed when the Crypt was destroyed.
            He did not go back to the Halls. He has no rest. He is nowhere. He’s over. I have lost—” My voice caught. I swallowed, staggered on. “I have lost the Crypt. I have lost pupil after pupil, friend after friend. You can ensure these books survive, Delilah. The only way your ancestors are erased is if you do not act.”
         

         
         “What if they kill me?” she asked. “How will you get my body? To make our book?”

         
         “If that happens,” I said, “I promise you I will find a way. I will find your ashes and remake you, piece by piece, if I must.
            I have known your family since the days of the Crypt, Delilah. I would not forsake you.”
         

         
         Delilah wiped her eyes and sat up straight. She reached for the thinnest book in her collection, one whose cover bulged with
            bent knuckles. The Book of Daphne De Vaulx.
         

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” she said. “Mine is the soul and the body and the blood, and I am the devourer of death.”
         

         
         Her jaw unhinged. Her eyes wrenched shut. The book struggled past her lips, then down her throat. She swallowed it the way
            snakes swallow mice: with gagging, bulging hiccups. Once it was safely inside her, I handed her the Book of Friar Felix before
            she could change her mind.
         

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” she said, over and over again, until nothing remained of the Crypt we had begun to build together. If we were caught, the
            authorities would have no evidence upon which to convict her, and she would go free.
         

         
         But she never quite forgave me.

         
         Decades later, on her deathbed, she still hated me for turning her body into an archive of the past. Delilah Odenkirk and company, she called herself, her voice a choir of derision. Her soul was no longer solely her own, but a holding place inside of
            which other souls found rest. And that never would have been her fate if only she had never met me.
         

         
         The only reason she let me turn her into a book was so the others inside her could continue to have the afterlife they had
            chosen.
         

         
         (That is what she told me, at least. But I think the only reason she let me turn her into a book was because Klaus would never be one.) 

         
         

         A life on the run means books get left behind. It means I don’t often get to go back for them.

         
         I said I would not forsake Delilah Odenkirk, and then, when again I had to run, I had to leave her behind.

         
         

         I have tried to recreate the Crypt ever since I lost it.

         
         Every necromancer fails to rebuild what once was.

         
         I fail, every time. I fail my abbot. Every time.
         

         
         And then I met Irene.

         
         Out of all the churches in London that are nearly as old as I am, I chose the one with a collection of chained books. Not
            one of them was a long-lost friend, but the ache I felt to see that little library kept the memory of the Crypt near me. I
            fabricated my licenses and set myself up as an illusionist, performing parlor tricks and chemical dioramas both.
         

         
         The Shallcrosses did not approve of me. The father more so; the mother because she echoed every opinion her husband ever held.
            Neither daughter paid me any mind.
         

         
         All the same, I called on them after the sudden death of Mr. Richard Shallcross. It was the neighborly thing to do, for a
            family that attended the same church, left without a patriarch, in a period of mourning that demanded none of them leave the
            house. At first, I merely left my card, hardly expecting them to welcome me. Some weeks later when I visited again, the maid
            admitted me.
         

         
         It was a brief, but enlightening, visit. Enlightening, for Miss Irene Shallcross wore dark gloves lightly smudged, on the
            cuff, with blood. Where a bloody fingertip might have tugged it on.
         

         
         What started with a suspicion snowballed into a courtship that Mrs. Evangeline Shallcross, widowed and without means to support herself and two unmarried daughters, couldn’t stop. Irene had little interest in me until one day, walking together through the cemetery of Chelsea Old Church, she whirled on me. 

         
         “You’re not breathing,” she said.

         
         Clever, from the beginning. And once I told her who I was, there was nothing for me to become in this world but hers.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Two
Agnes

         
         
            Behold the handmaid of the Lord.

            Luke 1:38

         

         Dr. Walters takes my offered hand and tuts in sympathy.

         
         “Not a very deep cut,” he says. “All the same, you must be more careful, Miss Haley.”

         
         “As you say, doctor. I certainly shall endeavor to do so,” I say. I offer him a small, grateful smile, the exact sort I wore
            when Owen would ask if my time alone in the closet had calmed my nerves. “I do hope you won’t believe me absent-minded,” I
            continue. “I take utmost care with what my cousin asks of me, only it was the shock, you see, of seeing Mrs. Haley in such
            a state.”
         

         
         “I can imagine,” he says, his tone indulgent. “I do believe I have something that may treat it, if you’d like.”

         
         “Then your trip will not have been in vain,” I say, and smile a little more. The nearly healed cracks in my lips sting with
            the effort, but the effort must be maintained. While Dr. Walters rifles through his bag, I must fill the silence with cozy,
            comfortable, kind things, and if I do, then he will leave in good spirits and all will be well.
         

         
         “Perhaps I could ask my cousin to send for you another day,” I say. “Or he could bring Mrs. Haley to your office, to make
            up for today’s inconvenience.”
         

         
         He peers at me with a slight frown. “Is Mrs. Haley well enough to travel?”

         
         “I have hope that she could endure a carriage ride from our door to yours.”

         
         “I do not think it wise, Miss Haley,” he says. No, of course he would not want Irene to come to him—then he would not be able
            to have a glimpse inside the house to catalogue any oddities for Underhill. There will be no oddities for him to report on
            today; the Book of Delilah Odenkirk is upstairs with Irene, and there are no other relics that might hint at their interests.
            Not here in the parlor. Not through the closed pocket doors behind me, in the dining room. Not anywhere good manners or I
            will let him go.
         

         
         “Very well,” I acquiesce. “Whatever you think is best.”

         
         From his bag, Dr. Walters produces a bottle of some strong-smelling liquid and bandages. Maneuvering around the small circular
            table between us, he stands in front of me, takes my hand, and dabs some of the foul liquid on the cut. The sting is so unexpected
            and powerful I jerk backward, out of his grasp, and when it fades, I offer a dainty laugh at my own fragility.
         

         
         “Pardon me, doctor,” I say. I tilt my head up to look at him. “I was caught off guard.”

         
         He says nothing.

         
         Only looks at me.

         
         “Doctor?” I ask. “Is something wrong?”

         
         “Your neck,” he says.

         
         Oh no.

         
         My heart beats as it did when I was caught with Owen’s burned, blistered body. I hear it inside my ears as sharp and calamitous
            as the banging of a gavel. I raise my hand slowly, carefully, as if I do not have an inkling of the noose’s bruise peeking
            out from my collar. As soon as I looked up at him, the fabric must have shifted to reveal the braided, roped pattern that
            goes round my throat.
         

         
         There is no chance he does not know what it means. He is a doctor. He spent his schooling studying from bodies like mine,
            which were hanged then donated to a worthy cause. Perhaps he even attended the event of my death, thinking he might take my
            body to one of the anatomy schools.
         

         
         A fraught moment passes between us, in which we both consider what we must do next. For that single moment, our thoughts are perhaps the same—and then, because he wants to run and because I cannot let him out our door, we at last dispense with our playacting and assume our natural positions as predator and prey. 

         
         Before he can run, I grab his wrist; my own speed surprises me. His other fist pummels into my shoulder, and the pain of it
            forces me to relinquish my grasp. Forgetting his medicine bag, he hurries away into the doorway, and in his hurrying, stumbles
            over the ottoman beneath the painting of Prometheus. He falls to the floor. Now now now now now now now, beats my heart, screams the hunger inside me.
         

         
         Snatching up the bowl of popped corn, I dart after him, and before he can get to his feet, I land on him.

         
         “Necrom—!”

         
         Before he can finish screaming the word, I shove handfuls of the dry, popped corn into his open mouth. As he begins to choke,
            he tears the silver chain from my neck, breaking its clasp, then tries to shove it into my face as if that will somehow stop
            me.
         

         
         “Yes, necromancy,” I say, breathing hard as I fight to hold him in place. “Why does that frighten you, doctor, when you are
            friend to a soul-eater!”
         

         
         As soon as I accuse him, a voice within me I do not recognize, deeper than my heart, older than my own bones, instructs me
            with one simple word:
         

         
         EAT.

         
         My teeth ache down to their roots.

         
         “I will not hang again,” I say. “Your soul-eating friend will not hang me again!”
         

         
         When I open my mouth, it feels as easy and as natural as a yawn. My tendons eagerly extend. My throat relaxes, expectant.

         
         I was so wrong to fear the voice and its ravenous solicitations. I was wrong to despair. What a gift this change in me is—for
            now this beast who has aided a soul-eater shall know what it is like to be carved apart, swallowed, ended, eaten. This man, the fellow and confidant of a soul-eater, who would not have hesitated to ensure Irene’s eternal silence if given the chance, will know the wrath of the Halls of the Dead. 

         
         “You think you can hang us, drown us, burn us, cut us open, throw us in the ground,” I say, and pin down his scrabbling hands,
            lay my full weight down upon his writhing hips. I find myself reminded, in a distant way, of how our maid would arrange the
            carcass of a chicken she meant to spatchcock for the oven. “You think you can destroy that which cannot be destroyed. You
            think you can align yourself with powerful men and face no consequences, even as you offend against the Halls of the Dead.”
         

         
         Hot saliva dribbles down over my lip, then drops into his beard.

         
         “Perhaps you didn’t know? There is no power greater than the Halls,” I say. “And I shall work their wrath.”

         
         And like the great pythons I have heard exist in Burma, I drop my jaw farther, bone uncoupled from bone, tongue rolling forward,
            teeth wide enough to swallow him headfirst.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Three
Irene

         
         
            It is a great shame that until this trial, not one of Mrs. Haley’s family members—neither Mr. Haley nor Mr. Urmston—could
               fathom the depths to which she suffered her delusion of necromancy. We must appreciate Sir Silas Underhill’s understanding
               of the true situation.
            

            The Times, December 1, 1848
            

         

         “Don’t fret, Mrs. Haley,” said the Chief Justice of Magical Invocations, Sir Silas Underhill, baronet. “Once I’ve completed
            the ritual, I shall tell all of London of your innocence.”
         

         
         From the far corner of the cell, I raised my head. The torch in his hand illuminated my basement prison, its low ceiling,
            the dribbles of water crawling down the stone walls. Inscribed upon those warded stones were spells that prevented me from casting spells, and I had spent long hours staring at them, wondering how I might undo them. The only visitor I had
            was my solicitor, and only once had he brought me a letter from St. John, which I could not keep.
         

         
         The only visitor until the Chief Justice of Magical Invocations, one of the highest judicial positions in England, greased
            palms so that he may speak to me alone.
         

         
         “No one will discover us,” he said. “I’ve told them I need to assess for myself whether you’re as dangerous as your books
            make you seem.”
         

         
         “I am.”

         
         His laughter was low in his chest, and he laughed as though I were a child who amused him.

         
         “Yes, under different circumstances, you would be,” he said. “I can believe that you are fierce, Mrs. Haley, and strong willed.”

         
         I turned my head and found his eyes in the darkness. It must have been morning, or afternoon, but there were no windows where
            I was kept. The only light came from the candle in his hand.
         

         
         “What if I don’t let you?”

         
         “I shall still do what I must do,” he said. “If you come willingly, I expect it will hurt less.”

         
         It would not, and I knew it.

         
         I was certain he did, too.

         
         “I’ll scream,” I said.

         
         “No one will come.”

         
         And I knew that he was right. No one, hearing a supposed madwoman scream, would bat an eye. Nothing I said could be taken
            as truth if it was said against a man revered for his virtue.
         

         
         Even so, I raced through every spell I knew, searching for the one that would rescue me. I had nothing to cut myself with
            but my own teeth, and the blood would not spill generously enough. I needed his blood to stop his heart, as I’d done to my father.
         

         
         As option after option failed, my lip quivered and I realized, for the first time in my life, that magic would not save me.

         
         This time, it would kill me.

         
         “I will be swift,” he said, “and you can go to God knowing you finally put your soul to good use.”

         
         “And what will you say to God? In your prayers, if nowhere else?”
         

         
         “What we do here today shall be in service of God,” he said. “I think He will forgive that I must go to the Devil to scour
            his servants from the earth.”
         

         
         “Christ was a necromancer,” I said.

         
         His eyes flashed with rage. For a long time, he simply stared at me with unbridled hate.

         
         “There is a St. Irene, you know,” he said finally. “She was killed for keeping Christian books at a time when that was illegal. You are not St. Irene. Your books are not of Christ. You are not a martyr. I will ask just once more. Must I force you, or will you come?” 

         
         I swallowed and stood from the stone bench in my cell. Delaying would not save me. Nothing would.

         
         As I stood, Underhill stepped back from the cell door to allow me into the cramped room beyond. “I’m told it’s like the pain
            of childbirth,” he said.
         

         
         “Childbirth is not a pain I’ve known,” I said. I thought, but did not say, Except for what happens when it is a catastrophe.
         

         
         Underhill cocked his head to the side. A respectable beard concealed his square jaw, and his graying hair was slicked back,
            catching the shadows cast by his torch.
         

         
         “I mean the pain is quite intense, and then it’s simply . . .” Underhill had gestured with one hand to suggest a plume of
            smoke. “. . . over. And you’ve made something worthwhile out of it.”
         

         
         “You mean you will have made something out of it,” I said.
         

         
         “Certainly not,” said Underhill. “None of what’s to come would be possible without a necromancer of your caliber. You and
            I both know how difficult it is to perform any kind of resurrection, Mrs. Haley, which makes you perfect for what I need.
            Or, considering the intimacy of what we are about to do . . . May I call you Irene?”
         

         
         I did not answer him.

         
         A stone slab large enough for a person to lie upon awaited me in the center of the floor. Manacles to hold me by the wrists
            and ankles gleamed in the candlelight. I went to it and lay upon it, like a lamb leading the way to its own slaughter.
         

         
         When he clicked the final manacle into place around my wrist, he said, “You have a curious mind, Irene. Would you like to
            know how this works?”
         

         
         Eating the entire soul was never done; that risked merging two beings into one. Yet to eat even a small piece of another’s soul was to mangle it beyond repair. Rage and passion, bliss and misery, satisfaction and hunger—all feeling was excised. I would become a shell, as vacant inside as my resurrected sister, with but one desire: to die. 

         
         And the only thing standing between me and death would be my husband.

         
         “I know how it works,” I said. “Get on with it.”

         
         “Think of it this way,” said Underhill. “When I am finished, you shall be reunited with all your family.”

         
         And then, in the rough and guttural language of necromancy, he initiated his spell.

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” he said. “Mine is the soul and the body and the blood. I am the flesh that seeks the soul . . . I call forth her soul from her body,
               to shed the shackle of flesh and come freely to my hands.”
         

         
         

         By the time I finish telling Willa what Underhill did to me, there isn’t any water left. Only sand and deflated seaweed, a
            conch shell carved from a skull. We sit in it, our grown-up gowns soaked flat over our legs, a breeze moving through our dry
            hair. The water feels so long ago.
         

         
         “You want my help, then, don’t you,” she says. It is not a question; her words are too numb for it to be a question. “With
            whatever you’re going to do to him.”
         

         
         “I came here for Agnes only,” I say. “There’s nothing you or I can do about Underhill now.”

         
         “He ate your soul,” she says, “and he will be punished.”
         

         
         “The best I can do is bury him alive,” I say, “or tie an anchor round his waist and drop him in the ocean. That’s all you
            can do to the undying. I know that. I did not come here for myself, but for Agnes—”
         

         
         “Listen,” Willa hisses, with twenty-seven voices. All of her eyes glow like miniature suns, and her grip tightens on my hand. “What the Halls have waited centuries for shall come to pass. Where there are no graves in this world, she shall dig them; he shall lead you where you must go, and he shall know peace at last. What you love shall be sacrificed on the altar of what must be done. Do you understand?” 

         
         “Willa?” I reach out and touch her face. “Willa—”

         
         “Do you understand?” The chorus within my sister barks.
         

         
         With some shame, I admit: “No.”

         
         “You shall have all you want and nothing you want,” says the choir. “She shall be rinsed clean, and he shall fulfill his long-held
            promise. If you do not understand, then now is not the time for understanding.”
         

         
         The brightness flashes out of her eyes, and Willa doubles over into the sand. She retches a fluid dark as wine onto the pieces
            of bone and pushes me away when I reach for her.
         

         
         “Do not touch me,” she says, “it is too much.”

         
         “What was that?”

         
         “I’ve done what I can to help you,” she says, “and I can do nothing more. You must go. Do what you can for Agnes, and do not,
            I beg you, do not let your magic hurt my family again.”
         

         
         “No,” I say, “no, Willa, I need answers, not more questions still—”

         
         “I cannot,” she says, and retches more fluid onto the sand. “Leave me be, Irene, and leave London, too. There are consequences
            even when you do what is right.”
         

         
         “I cannot leave London,” I say. “Not when Underhill . . . If we cannot harm Underhill, then we must undo his damage. If there
            are other necromancers, St. John and I must stay, and help them—”
         

         
         “If you stay, it will be the end of you,” she says.

         
         “I didn’t want this,” I say. “I came here to ask what I might do for Agnes, not for myself. What spell will set her free from Owen? How do I figure out what the Halls want of her? You said she offered
            herself as a tool for their justice, and you have told me you don’t know what that means, when the Halls use you for a conduit!” I laugh incredulously at the absurdity, with my own fearful desperation. “I can’t abide things as they are. I cannot live like this. Caught in the shadows. Bruises all over me. Every day this soul-wound writhes like a rat king and nothing will ever heal it. I cannot let Agnes suffer too. And you tell me riddles.” 

         
         A fog rolls in, so thick that I cannot see her, and I wail.

         
         “I have helped you, so much as I can,” she says. “I owed you that vision. Your soul is compromised, and it’s my fault. He took your
            death.”
         

         
         “I wanted, all my life, to be a book when I died,” I tell her, “but I want answers for Agnes more. Please. I cannot go back to her empty-handed. I know I will come here when I die—”
         

         
         “That’s just it, Irene. The soul-eaten cannot eat the food of the dead.”

         
         As Willa fades into the mist, she begins to weep.

         
         “The gates shall never open to you. Underhill took the peace of death from you, Irene. He took the Halls from you.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interlude
Agnes

         
         Throw me in a closet. Throw me in a casket. Go on, try—I have broken out of both. Do you think any cage can hold me? I have
            a purpose, divinely given; I hear the voice of God, and it says my teeth shall deliver the fugitives of death to their ending.
         

         
         Mother, it would embarrass you to think my life might amount to something so important. I look at myself in the mirror and
            I see your face: I resemble you even more closely with blood on my mouth. I touch my lips and think of your ghost, telling
            me to burn the book I used to contact you. Your ghost, who told me to mind my brother and be grateful to him.
         

         
         Do you remember the Punch and Judy shows I loved so much? There is another I think of now. I watched from the window as Punch
            was walked to the gallows, where he asked the Hangman how to wear the noose—and when the Hangman showed him, Punch kicked
            the floor out from under him. The day is coming, Mother, when the Hangman shall be hanged. The day is coming when the hanged
            will do the hanging.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Four
Irene

         
         
            Earlier I posed the question of how God might know us, forgive us, or redeem us if the soul He gifted us is spoiled. I confess
               I do not know the answer, and in not knowing I must put my faith in God that in His infinite wisdom the soul-eaten do rest
               in Heaven. It is for the soul-eaten now that I pray.
            

            “Regarding matters of the soul,” fr. Carruthers, 1812

         

         When the fog rolls out and the sand falls away, I am again facing the grand double doors that lead into the Halls of the Dead.
            My mother rises from the tea table with the plate of pastries, offering me a smile full of all her hope.
         

         
         “Did Willa help?” she asks.

         
         Without answering, I turn to look behind me. The lantern light stretches deeply, and something moves, just beyond the wavering
            rust of its reach.
         

         
         “What’s out there?” I ask.

         
         “It doesn’t matter,” says my mother, snatching my elbow. When she reaches forward, so too does the light, and the figure that
            lies beyond it scrabbles back, back, away from the burn of it.
         

         
         “Tell me what’s there,” I say, “or I’ll go look myself.”

         
         “No,” she says, tightening her grasp. “You don’t need to see it. It’s not going to happen to you. Eat the pastries, Irene, I
            know they’re your favorite.”
         

         
         I break away from her grasp and stalk into the darkness.

         
         “Irene, please,” she says, “I don’t want you to be like them.”
         

         
         They sit off to the sides, away from the doors, cowering from the lantern’s flame. At least twenty of them cluster together against
            the stone wall, but there are more than that, more than I can count or see. Ducking their heads and turning away, they cling
            to each other like street urchins in the frigid cold.
         

         
         “Why haven’t they entered the Halls of the Dead?” I call back to her.

         
         “To enter, you must eat the food of your own volition,” whispers my mother. “And they . . . can’t. They just . . . can’t.”
         

         
         How many nights did St. John force watery broth down my throat? How many nights did he hold my hair out of my face as I vomited
            his broth and my bile until my belly became a scraped-out barrel? “I know you want to waste away,” he’d said, voice trembling
            with desperation, slapping my cheeks to keep me from succumbing to the lure of total oblivion, “but you can’t, you have to
            stay, you have to stay.”
         

         
         My fingers tremble.

         
         “Are they soul-eaten?” I ask.

         
         “They’re not like you,” she says. “They’re different. Irene, please!”

         
         Over the centuries, how many soul-eaten necromancers did St. John try to save? I can name a handful of them, for he speaks
            of them still.
         

         
         “They’re exactly like me,” I say.
         

         
         And if Willa is right, this will be precisely where I end up. Outside the gates. Longing for entry I will never have.

         
         If this is to be my fate, I must see it for myself.

         
         “Wait here,” I say. “And hide the light.”

         
         There were times, during my convalescence, when St. John spoke to me and I simply let him go on speaking. Sometimes his words
            garbled together, one sentence flowing into the other to create a sloppy paste of sound, but I could still understand him.
            That hadn’t been taken from me—it was my desire to respond, to engage, to live that had been so wholly, completely excised.
         

         
         So, I hope they hear me as I say, “I’m a friend of the Saint of the Crypt.”

         
         Out of twenty or so souls nearest to me, a mere handful grant me their attention.

         
         One young man raises his gaze to mine. Recognition glimmers in his eyes.

         
         Even in the dark, I can tell he couldn’t have survived to see his eighteenth year. There’s too much of a child in his tousled
            hair, his windswept look.
         

         
         “I’m a necromancer,” I lower my voice to say. “Are you?”

         
         He looks at me for a long time, the way I looked at St. John for a long time when he had spoken and I just couldn’t bring
            myself to reply.
         

         
         “Do you need help with the gate?” he asks.

         
         “No,” I say. “I can’t enter.”

         
         He nods, once.

         
         “Neither can we.”

         
         No. God, I do not want it to be true.
         

         
         As I come closer, he gestures loosely to the soul-eaten around him, as if introducing us. The others near him don’t speak;
            they only watch me, briefly interested, then look away. I swallow down hard; all of them were necromancers, and all of them
            were wounded, and all of them died of it. Here they are, denied peace and rest and all the beautiful, blissful promises of
            a proper death, just as Willa said.
         

         
         And each of them had an Underhill.

         
         How many undying monsters are walking around with a piece of someone else’s soul in their gullets? How many undying soul-eaters
            are there? Who condemned these people to spend eternity just outside the Halls of the Dead, forever unable to do the one thing that would allow them their peace?
         

         
         Was St. John with all of them? Did he nurse all of them, as he nursed me? Were there any here he did not know, who suffered
            without him? Am I talking, now, to someone he loved, and lost?
         

         
         It is one thing to know he is the Saint of the Crypt. It is one thing to know what pain he’s lived through.
         

         
         It is another thing, entirely, to see for myself those who came before me. To speak to them. To know we share this wound. To know exactly how St. John suffered as he tried to help them survive.
         

         
         “Do you hear it?” asks the boy. “The buzzing.”

         
         “I do,” I say. “Faintly.”

         
         Something like relief lightens his eyes. “Finally,” he says.

         
         “Do you know what it is?”

         
         “Blowflies,” he says. “Beetles.”

         
         “But why?”

         
         He shrugs one shoulder. “Because we’re dead?”

         
         “But my mother didn’t hear it, and she’s dead, too.”

         
         The boy shakes his head. “This is why the Saint is cross,” he mutters. “I don’t know anything.”

         
         “Never,” I say at once. “He loves you. He misses you. To the end of all ends.”

         
         I know that much, even if I don’t know who this boy is. And I know he will be heartbroken to learn that the soul-eaten cannot
            rest. It will ruin him.
         

         
         One day, I am going to die, and I will not be a book.

         
         And I will not get to rest in peace, either.

         
         Staggering to my feet, I say, “Tell everyone I can help. Tell them I’m going to open the doors and let you in.”

         
         At the doors, beside my mother again, I say, “Put out the light.”

         
         “Irene.” My mother lowers her voice. “That’s not a good idea.”

         
         “Do it anyway.”

         
         She doesn’t.

         
         “You have to put out the light!”

         
         My voice echoes against the cavernous walls. Somewhere high above us, stone from an unseeable ceiling plinks downward. “I know what I’m doing,” I say. “You have to trust me.”
         

         
         “This isn’t how it’s done,” she whispers.

         
         “I don’t care how it’s done,” I say. “Imagine someone reaching into your body and ripping out your heart—now imagine walking around without a heart in your chest, for eternity. You know you had a heart once, and you know you never will again, and you know there is nothing you can do about it. It’s gone forever, and you’ll never have it back.”
         

         
         My mother stares at me. I don’t know if she’ll ever understand a pain she can’t fathom or if I can ever make her.

         
         “I’m soul-eaten, Mother,” I say. “If it were me seated in the darkness, wouldn’t you want someone to show me an ounce of mercy and let me rest?”
         

         
         She looks over my shoulder, at the mass of souls huddled in the corner. The lantern casts dim shadows on the walls; each one
            has a hole in it, the same as mine or larger. Eyes glistening, my mother takes my hand and blows out the lantern with one
            great huff.
         

         
         Total darkness.

         
         I reach out with my other hand and find the gates that protect the double doors. There are no handles for me to yank, no lock
            for me to pick.
         

         
         There’s only one way to open them.

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I snarl. “Mine is the soul and the body and the blood.”
         

         
         Several of the soul-eaten look my way. Their eyes roam over me in shivers down my spine. I don’t know of a spell that opens
            the doors so the dead can walk in, but I cannot let that stop me. If necromancy is the cry of my soul, then I have enough
            howling in me to split the stone apart.
         

         
         “Mine is the voice that issues the command,” I say. “Mine is the hand that opens the door.”
         

         
         The doors are listening. Their attention tingles through my body. I have never cast a spell of my own invention before. I cannot ruin this. I cannot
            afford to think ruining it might even be an option. Those necromancers should be books. They belong in the Crypt. They belong
            in the library that is also a graveyard, among centuries worth of their kin.
         

         
         “I open it now for the dead who have been denied,” I say.
         

         
         Something buzzes at my ear, lands on my shoulder. Little legs crawl over my hands, and I do not fight them, this time.

         
         “They are the haunters of the Halls of the Dead,” I say. “They shall not be denied entry to the origin of their power. They have earned the peace of death.”
         

         
         The doors are listening, but they make no move to heed me. Is it because I’m making this up as I go? Is it the buzzing, growing
            louder? I feel the way I did the day Willa died, not knowing what to do except slice open my arm and beg.
         

         
         My arm.

         
         I look down at it, fleshless as it is. But I’m alive. I’m alive, and in the land of the living, my body is bleeding. That
            blood can pay this debt. That blood can pay the Halls for this magic.
         

         
         I press my palms to the gates.

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I say. “Through my soul I offer the blood from my body as a key.”
         

         
         One drop. Then two. A slow leak of blood pulses through my palm, onto the gate. Under my hands, the gates expand as if inhaling,
            and my blood disappears just as it would into a book. The gates have swallowed the sacrifice.
         

         
         But a few measly drops won’t be enough. It cannot be.

         
         I press my hand to my belly, where the knife should still pierce my body, and blood trickles out from my navel instead. I
            catch it in my hands, smear it over the gates, and it disappears within moments as the Halls guzzle it down. The wanting of
            the Halls is so strong it makes me dizzy, nauseated; they want more than I can give, but I will give all that I can. As I
            dig my fingers into my soul, into the body I am still tethered to, my knees wobble, and I collapse.
         

         
         A metallic rattle echoes through the cavernous hall. That sound chills me to the core, and I cannot speak, cannot think, it
            is so final.
         

         
         I failed.

         
         Without my spell, the doors turn their attention away from me. I batter my fists against the gate, and it cannot hurt, and
            it does not even make a sound.
         

         
         The soul-eaten boy, with windswept hair, crouches beside me and takes my wrists in his hands.

         
         “You cannot take without giving back,” he says.

         
         “I did give,” I say. “I was still giving! I wasn’t done! It was working!”
         

         
         “Wasn’t enough,” he says. “Would never be enough.” He shakes his head and looks down the long tunnel behind us. “You’d need . . .
            a river, maybe. An endless source. Enough blood for the Halls to drink until they can’t anymore.”
         

         
         St. John would bleed until the end of all ends if he had to, but he has none to give. There must be another way—there must
            be some way to glut the gates with blood, to sate them so the soul-eaten can be at peace.
         

         
         “I will get you your river of blood,” I say. “And when I have it, I will come back.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            IV

         
         
            Today I learned the spell all necromancers must learn, that which renews our saint and gives him another century of life.
               He has been as an uncle to me for all my life, and though I feel the affection for him that I should, sometimes I wish someone
               would wound him with silver and unmake him and free us all to live in the present day, rather than under the great looming
               shadow of the past. What a horrible thing to say—Tomorrow I am sure I will feel differently, and the day after that differently
               again; but in this moment we are all of us more ghost than person, and I do not see when it ends.
            

            Klaus Odenkirk, age 17

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Five
St. John

         
         
            In all the time I have known my uncle, the Saint of the Crypt, he has never romanced another. Aunt Delilah says that part
               of him died with the Crypt.
            

            The diary of Klaus Odenkirk, age 17

            now in ashes

         

         Irene bolts upright and screams.

         
         She did it. She made it back.

         
         At once, she scrabbles for the knife in her belly. I snatch both wrists before she can wrench it out on her own. She writhes
            against me, fighting me, screaming louder, and the sound of it sends millions of little legs skittering to the center of me,
            as far away from her anguish as they can get.
         

         
         “Irene,” I say in the gentlest voice I have, “you’re back. You’re safe.”

         
         If it registers, she doesn’t show it. Her sobbing doesn’t cease, though she at least finds her way back to lying down again,
            and her muscles relax beneath me. All through her weeping, I murmur gently to her—about how glad I am that she’s back, how
            brave she is, how well she’s done.
         

         
         “It’s a long journey, I know,” I say, easing the knife out of her belly. “You’ll have to tell me everything you remember.”

         
         And she should remember something—she never died, as Agnes and I did. As she continues to sob, I hike up her chemise and manage to draw a looping chain of endless circles around her navel. Within moments, the reddened flesh knits itself back together with the precision of a spider building its web. 

         
         Then I lean back, on my heels, and pray to him, as I always do: Let her make something out of her suffering. Let not her sacrifice be for naught.

         
         

         Once Irene surrenders to sleep, I leave her to fetch Agnes. I’m surprised not to hear the distant piano the moment I leave
            the room; even more surprised that I hear nothing as I reach the stair’s half-landing.
         

         
         As I come around the stairs that lead to the ground floor foyer, I call out, “Aggie? Aggie, Irene is—”

         
         The sight of her sitting in a puddle of blood, licking her palm, stops me cold.

         
         Blood, everywhere. Smeared around her mouth. Down the front of her tea dress. Drenched through her skirts. When Agnes looks
            up at me, a long moment passes in which neither of us says anything but instead realizes what the other must see. She licks
            blood from her lips and swallows.
         

         
         “Well, St. John, I suppose I finally did what you’re always telling me to do,” she says with her best stiff upper lip, her
            best feigned cheer. “I went ahead and did my worst.”
         

         
         She looks down, then, at the mess surrounding her, and the sound she makes begins as a dainty giggle and slowly grows into
            something bewildered, astounded.
         

         
         “I’ve made a horrible mess, haven’t I? I promise I didn’t mean to.” She stumbles into another laugh. “No, that’s not quite
            true. I did mean to make a mess, but this mess makes another mess, and that’s the one I didn’t mean. It’s quite possible I’ve ruined everything. Oh dear. Oh, please don’t be cross with me—”
         

         
         “No one’s cross,” I mutter, and crouch before her, taking her bloody face in my hands. “Are you injured?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Did you do this with the order from the butcher?”

         
         Her laughter bubbles up again, though it borders on the edge of a sob. “No.”

         
         I hadn’t thought so. I swallow the worms crawling up my throat before they can squirm onto the back of my tongue.

         
         “Can you tell me what happened?”

         
         In bits and pieces, through alternating laughter and sobs, she manages to recount how she ended up in the position in which
            I found her.
         

         
         “I wasn’t myself at all when it happened,” she says. “Something came over me. Like a shadow, or a veil. It acted through me. I knew what I was doing, what I had to do, but I wasn’t doing it all on my own. I really didn’t mean to ruin it all, St. John.”
         

         
         Agnes inhales a rattling breath, and I do not know whether she means to laugh or break into a sob.

         
         “It wasn’t like that when I killed Owen,” she says. “I was talking, to Dr. Walters. He insisted on speaking with you. I couldn’t
            get him to leave. But he saw my neck, and—and then I said something to him about the Halls of the Dead, and power, but I . . .
            I don’t remember. There’s so much I don’t remember.”
         

         
         She does not need to remember every detail. The broad strokes paint enough of a picture for me to understand what happened
            to Dr. Walters here in our foyer.
         

         
         And the first question I think to ask, the question that matters most to me right now, is:

         
         “Did it help?”

         
         Instead of answering, she tries to bow her head and look away from me.

         
         “Aggie,” I say, and press my forehead close to hers. “Did consuming the flesh of the living help?”
         

         
         “Oh, St. John,” she says, “if only it had.”

         
         “Damn it all,” I say.

         
         Caring little for the blood, I wrap her in my arms. As she falls against me, she tucks her head into the crook of my shoulder,
            tosses her arms around my middle, and swallows down a battered, broken cry.
         

         
         I cradle the back of her head with my palm, and hold her against me, rocking with her, hoping that what little I can offer her might be enough to make a difference. 

         
         “It wasn’t supposed to be this way,” I say. “It’s hardly fair, Aggie. I’m so sorry for it all.”

         
         For not freeing her from Owen myself. For making her cast unfamiliar magic alone. For not being able to rescue her. For not
            fulfilling the promise of a life with us, for not making good on the dream that sustained us through Irene’s long, arduous
            convalescence. For the pain. For all of the wretched, meaningless pain.
         

         
         “Have courage,” I say. “Irene is back. When she wakes, perhaps she’ll have an answer.”

         
         

         Later, I will transmute the blood to wine and the wine to water, and it will be as if it never happened. I will pack valises
            for all three of us, in case we need to abscond in haste. It will be easier, this time, than it has been in the past; there
            is only one book to bring with us, not a library, and no choices will have to be made as to who must be left behind. If the
            law should come, at least this time I know to expect it. This time, if she must, Irene can plunge the knife through her palm
            and have a spell ready when we flee.
         

         
         But for now, Dr. Walters is simply late to his next appointment, and Agnes needs to wash.

         
         I pour the last bucket of water into the tin tub. As soon as I draw the equation to warm it, steam rises from the water. It
            is so different from the last time I filled the tub for her. Now, when I look at Agnes—who is alternately chastened, proud,
            ashamed, reveling—the place where my heart should be squeezes at the utter wonder of her.
         

         
         “You keep staring at me,” she says. “Is there something on my face?”
         

         
         Heat in my cheeks, as ever, to be caught looking when I can hardly look anywhere else. When we’re alone there’s simply nowhere else for my gaze to go: I understand, now, how moths can crave a flame. In the darkness there is so little else that is bright and warm that the burn is worth the beauty. 

         
         “I’ve lived a long time,” I say, “and I’ve never known anyone like you.”

         
         Agnes offers a little laugh to fight off her tears.

         
         “Really? Centuries, and you’ve yet to meet a monster?”
         

         
         “I’ve met plenty of monsters. So have you.” I swallow hard over a winged cluster in my throat. “But never a miracle, Agnes.”

         
         “Miracle. You keep saying that.” A rueful smile. “Do all miracles end up covered in blood, or am I just special?”
         

         
         What can I say to persuade her otherwise? My strongest sentiments are just that: strong, too strong to be shared aloud.

         
         “You’ll feel better about it all after a bath,” I say. “Come upstairs when you’re finished. Irene will tell us both what happened.”

         
         “St. John,” she says, “wait.”

         
         Our eyes meet; in the dim light, I almost think she blushes, or else it’s merely Dr. Walters’s blood on her round cheeks.

         
         “My buttons? If you don’t mind?”

         
         She turns her back to me. Buttons run the full length of her spine, pulling the tea dress tight over the corset that smooths
            and accentuates her shape. The clock ticks once; then again. Low in my belly, a dozen diaphanous wings open and buzz.
         

         
         Her buttons.

         
         Right.

         
         Yes.

         
         Of course.

         
         Ever a faithful servant, I step up behind her and take the topmost button between my fingers. There is an audible sound as
            it unfastens. Agnes’s breath hitches; I wait a moment, but she says nothing, and so I unfasten the next. I focus very hard—so very hard—on these buttons. I do not let my fingers shake. I do not take longer than I need to. One after the other, until the collar
            of her dress loosens, and I see what Dr. Walters saw, the line of that braided bruise.
         

         
         “I should have let you heal me,” she says. “Then he wouldn’t have seen it.” She looks over her shoulder to meet my gaze. “I wouldn’t have hurt him, if I hadn’t had to.” 

         
         “I believe you,” I say.

         
         “Are you frightened of me?”

         
         “Ought I be?”

         
         She shakes her head, then looks away from me, eyes straight ahead. I stare at her red hair, as if I could read her expression
            without even seeing it. One day, I think, maybe I will.
         

         
         As I continue to unfasten her buttons, Agnes raises her arms to hold the dress close to her chest. “St. John?” she says. “Close
            your eyes.”
         

         
         “Whatever for?”

         
         “Oh, don’t be obtuse.”

         
         My hands still.

         
         I had been thinking of the buttons as, well—merely buttons. Trying to think of them as disconnected from a dress, disconnected
            from Agnes. Trying. I am not for her, and she is certainly not for me. I know that. I know that.
         

         
         “I’m not looking at you, Agnes,” I say softly. “I’m looking at your buttons.”

         
         “Very soon indeed there won’t be any buttons left!”

         
         “And at that very moment I will leave, I promise you.”

         
         Agnes sighs. “After the buttons comes my corset. So, please, close your eyes? A man’s never seen me undressed.”

         
         “Don’t think of me as a man,” I say. “Think of me as your servant, necromancer.”

         
         “Servant or not, you’re still a man.”
         

         
         “Am I not still a man with my eyes closed?”

         
         “Whatever you are, you’re impossible.” There is a smile in her voice, the first real smile since I found her in a puddle of blood. She lowers one arm from her
            chest to swat at me, and I laugh. “I may be a monster, but I shall be a monster with my virtue intact. Now go on, then.”
         

         
         Closing my eyes, I unbutton the rest of her dress. It would be unkind to mention now that I have seen her bare. She might forgive that particular violation, knowing it was for the sake of her second life, knowing how Irene needed my help, but it would sting with betrayal all the same. 

         
         Sting, and maybe worse, if she thought my throat were as dry on that night as it is now.

         
         Sometimes I am glad to lack a heart, to lack lungs. If she could feel my heartbeat, or hear my breath, she would understand
            at once what she has come to mean to me, and what would happen then? If I hurt her, or Irene, in this accidental, unforeseen
            stumbling into territory not allotted to me—
         

         
         It would be worse than silver in my chest. It would unravel everything. It can’t happen.

         
         Once I finish with the buttons, I step back. The printed wool rustles as Agnes steps out of it.

         
         “My corset, St. John? Could you?”

         
         She should not need my help for this, not really, but her need for me sets all the moths within me tumbling. It’s as if my
            moths can see her, and the light radiating from her, and treasure, as I do, how rare she is.
         

         
         Eyes still closed, I reach out my hands. She takes them and guides them to her laces. Beneath fabric and bone, there is the
            heat of her body—the heat of her living body, with her fullness teased by the shape of her corset. There are curves and swells, and I shut my eyes tighter as I maneuver
            through her layers and loosen the stays of her corset. She removes her own chemise, her own drawers; they descend in a ruffle
            of fabric and sigh softly as they fall upon the brick-and-tile floor.
         

         
         “Thank you, St. John,” she says. “If I may have your hand once more?”

         
         Of course she may. She may have whatever she wants of me.

         
         When she clasps her fingers over my palm to balance herself as she climbs into the tub, I do not think of her pale calves disappearing into the light-dappled water. I do not think of the water sloshing apart for her generous thighs, or how the water must cling to her breasts, or how the water will wash the blood from her full lips. As she releases my hand to sink fully down, I think: Let me be of more use to you. Ask me for something else. Anything else. Do not dismiss me, not yet.

         
         “You can open your eyes, St. John,” she says.

         
         And I do, because she granted that I may.

         
         She sits deeply in the tub, hiding all of her body beneath water obscured by blood.

         
         “Shall I fetch more water?” I offer. When she shakes her head, a clump of soil crumbles within me. “Then I’ll bring you something
            fresh to wear.”
         

         
         Agnes sniffles, suddenly.

         
         “Do you have any idea how dear you are to me?” she asks. “It isn’t just Irene who gave me a new life. It’s you, too. You both
            have given me a new world to live in.”
         

         
         Over the rim of the tub, she extends her hand to me, and I kneel beside the tub to take it, and kiss her knuckles. It might
            be the heat from the water—or the blood that she still hasn’t fully washed off—but her face reddens just a touch.
         

         
         “You asked if I was frightened of you,” I say. “There is always something a little terrifying about a miracle. How it changes
            the world, makes it different, changes the meaning of your entire life. But that terror lives together with awe and gratitude
            and love.”
         

         
         

         When Irene wakes some time later, she recounts her meetings with her mother and Willa. Not one of us understands the meaning
            of Willa’s vision, though I cannot help but think it is clearly about the three of us—and the beetles within me shudder as
            I wonder, for the first time, whether my abbot’s vision may have been for us three as well. If it is, I need more time to
            think upon it; more time without also puzzling over what Irene learned about Owen, how it was her own fault he got through,
            that releasing him ought to assuage Agnes’s hunger. There is reason for optimism, until Irene reveals Agnes gave herself to
            the Halls of the Dead as some instrument to do their work.
         

         
         We have seen no evidence of that, or of what that could mean.

         
         “I don’t remember that,” she whispers. “I don’t remember it at all.”

         
         I seek out her gaze, but Agnes won’t look at me. You are a miracle, I need to tell her. No matter what else you are, you are a miracle, too.

         
         “I trust in God,” I say softly. “And I trust that all will be made clear to us in time. God would not punish one so brave
            as you, Aggie.”
         

         
         She glances at me, then averts her eyes. She tucks Irene’s lank black hair out of her face, brings her water to drink, props
            up her pillows so she might sit comfortably while the three of us speak. I think of my abbot—how he did all this for me, centuries
            ago, when I gave up my death for him.
         

         
         They deserve as much time as I had with him.

         
         They deserve to be alone. I do not factor into this scene.

         
         “I think it’s time I retire to my own bed for the night,” I say.

         
         “Wait,” says Irene. “There’s more you don’t know, St. John.”

         
         “It can wait until morning,” I say.

         
         “No,” she says. “It can’t wait any more than it has.”

         
         And then she tells me about the soul-eaten. Sitting at the doors, in a gutter off the aisle. Waiting for entry they will never
            receive.
         

         
         The sensation is worse than falling through a trapdoor; it’s like falling through time, and landing on the bones of everyone
            I lost, impaled upon the pain of everyone I could not save.
         

         
         “There was a boy who remembered you,” she says. “Younger than the rest. He didn’t remember his name, but he remembered disappointing
            you.”
         

         
         “God, no,” I choke.

         
         There is only one person that could be.

         
         And he died more than a century ago.

         
         For him to sit there, without end to his pain, without rest for his soul—

         
         All this time. Because of a journal.

         
         “Do you know who it was, St. John?” asks Irene.

         
         “Klaus,” I say. “That’s Klaus Odenkirk.”

         
         Beetles crawl up the back of my tongue. When I swallow them, they forge a knot in my throat that makes it difficult to speak.

         
         “Who else was there?” I ask. “How many?”

         
         “Klaus was the only one who could speak,” says Irene. “The others . . .”

         
         Couldn’t.

         
         I know.

         
         My fingers shake. The space behind my eyes burns.

         
         “How many?” I ask again.

         
         “I counted twenty, but there were more,” she says. “More than those you’ve known, St. John. Necromancers who didn’t have you.”

         
         My beloved made me into a grave.

         
         My own grave, yes. But the graves of others, too. I am where necromancers go when they die; I am the earth that remembers
            them. He made me into a cathedral where the future could worship the past. He made me the link between the living and the
            dead.
         

         
         I offered myself to this task.

         
         But if I had known it would mean living long enough to learn this—

         
         “I tried to open the doors for them,” says Irene. “I tried to cast a spell. I reached into my soul, and there was blood from
            my living body.”
         

         
         “The soul and the body and the blood,” Agnes mutters.

         
         “But it wasn’t enough,” Irene continues. “It would take a great deal to open the gates to let all of them in. More than I
            have in me. I told them I would come back, when I found enough blood to let them rest.”
         

         
         “This late in my life,” I say, “I did not think I would learn of new ways they torture us.”

         
         I squeeze Irene’s hand, then pull away from her to stand.

         
         “You have no idea how I mourn,” I say. “Our lives. Our souls. And now I must mourn the peace of death for the soul-eaten.
            There is no mercy for us.”
         

         
         Before I can head for the door, Irene catches my hand and pulls me back.

         
         “Do not mourn alone,” she says. She meets my eyes with a plea I don’t think I’ve ever seen before. “Stay with us.”

         
         The tone of her voice. The way she looks at me. My world is destroyed all over again, yet there she is, the only thing standing amongst the rubble. 

         
         I cannot stay here, though. I cannot. The longer I look at her, the more certain I am that the meaning I find in her words
            is only the meaning I want to find.
         

         
         “I won’t be mourning alone,” I say, pulling away from her touch, even though I would rather fall into her arms. “I’ll be mourning
            with Delilah Odenkirk. Someone ought to tell her what’s become of Klaus.”
         

         
         “Let me come with you,” says Agnes. “Please. Let one of us, at least—”

         
         I kiss her knuckles, as I did not long ago this evening, and her voice falters.

         
         Then I head for the door. I must let both of them go.

         
         “Tend to your bride,” I say. “I must tend to the past.”

         
         And I all but flee.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Six
Irene

         
         
            The grave’s a fine and private place, 

            But none, I think, do there embrace.

            Andrew Marvell, 1681

         

         The door clicks softly behind St. John as he leaves.

         
         Perhaps it is for the best. What comfort can I offer him? I did not want to tell him about Klaus, about the soul-eaten, and
            what would eventually happen to me. Yet how could I remain silent? There are only two people in this world who care about
            my fate, and I cannot keep either of them in the dark. If I could unbreak his heart, I would. If I could make this world into
            one that would hurt him less, I would.
         

         
         I have always wanted that. But ever since speaking to my mother and Willa, somehow the way I want it—the reason I want it—is changed. As if we have entered a new season and the light hits him at an angle I have never seen before, illuminating
            him in ways I had not considered. Agnes has always been like spring, my feelings for her as obvious as the first sprig of
            life breaking through the bleak snow, but St. John—it has taken twelve years to see him wreathed in the gold of autumn’s finest
            hour.
         

         
         The way I feel for each of them is so different, and yet—

         
         Agnes sucks down a trembling gulp of air.

         
         When I look at her, wet streaks on her cheeks reflect the light of the sconces.

         
         “Agnes,” I say, and tangle my fingers with hers. “My love, you’re crying.”

         
         She swipes her thumb below her brown eyes, which glisten in the orange-glazed darkness.

         
         “Of course I am,” she says. “Who wouldn’t, hearing all of that?”

         
         I don’t know what to say. I don’t know how to comfort except with determination and faith, and I don’t have enough of either,
            right now, to be any good.
         

         
         “It is too much, I know,” I say. “But I am glad to have gone. I am glad I know. There are things we can fix. For you I would
            make that journey a thousand times.”
         

         
         At my reassurance, Agnes gasps. A new round of tears races down her face.

         
         “Agnes?” I prompt, but she shakes her head. Covering her mouth with her hand, she swallows a sob, and no matter how ardently
            I try, I cannot find words to combat this swell of emotion. Moments pass until she composes herself, and by then my heart
            has nearly broken to see her weep this way twice in one day. Somehow, it was only this morning we parted.
         

         
         “Today you exhibited such courage, such selflessness, for me, and when I tell you what I’ve done . . .” Her lower lip wobbles; her breath stutters out of her lungs, and she looks away
            from me. “You will hardly think me worthy of it.”
         

         
         At this, I wrench myself fully upright to sit on the edge of the bed, sending my bare feet to the cold floor. Relinquishing
            Agnes’s hand, I instead clasp her by the chin and gently encourage her to return to me. When her eyes meet mine, the sorrow
            there makes me wonder who I must kill for her.
         

         
         “St. John’s opinion hasn’t wavered, but his never would,” Agnes says, and I can’t place whether she sounds derisive or grateful
            for his devotion.
         

         
         “Neither will mine,” I say. “There is nothing you could say or do that would make me think you are unworthy of me, Agnes.”
         

         
         “You may not feel that way when I tell you.”

         
         It is Owen that makes her say such things. If I could just make her believe, once and for all, that my love has no conditions—

         
         Maybe when she is free of him. Maybe when she is really free, love will stop feeling like it is something she must win.
         

         
         “Trust me,” I implore. “Tell me.”
         

         
         “Dr. Walters came,” she says. I pet her chin with my thumb, then fit her jaw into my hand. “I shouldn’t have opened the door,
            but I didn’t know . . . And then I had no excuse to turn him away . . . He recognized me. Or—if not me, then what I am.”
         

         
         That news splashes through me like frigid water.

         
         My chest rises with a deep, silent breath.

         
         “Where is he now?” I ask, in my calmest voice, so that she won’t know of my burgeoning worry.

         
         But her silence only nurtures that worry into a cold, clawing fear.

         
         “Agnes,” I say, “where is—”
         

         
         “I ate him,” she says at last. “I unhinged my jaw and I ate him, Irene.”

         
         The human hand consists of twenty-seven bones and thirty-four muscles. The human jaw—the very jaw held in the palm of my hand—is
            not built for the task she describes. Her joint feels no different from my own. If she had done as she claims, could she speak?
            Would she not be in pain?
         

         
         “He saw the bruise,” she says. “And I knew, if he left, he would report what he’d seen. How could I let that happen? After
            all we’ve endured? I felt so triumphant at the time, but now I see how I’ve ruined it all.”
         

         
         “Agnes,” I say softly, “this truly happened?”

         
         “God, wouldn’t it be nice if I’d only dreamed it?” A laugh sputters out of her. “St. John’s already cleaned the blood. It
            really is as if it never happened. But it did happen. Oh, it did, and I—oh, the mess I’ve made.”
         

         
         She inhales a deep breath, calming the round of tears.

         
         “The idea of you going through another trial—of me hanging again—of them discovering St. John and using silver to destroy him—our lives, ending that way, after all we’ve—how could I stand there and let him leave? When I could stop him? When all I had to do was open my mouth and—? But now his absence will speak for him. I’ve condemned us all. I panicked,
            just as I did with Owen, and did too much.”
         

         
         A hard knot grows in my throat, and tears threaten to spill from my own eyes. Moments ago, fear budded within my heart. Now
            I find it washed away. Where fear had begun to grow, something else takes its place now.
         

         
         “You did that? For us?”
         

         
         Her breath still smells of her kill. What must she have looked like, as she subdued Dr. Walters? Perhaps as she did the night
            in the larder—but with more purpose, or with more base, animal instinct. This time, when she struck, she did it for the same
            reason a bee surrenders her stinger: to protect her hive.
         

         
         I tuck my forehead against hers, slot our noses together, and inhale her copper-scented exhale.

         
         “Yes,” she says, barely a whisper.

         
         “You protected our future,” I say, and kiss her. Her breath hitches; she leans into me, on the precipice of surrendering wholly,
            but hesitating.
         

         
         “You’re not angry with me?” she asks.

         
         “How could I ever be angry with you?” The idea is so foreign, so baffling, I could almost laugh. “You keep saving me, Agnes.
            Ever since that night at the ball, all you’ve ever done is rescue me.”
         

         
         There’s no more I can say. Nothing more that needs to be said.

         
         I lay my fingertips softly upon the joints of her jaw, and open my mouth to my darling, my devourer. My palms glide lower,
            down each side of her neck, down her shoulders, stopping at her full bosom to feel what waits for me beneath layers of fabric.
            One hand drops to her waist and pulls loose the drawstring holding her paisley wrapper closed. As it opens, my hands slip
            within and ease the garment from her shoulders. She stands to discard it, then helps me with camisole and corset and chemise,
            and then my darling, my man-eating darling, stands bare and plush before me, for one mere moment before recapturing my mouth.
         

         
         She kisses me with such force, I know, at last, she means to conquer me. She tastes of blood, yes, but also of power and glory and strength. What restraint must she exercise to kiss me, made of living flesh as I am? How strong is she to employ tenderness where she could so much more easily employ brutality? 

         
         As she kisses down my throat, the very teeth that ripped a man to pieces now gingerly massage my pulse. I tip my head back,
            welcoming it with a moan, and trace my hands down her body so I can feel the generous swell of her hips. Again I cup her breasts,
            and when I brush her nipples—with no cotton shielding her from pleasure—my murderous beloved whimpers.
         

         
         She joins me on the bed, asserting her knees between my own, kissing me, laying me back, looming over me like a shadow. Her
            hands slip beneath my chemise and roll it up my calves, my thighs, over my hips, until I must sit up so that she may tug it
            over my head and be gone with it. My figure is not half so full as hers, yet the unbridled want in her eyes quells a burgeoning
            shyness.
         

         
         “Irene,” she breathes, like a prayer, and drags her tongue from the hollow at my collarbone, up my throat, to lick into my
            parted lips. “How lovely you are. How small and fierce.”
         

         
         “As fierce as you?”

         
         “Even more so.”

         
         I tangle with her into another kiss. My fingers slide through her hair, unmaking it, and a hot thrill pulses through my center
            as I think of how wild she must have looked earlier, defending us from one who meant us harm.
         

         
         “Did I ever tell you the dream?” she asks. Before I can answer, her teeth scrape my nipple, and I stutter into a moan that
            makes her do it again. “The vision the Halls gave me.”
         

         
         “The night we met,” I say.

         
         “Hmmm.” She nips at my modest breasts, then travels lower, kissing down my stomach, dragging her teeth over me. At any moment,
            she could swallow me whole, and keep me inside her forever, no different from Delilah Odenkirk and her books.
         

         
         “Then I scarcely told you anything,” she says.

         
         Through the slit in my drawers, Agnes’s fingers brush over my lips, testing my wetness. Her gaze lifts from my mound to my
            eyes, and then she crawls up, over my body, to kiss me again.
         

         
         But her fingers remain where they are, cupping me, stroking me. Without breaking our kiss, Agnes rolls to the side, and I
            clutch her breast in my hand, squeeze, tease her nipple with my thumbnail so that she cries out against my mouth. Her fingers
            stroke through my lips without pressing inward, and when for the first time her fingertips circle my clitoris, I gasp and
            arch into her hand.
         

         
         “It started,” she whispers against my ear, “with the two of us, dancing in the world where we had nothing to fear. But I didn’t
            know it was you, yet. You were the Devil, first. And you wore two masks: on the left side of your face, a mask carved from
            bone; on the right, one from gold. And you said, ‘Pick one.’”
         

         
         Pick one, said in our necromantic tongue. When she speaks the language of our magic this way, so close to my ear, I cannot help but
            shiver.
         

         
         “I removed the mask of bone,” she says. “Beneath it was your face. And then we were in my bed . . .”

         
         She kisses me and pulls at my bottom lip with her teeth, and the sound I make is half-laugh, half-moan. One finger slips inside
            me, easily, carefully—but my muscles seize, and I squeal at once in pain.
         

         
         “Not inside,” I tell her. “It hurts.”

         
         “Forgive me,” she breathes. “Shall I try something else?”

         
         I nod, and she moves down my body, pressing kisses to my skin until she settles between my legs and licks up through my folds.
            I cry out at the new sensation, one I have never felt before, and as she does it again, and again, I do not know where to
            put my hands, what to clutch to anchor me.
         

         
         “Shall I tell you how you kissed me? How you made me shudder?” She sinks her teeth into one thigh, then the other, then soothes
            each bruising bite with her tongue. “Your fingers were so deep in me they wrapped around my heart.”
         

         
         As she says that, Agnes lowers her mouth to suck again at that most sensitive place, and I cry out. She continues this way, and the heat builds, builds— 

         
         “Your eyes became two flames,” she says, and her breath against my flesh makes me gasp. “All inside you, a thousand different
            fires burned. I tasted ash when you kissed me. And it was fire, Irene, but it was also blood, and it was shadow and mist and pure light. You were the most powerful creature I’d ever seen, and you were kissing me.”
         

         
         I can scarcely take it anymore. I reach down, and thread my fingers through her hair, and pull her glistening mouth against
            my own. We kiss, open-mouthed, and I taste myself on her tongue, my flesh the second she has put her tongue to tonight. I
            throw my arms around her shoulders and moan. Between our bodies, her fingers circle and rub and stroke my clitoris so that
            my whole body quakes.
         

         
         “When you broke the kiss, both your hands were on my face, and even still, I felt you inside me,” she says. “When you pulled
            away you wore a crown of moths, of leeches, of beetles and cockroaches—a whole cape of them. And holding my face, you said,
            ‘Let us in.’ And just before I woke, you dove into my body—I felt you in my body, Irene. I felt your body, your whole body, inside me,
            right under my skin, like we were one—like you were attached to me—like we were one book—”
         

         
         My hips buck into her hand, and I cry out as the paroxysm shudders through my body.

         
         Even then, she does not stop. Through my gasping, through my writhing, through the deep grunts that follow—she keeps rubbing
            me, until the pleasure twists into a sharp pain, and I must wrestle her away. Laughing, she tumbles beside me and captures
            me in a kiss so deep she might lick out my lungs from within me.
         

         
         We lie there, kissing, gradually losing our urgency. She pets my hair, and when my faculties return, I slip my own fingers
            through the slit in her drawers to return the favor, cupping, touching, exploring. Her hair is soft and matted with her own
            wetness, and when I slide my fingers through her lips, to gently press inside her at her urging, she gasps.
         

         
         After some time of this, she takes my wrist and pins it down by my side, then rolls atop me again. This time, she sits with her center mounted against my thigh and grinds down against me. She throws her hair back and rolls her hips down as I press my leg up closer, offering a better angle. Soon, she has inched closer, until I can feel the heat of her center against my own, and she carefully aligns our bodies so that when she drags down against me, we both cry out. 

         
         It goes on like this, without end.

         
         Agnes breathes against my mouth so sweetly that I cannot help but kiss her again, and again, and again, my Venus flytrap of
            a wife, my pitcher plant made flesh. Our hands palming each other’s bodies are the claws of wolves holding down their kill.
            My fingers inside her are vultures’ beaks diving into the rancid ribcage, unafraid, inspired, delighted by the rot they find
            when buried to the hilt. I do not let her feel her hunger; for as long as she can stand it, I make her feel my mouth, this
            mouth so capable of giving pleasure, this mouth that spoke the words that brought her back from the dead.
         

         
         And as her breath becomes my breath, as the blood in her mouth is the blood in mine, we bring each other back to life.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Seven
Agnes

         
         
            The Crypt is ash, the Crypt is ember,

            The Halls seek vengeance, the Halls remember:

            Too many walk past their last breath—

            May justice find those who’ve evaded death.

            A common necromancer’s prayer

         

         It had felt like we were one book, in the dream. Like she was attached to me.
         

         
         But that was before Owen.

         
         Long after Irene falls asleep, I lie awake, looking at her and imagining my future: my body-turned-book, and two souls at
            war within it.
         

         
         Willa told Irene that Owen’s attachment to me was a matter of magic. I will not wait another minute to get rid of Owen when it is merely a matter of casting a spell.
         

         
         Standing from bed, I don my chemise and wrapper again. Irene’s still-bloody necromantic knife lies atop her bedside medicine
            cabinet, and I take it.
         

         
         Down the hall, I find St. John’s bedroom empty. Are you still with Odenkirk? I wonder, but the answer is immediate. Of course you are. You were hers before you were ours. And all the books inside her—you were theirs before you were hers.

         
         On the ground floor, I enter the parlor and find the pocket doors open. In the connected dining room, St. John sits at the davenport writing desk, hands fisted through his golden hair, with Odenkirk open before him. When he turns to look at me, his hazel eyes are glassy and red with grief. 

         
         “Oh, St. John,” I say, and before I can help myself, before I can think of some other way to comfort him, I set the knife
            aside and go to him.
         

         
         My arms fall around his shoulders and tug him to my breast. He tucks his face against my wrapper, and though his shoulders
            shake with sobs, he does not make a sound.
         

         
         “You are the bravest man I know,” I tell him. I pet one hand through his hair, over and over again, cooing gently as I do.
            “The kindest. The gentlest. I am so sorry for your pain, darling. It is too much for one person to bear.”
         

         
         I kiss the crown of his head. My stomach lurches as I do. Open your mouth wider, supplies that infernal voice from within, and I must quash it, I do quash it, and bury it as far down as it will go.
         

         
         “And I am so sorry,” I say, “that I didn’t remember Klaus.”

         
         The Book of Delilah Odenkirk sits open to her blank middle pages. I have never bled for her, so I doubt that she will speak
            to me—but I feel I must make this apology not only to St. John, but to she who loved him, too.
         

         
         “It must have been him,” I say. “I knew there was something I needed to remember. It must have been that he couldn’t rest.”

         
         And now neither will Irene.

         
         The Book of Delilah Odenkirk does not respond. St. John raises his head enough from my body to speak:

         
         “Delilah wants you to know she loved him,” he says, and that is all he manages before he crumbles against me again.

         
         I have never seen him this way. My time here was always cut short by needing to return home before Owen discovered my absence,
            but St. John and I spent ample hours together, regardless. In all that time, I have witnessed the devastated husband, the
            determined reanimant. Never, never, have I seen him cry.
         

         
         And it makes my blood boil.

         
         “He’s been dead over a hundred years,” he manages, “and still he can’t rest. The others even longer. Aggie—one day, Irene—I can do nothing for them—”
         

         
         “You must not blame yourself, love, please,” I say, my own voice tightening with grief. “How could you have known?”

         
         “That’s the worst part.” His whole body shudders, and he circles his arms around my waist to anchor him. “I haven’t known,
            this whole time. Centuries. I could have been trying—I could have—”
         

         
         The weight of it crushes him further into my arms, and I fold him tighter into my embrace. So much misery and guilt tumbles
            out in wretched sobs. One hand soothes over his back, the other over his hair, and I want to open my jaw as wide as I can
            and swallow everyone who ever hurt him.
         

         
         “You told me that it was your promise that kept you going,” I say. “I made a promise to Irene the night we met. And now I’ll
            make it to you. I will avenge what happened to you. I will right your every loss. I don’t yet know how, but I will.”
         

         
         And somehow, despite the impossibility of that promise, I believe—right down to my soul—that I will deliver it to him. Maybe
            because this promise to him is what I promised the Halls of the Dead. A promise I don’t remember making, don’t remember how
            I’m meant to fulfill.
         

         
         When St. John at last pulls away from my breast, there are no tears in his eyes, no tracks on his cheeks. All the same, his
            voice breaks when he speaks.
         

         
         “Let me be of use to you,” he implores. “There must be something you need.”

         
         There is. But standing here, holding him, while the Book of Delilah Odenkirk silently observes, my courage falters.

         
         “Not now,” I mutter. “You must get some rest. You haven’t even been to bed yet.”

         
         “Please,” he says, and he sounds so broken, so utterly crushed beneath the weight of loss after loss after loss, that my own lip
            quivers. “You brought her knife. You have need of me. Tell me what it is.”
         

         
         It may be one more thing for you to grieve. How can I do that to you now?

         
         “Owen is attached to my soul,” I say. “Willa said getting rid of him may be a mere matter of a spell, that it may even fix my hunger. I do not want to wait any longer. I want him gone.”
         

         
         “I cannot blame you,” he says, “but would you not rather wait for Irene? She is the one who cast—”

         
         “She may have cast the spell, but it is my soul,” I say. “And when the day comes for you to make me a book, he will be in it with me.”
         

         
         “No,” he says at once, refusing that reality.
         

         
         “Can you imagine it? The Book of Agnes Driscoll, with the soul of her brother leeching off of it, forever. The Book of Agnes
            Driscoll, speaking to future necromancers with a second voice that shames them. I would rather be nothing than let him ruin
            my death. And I cannot let him make me nothing. Willa told Irene if it was the spell that let him in, then another spell can
            get rid of him. And what Mrs. Shallcross told Irene today, about drowning fleas . . . It gave me an idea.”
         

         
         I stand a little taller, trying to look braver than I am. I caress his cheeks in my palms.

         
         “I need a transmutationist,” I say. “I need you.”
         

         
         

         “I don’t know if there’s a spell for this,” I warn St. John. “I know you did not want me inventing things on my own, but I’ve got to try.”
         

         
         Perhaps then the hunger will end. Perhaps this is the cure.

         
         And if not—

         
         Then I’ll fix what I can, if I can, in the meantime. I’ll take what liberated time with Irene I can have before I’m too much
            of a menace to let me live.
         

         
         The Book of Delilah Odenkirk won’t help me, now. All I have to go on are the spells memorized from Marigold Graves. I must
            create a more powerful version of the banishment I failed in before.
         

         
         “Either it will work,” he says, “or the silver you need will cause the spell to end. Either way, it’s the only option I think
            you’ve got, Aggie.”
         

         
         He squeezes my shoulder and clears a space in the center of the room so that Owen cannot easily knock me against the furniture.

         
         “As soon as you prick your finger,” says St. John, “I’ll turn the blade to silver.”

         
         One deep breath. I meet St. John’s eyes.

         
         “Do your worst,” he says, and I drag the serrated edge of the necromancer’s knife through the whorls of my first finger. My
            blood comes readily to the surface; I let it drip into the dust upon the wooden floor, where St. John pushed away the rug.
         

         
         The moment I speak to the Halls, Owen will come.

         
         So, before I do anything else, I give St. John the knife.

         
         He draws his circles and squares over its blade, over its handle, one long equation without end. Upon finishing, it glimmers
            as its making changes; a silver shine replaces its previous dullness. The firelight catches all of its teeth, and my own teeth
            ache with sympathy for their ceaseless hunger.
         

         
         Then, standing behind me, St. John wraps one gentlemanly arm around my waist to hold me, and readies the knife in front of
            my mouth.
         

         
         Owen won’t be able to pass that silver. He won’t be able to shove his arm down my throat again.

         
         “Now,” St. John whispers at my ear.

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I say. My voice quivers. From somewhere high above me, or deep below me, or all around me, the doors grace me with the
            weight of their attention.
         

         
         And Owen’s soul mists into being. Right in front of me.

         
         The moment he appears, he sucks all the light out of the room. There’s only his wavering impression, with all his faces, and
            all his eyes focused on mine. Darkness swims around him, and when he reaches his hands toward my throat, the silver of St.
            John’s knife keeps him away.
         

         
         “Clever lambkin,” he says. “I suppose you aren’t ready to apologize, then.”

         
         “Focus,” says St. John.

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I say, again, trying to ground myself in that truth, in this small seed of power that has never been mine, and never will be mine, unless I can be rid of him.
         

         
         “This is the price of blood on your hands, lambkin. It doesn’t wash off just because you say it ought to.”

         
         But blood does wash off. Fleas, too. Especially when you know where to clean. And this time, I notice my wrist glowing with Owen’s handprint,
            where he must have held fast when Irene called me home.
         

         
         I raise my eyes to look directly at Owen, this sorry excuse of a man, this vermin who chewed my life to bits—that’s what he’s
            always been, vermin.
         

         
         “Mine is the foot that squashes the roach,” I say. “Mine is the finger that swats the fly.”
         

         
         Owen leans down, as close to my face as St. John’s silver will allow. If he were alive, I would feel his breath on my cheek.
            “What is it that you think you can do?”
         

         
         Nothing, says an old voice inside me. Irene wouldn’t have let something like this happen to her.

         
         For a moment, those words sparkle with the strength of their truth, radiant and too bright to look at without pain.

         
         And then I realize, no matter how honest it feels, it’s just not true.

         
         Is that not every woman’s story?

         
         Not yours.

         
         Except it was. It was hers, and mine, and it wasn’t a matter of let.
         

         
         And then, inside me, there’s Irene’s voice: Anything.
         

         
         “You stole my life, lambkin,” he reminds me, as if he had not stolen mine first. “Don’t you think you owe me something for
            that?”
         

         
         Before I can stop myself, anger crests, just as it did the day I melted his heart to pulp. When I boiled his blood, his body
            blistered with the heat. Such power I felt that day—and that same power throbs through me now, untethered from its leash.
         

         
         “My word is the water that washes clear the stain,” I say. “Mine is the soul rinsed clean. I guide the dead back to his rest among the dead; I take him with my hand and release him to
               his rest.”
         

         
         “It’s not working, Aggie.”

         
         “I have given the dead the choice to leave; I have guided the dead gently; the dead refuse, yet I refuse to anchor his shadow.
               Let he who has stolen steal no more; let he who has slipped the yoke of death now find himself in chains.”

         
         I chant in that language of crawling mold and skittering ants, that cipher of cicadas trapped in amber.

         
         “I banish you to the Halls of the Dead, where you shall crawl on your knees until I grant my forgiveness. I call upon the Halls
               of the Dead to strip you of your magic, to unmake your voice, to keep you from touching me ever again. Let there be no resurrection;
               let there be no home; let this iron-hot justice be the seal; let me break my teeth severing the hold he has on me. I am the
               haunter—NEVER THE HAUNTED!”
         

         
         My voice echoes in the sitting room, over the crackle of the hearth, over the sound of my own heartbeat. Leaning over me,
            St. John snatches my wrist and raises it to the knife. The first slash I barely feel, but as he continues to cut through my
            flesh, the flesh Owen used as an anchor, I howl out in pain. My knees buckle; my blood spills across my dress.
         

         
         And then Owen begins to dissolve.

         
         Flake after flake of chalky light chips away from his mist. Each one floats into the air like a soot-browned moth, then extinguishes
            in a dying twinkle.
         

         
         “No,” says Owen, “no—lambkin, wait, don’t—!”

         
         But with each word, the glow of his mouth smokes away, curling upward into nothing. I commanded that he should speak no more,
            and the strength of my will, at last, silences him. He struggles against the inevitability of the Halls of the Dead, but there
            is no point. The Halls of the Dead are older than both of us, and I aligned myself to their strength when I was merely a child.
         

         
         When, at last, he fades to nothing, and I am alone with St. John, I laugh, low and deep in my chest, the sound as ragged as
            torn-open meat, a sound like bat wings on the moor at night, a sound like the Devil breaking free of her chains. 
         

         
         “My God,” St. John says, “Aggie, that was inspired.”
         

         
         Inspired. Have I ever done anything inspired in my life? The first time I cast a spell that wasn’t from the Book of Marigold Graves, I melted Owen’s heart. But now—now, with St. John’s help—because of St. John—I’ve set myself free. I’ve finally done the one thing I never thought I’d be able to do.
         

         
         “I did it?” I almost can’t believe it myself.
         

         
         “You did it,” he says. A bewildered laugh stumbles out of him, just loud enough that he doesn’t hear my stomach’s lurching.
            Perhaps I have broken free of my shackles, but I have not broken free of my hunger—and as he clutches me close and whirls
            me around, he fills my mouth with the scent of his centuries, with his refusal to die.
         

         
         “I am so proud of you,” he says.

         
         Proud of me. The most wonderful man I’ve ever met, in my entire life, is proud of me. A knot of emotion swells up in my chest,
            and I can barely speak for how much it means to me. I feel like a real necromancer—I feel like Irene.
         

         
         “Thank you,” I say. “I could never have done this without your help. Never.”

         
         And that’s true.

         
         But when I think of how long he has lived, how often magic has lengthened his life, my mouth waters. Like Owen, he has slipped
            free from the yoke of death.
         

         
         “You are so brave,” he says.

         
         He must stop complimenting me. He must. I cannot do what I must do if he keeps being so kind; I think his kindness would reach
            its limit if he knew what I am duty bound, compelled to do.
         

         
         Because it is too long. He has lived too long, for anyone. He should be at rest in the Halls of the Dead. He should have gone there long ago, the very night his abbot
            pushed a sword through his heart. Why should he be spared the ending all other living creatures receive? Why should he, who
            loves the Halls so much, not go to their embrace?
         

         
         Just this evening, I promised him I would do anything to avenge what he lost, to avenge the necromancers sitting outside the Halls of the Dead. I don’t want him to be part of that vengeance. I don’t want to hurt him. The kindest, gentlest man I’ve ever known. The man who brought me a Christmas tree. The sort of man I’d have wanted for a husband, if I couldn’t have had Irene. 

         
         “And so powerful, Aggie.”

         
         “Powerful?”

         
         The word changes something in me. Powerful. As in: full of the power of the Halls of the Dead. But that’s not quite it. It’s almost correct, but there is a better word.
         

         
         “No, St. John,” I say. “I have a purpose. Divinely given.”
         

         
         I knew when I swallowed Dr. Walters whole that I was duty bound to devour all who aided the undying. I hear the voice of God,
            and it says this is what the Halls wanted of me all along: to return the undying fugitives to them, one by one, by way of my stomach.
         

         
         “Oh, St. John,” I say, emotion quivering in my voice, “you must believe me when I say I adore you. You believe that, don’t
            you?”
         

         
         “Aggie,” he says, “of course I do.”

         
         “Then you must know,” I say, “that I don’t want to do this. Never, ever think that I would choose to do this to you. It’s
            only—”
         

         
         “You’re frightening me,” he says. “What can you possibly mean?”

         
         I love him enough that I would spare him if I could. I do. But I promised the Halls, and the Halls cannot be denied.

         
         At least his end will come by the hand of a friend, rather than one of our enemies.

         
         “I am sorry, St. John,” I say, “but I swore myself to the Halls, and the Halls say that this is what I must do.”

         
         I snatch the silvered knife back from him and lodge it through his eye. The time has come to fulfill my duties at last.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Eight
Irene

         
         
            There is no such thing as necromancy that can do good. It is the one brand of magic that can only cause harm, destruction,
               and despair.
            

            Chief Justice Sir Silas Underhill, baronet

         

         My father looms over my bed, staring down at me with the cold, cruel eyes I snuffed the light out of. There’s no light in
            them now, either, but instead a perverse kind of life—a kind of power, radiating off him.
         

         
         “You went to the Halls,” he says, in his deep baritone. Except—that’s not his voice. That’s not what he sounded like at all.
            “You should have stayed there.”
         

         
         It’s Underhill who sits on the corner of the stone slab, right beside my face. His large hand caresses my cheek and turns
            my head so that I cannot look away from his silvering hair, his square jaw.
         

         
         “You were never meant to fight this long,” he says. “It was a kind of mercy, what I did. Dr. Walters would have helped you
            to your rest. You know that, don’t you? I redeemed your soul. There was a part of you that could still do good in this world.”
         

         
         The manacle clicks as he unlocks it. Then he takes my hand—and I cannot fight him, how can I fight him, numb as I am and cotton-tongued?—and
            presses it to his navel.
         

         
         “I carry your soul in me,” he says, “and you will help me do great things in the long life you’ve given me. Every day I thank
            God for your sacrifice, Mrs. Haley.”
         

         
         His thumb brushes over my chin, just below my lower lip.

         
         “In my prayers,” he whispers, “I call you Irene.”

         
         His hand journeys lower, down the column of my throat, to the neckline of my wet, ragged dress. Straightening, he throws one
            leg over my waist and leans over me on all fours. As his face comes nearer to mine, a fragment of my soul glimmers in his
            body like a butterfly caught in a glass jar. I try to reach for it, but I cannot move. I try to call it back to me, but I
            cannot open my mouth. I try to turn my face away from him, but he has snared me, pinned me down with his body weight, imprisoned
            my jaw between his hands.
         

         
         “Now I lay thee down to sleep,” says Underhill. “I pray the Lord your soul to keep. I pray you die before you wake . . . I
            pray the Lord your soul to take.”
         

         
         Opening his jaw as wide as he can, he brings his mouth toward mine.

         
         

         When I wake in the darkness—in my bedroom, in the bed where I fell asleep with Agnes at my side—it’s no different from waking
            after I almost drowned. My mind swims in a haze, and my chest hurts, but I’m warm. My vision obscures the undulating shadows
            into an Agnes-shaped body, until the next moment, when I realize I am alone and someone downstairs is screaming.
         

         
         St. John.

         
         I throw off the covers as if I’m underwater, moving through a substance thicker than air. When I sit up, my vision swarms
            with speckled flecks of color. That scream—high-pitched, a sob, a word I can’t decipher at first and belatedly realize is IRENE!

         
         Moonlight slants across the bed and the floorboards like sunlight beneath the ocean, like fire blazing beside a child who
            almost died. All the shadows lengthen into ropes of kelp. My bare feet find the floorboards, and the room tilts, my knees
            beg for mercy, I double over from the agony in my hips, but I grab the bedside table and I’m moving, slowly, through syrup
            the color of mercury, through moonlight that sinks its teeth into my pulsing ankles.
         

         
         My bedroom door swings open too slowly. The hallway feels like a dream. I blink the blur out of my eyes, but I’m not convinced I’m awake. 

         
         Heart thudding, skull pounding, I crawl along the wall to the top of the stairs. Down below, St. John’s voice echoes like
            a tin drum. I don’t hear his words so much as I hear his timbre, deep and metallic, and his tone, fury tinged with fear.
         

         
         Gripping the banister with all my strength, I climb down toward the screaming.

         
         Toward the parlor.

         
         In the open threshold I squint against the glow of the moonlight and watch—as if I am watching it play out in a dream, with
            no power to interfere—as a bloody-mouthed, wide-jawed Agnes wrestles St. John to the floorboards. Crimson darkens her fingers,
            her palms. The same crimson is splashed across a fallen knife, across St. John himself. St. John straddled by Agnes, St. John
            with Agnes’s jaw stretched down to rest on his belly, St. John with his fingers clasped against her angry wrists, St. John
            with his face toward me, St. John with a gaping hole where an eye should be, St. John with two wounds blooming dark over his
            chest.
         

         
         It can’t be real. It can’t be real. It can’t be real.

         
         But the room startles into focus, and St. John and Agnes are not dreamlike caricatures. They are themselves, real as anything,
            this violence in front of me real, not simply my brain playing macabre games in the playpen of a dream.
         

         
         “God damn it, Irene, help me!”
         

         
         Awakened to action by his scream, I plunge into the room and throw my entire weight upon Agnes. Small as I am, weak as I may
            be, I lock my arms around her and hold tight as she struggles against me, begging her the entire time to stop. “This isn’t
            you,” I say, and, “no, stop, please,” and “you don’t mean it, you don’t want to hurt him,” every desperate plea as raw as
            if I were coughing up my own heart, a deluge of words that don’t work. “Agnes,” I beg, half hoping her name will lead her
            back to me, “Agnes, let him go, Agnes, it’s St. John, Agnes, Agnes, please—”
         

         
         “Meat!” snarls Agnes. “I need meat!”
         

         
         She writhes in my grasp, bucking, a wild horse trying to throw the rider who would see her broken. Her head strikes me in
            the nose, and I topple backward with a cry of my own, tugging her down with me and feeling my heartbeat in my nose.
         

         
         “Go!” I shout to St. John.
         

         
         Does he go? I cannot hear him. I can only hear Agnes’s gasps and shrieks as she thrashes, trying to free herself from our
            twisted-together limbs. When she thrashes in my arms, I think of the sea, of the fish Willa and I watched a fisherman drag
            to shore, the width of its gaping maw, the way it curled and bent every way to wrench away from him—
         

         
         “He should be dead!” Agnes snarls. “The Halls shall have their justice! Devourer of souls, I shall devour you! Let me have him, let me have him, let me have him—”
         

         
         St. John’s feet stagger down the stairs. A trail of dark liquid leads out of the room.

         
         The next time Agnes pulls against me, yowling with hunger, she tears free.

         
         She scrabbles up and away from me, completely uninterested in my own meat. Her feet pound down the stairs before I even stand.

         
         Down the hall, I stumble after her, more awake, more aware of my footfalls, but weak and panicked. Down the staircase. Around
            the bend. Into the kitchen below, where I’m just in time to watch St. John throw Agnes into the tiled larder and slam the
            door shut.
         

         
         Together we barricade the door with a table.

         
         My heart pounds in my dry throat. I swallow.

         
         Agnes claws against the door from the inside. It rattles on the hinge. The knob flutters. Then she goes quiet, except for
            the fleshy tearing inside the larder, the wet sound of raw meat ripped off the bone and squished between teeth.
         

         
         St. John has no blood in his body, but a strange, dark liquid covers him from his face to his feet. The wound weeps down his
            cheek, over the stubble along his jaw, down the front of his waistcoat—oh, St. John, he never changed for bed—and he slumps
            against the wall.
         

         
         “You’re all right,” I say, because he has to be, because he has no other choice than to be all right, I cannot live in a world without him, not when after all this time I might— 

         
         “I’ll take care of you,” I say, and take him by the elbow. He slackens in my arms, stumbling over my bare feet as I lead him
            to the wooden chair and settle him into it. Shaking all over, he dips his fingers into his strange ichor and begins drawing
            symbols across his face, his parade of triangles and squares, the equations of transmutation I never had the head to learn.
         

         
         “You’ll be fine,” I say.

         
         If he can cast magic, he’ll be fine.

         
         He’s a transmutationist of the flesh. He’ll be fine.

         
         He’s done more to his body than seal injuries shut, with nary a bead of sweat. He’ll be fine. He closed my wounds, and now
            he will close his own, and he will be fine.
         

         
         Behind me, on the counter, a clean rag lies waiting for assignment. In my hand it becomes something I can use to pretend my
            bride hasn’t just attacked the Saint of the Crypt, my dearest friend, my husband, half my heart. Balling the cloth against
            his socket, I stymie the relentless flow of strange, stinking ichor while he keeps drawing symbols, diamonds on both cheeks,
            triangles and squares on his chin, a circle on his forehead filled with kaleidoscopic polygons. All of it sticky. None of
            it precise, in the way St. John is always precise, because his whole body is shaking.
         

         
         “You’re all right,” I tell him, my voice shaking, trying to convince us both that all can still be well. “Nothing can kill
            you. You are the scion of the Crypt. You are the Crypt. They ran you through with a sword, they cut off your head, and you lived. You lived.”
         

         
         Golden hair falls into the hexagons above his brows. Pity moves me to hold his hair back, away from his work, while he finishes
            it. Upstairs in the parlor, the grandfather clock chimes thrice for the hour, and all I want is to return to bed, for the
            crisis to be over, to wake to a world where nothing I’ve lost is gone forever.
         

         
         “Do you need me to kill the pain?” I ask.

         
         “I’m trying . . . to heal it,” he says, in a voice strained by colossal agony.

         
         “Good,” I say. “Good. Good. Soon it won’t hurt at all. Soon we can fix this.”

         
         Grimacing, he bats my hand and the soaked rag away to draw a line from brow to cheekbone, then stops.

         
         “It’s not working,” he says. “The equation to heal, it’s—it’s not working.”

         
         “Why? Why not?”

         
         “I should . . . I should be able to at least . . .”

         
         He does not finish his sentence, and I don’t know what to do for him. We sit in a silence interrupted by his ragged breathing,
            by the pounding of my heart in my chest, by the rip-and-tear of the meat in the larder.
         

         
         When he lowers his hands, his remaining eye meets mine in the orange dark.

         
         “She said the Halls shall have their justice,” he says.

         
         “What of it?”

         
         “What do you think that means?”

         
         “I don’t think it means anything. The Halls didn’t send her,” I say. “I called her, and she answered me.”
         

         
         “And yet they still had to give her. Should they have relinquished a soul who accepted her death without giving her a task
            to do?”
         

         
         Nausea creeps up my gullet. The hair on the back of my neck stands to attention. We are dealing with lost magic—I have known
            it all the while—and yet it never occurred to me that the meaning of our consequences might have been lost, too. It never
            occurred to me that the price of bringing Agnes back could mean something other than suffering.
         

         
         “I might be the price, Irene,” he says. “Agnes in exchange for me.”

         
         “No.” The very notion of trading one for the other nearly makes me vomit. “No, you cannot be.” My heart hammers, rage and
            grief. “She was only babbling, it did not signify—”
         

         
         “We banished Owen, just before this,” he says. “It did not end her hunger. Maybe, though, it will end if she returns me to
            the Halls.”
         

         
         I stand between him and the door to the larder, listening to Agnes snap bones with her jaw and roar her way through pounds upon pounds of raw meat, watching him watch me listen. 

         
         “That’s not an option. Nor will I let you harm yourself,” I say. “You are the Saint of the Crypt. We need you.”

         
         “If the Halls of the Dead consider me a fugitive—”

         
         “I do not care what the Halls of the Dead think of you. You are mine. They cannot have you.”

         
         My heart is about to collapse through my belly like a dying star. The fondness in his smile could shatter me.

         
         “I do not think it will be up to you,” he says. “If the Halls are working through Agnes to bring the undying soul-eaters back
            where they belong—”
         

         
         “If that is their goal, then the Halls and Agnes can start with someone other than you! You are not the same as them!”

         
         “I was meant to die a long time ago, Irene,” he says. “Look at me. I cannot heal my eye. I ought to be able to heal my eye.”

         
         “It is the chaos of the moment—shock . . .”

         
         “I can feel it, Irene. The Halls want me back.”

         
         “Do not do this,” I cry. “Please, do not do this. I cannot lose you. Please. I would not be able to bear it.”
         

         
         A world without him . . .

         
         It’s unfathomable. How can there ever be a world without him? He has been a part of the world since before I was born. He
            was the dream of my girlhood. How can I lose him, right when I might be able to admit that I—
         

         
         “St. John,” I say, “if you go readily to your death, I will never forgive you for it.”

         
         “Irene,” he huffs, cheeks puffing around words he doesn’t say, eye and empty socket staring through me, and he looks like
            he’s ready to fall at my feet until the moment he bolts out of his chair to yank my hand—“Irene!”
         

         
         The door of the larder slams open.

         
         The table screeches across the floor.

         
         Covered in blood, looking like a goddess of death, Agnes emerges from the larder. Her chest rises and falls with the labor of her breathing; she plants one palm against the kitchen wall, staining a pink palm print against it. St. John tugs me away, as if we can escape—as if Agnes is something I should want to escape—but I wrench my hand free of his, refusing to be uprooted from this spot. 

         
         And then she sees me.

         
         Her eyes glisten in the dark.

         
         She pushes off the wall and before I can retreat—as if I would ever retreat—those bloody hands caress my cheeks, her bloody
            mouth envelops mine, her bloody body presses wholly against my own. The taste of copper should disgust me, but beyond the
            taste there is only Agnes, whom I have loved and lost and who came back to me, who came back to me, who heard me hunting and followed the call back to her body to be with me again. I grasp her hip, twist my fingers through
            her hair, pull her close until this, too, is a devouring. The blood on our hands—the blood on our mouths—is a promise more sacred than any we could
            make in any church.
         

         
         How is it possible to feel this way for two people? How can that much need exist in a human heart? How can it be true that
            I need them both?
         

         
         Her hands on my waist push me back, back, until I slam against the wall with nowhere else to go. Hipbone to hipbone, clavicle
            to clavicle, she cages me, and I want to be caged. When she ends our kiss, I trail after her, chasing her mouth.
         

         
         “I’m not hungry anymore,” she says reverently.

         
         “Agnes,” I breathe, cupping her face. “What do you mean?”

         
         “I fixed it,” she says. “I’m full. It doesn’t hurt anymore. I’ve never felt so wonderful in all my life.”

         
         All that blood on her mouth. I tuck her hair behind her ear and search her eyes, but all that’s there is joy. Joy, relief,
            bliss. “Agnes,” I say again, “do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
         

         
         Confusion squeezes her brows together.

         
         Before I can find words to explain, St. John groans and falls back into his seat.

         
         The moment Agnes sees him, her eyes go wide. Her bloodied mouth opens, and a horrible, remorseful sound claws out of her throat.

         
         “No,” she says, aghast. “No, St. John—”

         
         Anything else she might say dies in her mouth. She looks between the two of us, a wild animal caught up against a stone wall,
            with no way out.
         

         
         “I didn’t mean to,” she says. “Oh God, I don’t remember. I would never hurt him. Never. I don’t . . .”

         
         She covers her mouth with her hands. Another horrible rasping sound escapes her as she holds back a sob. All the while, she
            keeps glancing from me to St. John, assessing our anger, what we might do to her.
         

         
         “It’s trying to get out,” groans St. John.

         
         Even as he raises one hand to his recently emptied eye socket, I don’t know what he’s talking about.

         
         “I can’t let it get out.”

         
         “What?”

         
         Just as he begins to push his fingers into the wound, I tug his wrist away.

         
         A fat maggot chases his fingertips out.

         
         “Put it back,” St. John groans. “Put it back in me.”

         
         He coughs and expels a handful of dirt.

         
         The dirt of his grave from inside him.

         
         “Irene, I used silver,” says Agnes, her memory now aloud with horror. “I used a silver knife.”

         
         A silver knife. On the Saint of the Crypt.

         
         Silver. The very thing that wards against necromantic spells.

         
         And that’s all St. John is:

         
         A spell.

         
         “He’s dying,” Agnes whispers. “Irene, he’s dying.”
         

         
         No. No. No. No, it can’t be. It can’t be real. It cannot be.

         
         But Agnes’s next realization makes it all the more terrifyingly real:

         
         “And I killed him.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-Nine
Irene

         
         
            It is a necromancer’s sacred duty to know how to prolong the life of the Saint of the Crypt. Even if the spell is never cast,
               it must be known.
            

            The Book of Samuel Haine, 1570

            now in ashes

         

         “No,” I say. It is the only word inside me, pulsing through my whole body, through every corner of my mangled soul. No. St. John can’t be dying.
         

         
         I can’t let him die.

         
         If there’s one truth to who I am, it is that I will not accept death if it’s in my power to prevent it.
         

         
         I scoop the maggot back into his eye socket, then cover the wound with my palm. It thrashes against me, wanting out. Spiders
            begin to stream from both wounds on his chest, and I can stopper only one. Agnes covers the second knife wound, which is already
            leaking crumbling dirt and more of that awful ichor, but we three will not be able to last this way for long. We are going
            to need to do more than hold him together.
         

         
         “It’s all my fault,” she is saying. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—I needed the silver to get rid of Owen, I never thought I
            might—”
         

         
         “Get Odenkirk,” I say.

         
         “You can’t keep his wounds closed on your own.”

         
         “Go get her!”

         
         Agnes retreats up the stairs to the parlor. St. John opens his mouth to speak, and several blowflies escape through his lips. In that dark cavern, his tongue has melted down, half-mud and half-rot. Upon smelling his breath, I turn my face into my shoulder. 

         
         “I knew . . .” His words come slow and stinking. More soil spills over his lower lip.

         
         “Don’t speak,” I say. “Save your strength.”

         
         His fingers wrap around my wrist.

         
         “I knew it would be you,” he says. “To renew me next. I am sorry it’s like this. It can be . . . kinder . . .”

         
         The maggot from his eye socket pokes its head out through his nostril. At the same time, a beetle’s antennae emerge curiously
            from his ear.
         

         
         “Stay with me,” I say. “You cannot leave me. I forbid it.”

         
         As he laughs, his body rattles, shaking more dirt from his wounds. “Thy will be done,” he wheezes.

         
         The maggot climbs free of his nostril. Several ants follow in its wake, tasting the air with swiveling antennae. Plump beads
            of sweat roll from his temple to his jaw. Under my hands, his cheeks and forehead burn bright. With every passing moment,
            the room swells with the foul odor of sickness—the odor that follows a long, slow, degrading illness. His shoulders heave
            as his insides roil, and he barely looks up as Agnes returns with Odenkirk in her hands.
         

         
         “I brought your knife,” she says, offering it to me. “But it’s . . . it’s silver.”

         
         “You made my knife silver?” I exclaim. “What were you thinking?”
         

         
         Ignoring the question, Agnes takes another knife from a nearby drawer, and I snatch it from her. Around our feet, the floor
            writhes with crickets and cockroaches, all of them born from St. John’s wounds.
         

         
         “Help me get him to the floor,” says Agnes. “It will be easier to fill him up if he’s on his back.”

         
         Together, we heave St. John out of the wooden chair. As we do, a mass of soil spills out of him, as if he were no more than a bag of sand. A cockroach pokes out of his eye, then flies into Agnes’s face. She yelps and bats it away. St. John coughs, and a stag beetle, with its massive pincers, flies out of his mouth. 

         
         Pain erupts all over my body. Every muscle. Every nerve begs for reprieve, and there isn’t any to give. Tiny legs alight on
            my shoulder; I brush them away before thinking I should capture them, save them, force them back inside my husband.
         

         
         “I cannot lose you,” I tell him again, as if it’s a prayer. No—a spell. “You must not leave me.”
         

         
         St. John’s fingers shake as he unwinds his cravat and tosses it aside. In my chemise, I am underdressed beside him, and too
            many pairs of legs crawl up my ankles, up my calves. With a squeal, I clench my legs shut; an exoskeleton crunches between
            my thighs.
         

         
         “Careful,” St. John rasps. He has never looked so grimly at me before. “That hurts.”

         
         “You can feel that?”

         
         “They’re part of me,” he says.

         
         Agnes and I exchange a horrified glance.

         
         “Well, then,” says Agnes. “No more talking or coughing, you understand? Save your bugs.”

         
         She gets down on her knees behind St. John. As she props him up in her lap, St. John turns into her, body clenching, groaning
            with pain. He sobs, and the curdled stink intensifies.
         

         
         The sickness in the room doesn’t quite smell like infection. It smells deeper than that. Rancid. Like long-forgotten meat
            given ample time to bake in summer heat.
         

         
         We have gone into the charnel houses, St. John and I. We have gone into the mass graves and the abattoirs. We have pulled
            bodies from the river. The smell and the flies and the rats and the rot—none of it could keep us away, not when there was
            magic to perfect. When we first formally met, my hands were fresh with the stain of blood, and there was still so much for
            me to learn. The necromantic materials we discovered paved the way for an education no less than Michelangelo’s.
         

         
         A lesser magician would not have the stomach for all we’ve done.

         
         I don’t want to be a lesser magician.

         
         But that smell.
         

         
         My belly clenches, and I vomit into St. John’s stomach wound—his soil, his bugs, his grave.

         
         “Irene,” Agnes whispers, steady and stern. Being near him makes my stomach wobble and my vision sway. “Chin up, love. I need
            you. We need you.”
         

         
         It is worse than the charnel houses and the graves and the abattoirs. It is worse than the river. It is the smell of a battlefield
            absorbing the blood of one thousand soldiers under a summer sun. He is an apocalypse, inviting every vulture and rat and beetle
            all the world over to the feast of his body. Come, says the smell of St. John, there is plenty of rotten meat for us all.
         

         
         “The spell,” says Agnes, guiding me back. “The spell to renew him, Irene?”

         
         “I don’t”—St. John struggles—“want to die . . .”

         
         It was St. John who collected me after Underhill ate my soul.

         
         It was St. John who helped me home.

         
         It was St. John who brushed my hair, who bathed me, who opened the windows when my nerves were on fire and put me by the hearth
            when ice ran through my veins. It was St. John who fed me, then cleaned me up when I couldn’t keep it down. He held me as
            I screamed in the night, out of my mind with pain. He carried me when I couldn’t walk. Without him I would never have gone
            to the ball last year and never have met Agnes.
         

         
         Without him, I would have died.

         
         And now, when he looks at me, the white of his eye is whiter for his pain.

         
         With shaking fingers, and for the first time, I lean forward to unbutton my husband’s waistcoat, his shirt. Despite holding
            him, Agnes helps me tug both articles off his body. As the fabric falls open, I flinch back from him.
         

         
         Clumps of spiraling roots reach out not only from the knife wounds, but from the horizontal scar across his chest and the vertical one that stretches from his clavicle to below his navel. Swallowing roughly, St. John sinks his fingers around the edges of the cross-shaped scars, and with his fingernails, peels into the soft, rotting skin to pry himself open. Inside his body, where there should be muscle and sinew, there are beetles and ants and locusts, writhing within him in endless chittering layers. 

         
         I have never seen him without his cravat, let alone down to the skin. I have never seen these scars on his chest, and it seems
            wrong to see them now, infested with plague as they are. Those scars are meant to be a testament to his victory over tissue
            and bone; they are the places where a doorway opened and allowed him to walk headfirst into the promise he gave his abbot.
         

         
         “No one ever should have done this to you,” I say.

         
         The truth of it strikes me, hard and fast, a backhand to my cheek.

         
         “This isn’t . . . This was never right, to do to you.”

         
         “It was an exchange,” says St. John.

         
         “It was your soul,” I say. What has seemed so miraculous, all these years, suddenly sours now that I’m confronted with the reality of what
            they did to him. This reality, which is so at odds with the trust—the love—that radiates through him when he speaks of his abbot.
         

         
         “Your soul,” I say, “is never up for bargain.”

         
         A weak smile tugs at the corner of St. John’s mouth. Like me, he has broken every law to wrench his fate into his own hands,
            to write his story in the ink of his own blood rather than live the one prescribed to him from birth. It seems wrong—utterly
            wrong—that he should have had to pay with the parts of oneself that should never be currency.
         

         
         “My soul,” he rasps, “is mine to do with as I will.”

         
         With limp fingers, he caresses my hand.

         
         “My soul is yours,” he says, “to do with as you will.”

         
         This is what it means to be married, isn’t it? To live your life alongside someone who cares about you enough to do right
            by you, body and blood and heart and soul. For years, St. John has been my husband, but for the first time, I feel like I’m
            his wife. I’m finally, finally his wife—something I never thought I’d be in any true sense of the word—and I refuse to let death part us now.
         

         
         As I blink back tears, hold back nausea, Agnes reaches forward and tips my chin up with her fingers.

         
         “We need to cast the spell, Irene,” she says. “Now.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty
Irene

         
         
            The insects within the body of the saint did not frighten me; I blessed each one; and when his moths landed upon my hands
               I was blessed in return.
            

            The Book of Marigold Graves

            now in ashes

         

         On the floor, covered in an undulating wave of chirruping cockroaches, Delilah Odenkirk’s open volume sits between us. My
            necromancer’s knife, turned silver, is a useless thing now. I could not use it to open Odenkirk if I wanted. The very idea
            of bleeding myself again so readily makes me bend away from Agnes’s touch to retch.
         

         
         I have to do this. I have to. I have to do it for St. John.

         
         But the longer I stare at the knife, the more I can feel the blood I smeared over the gates in the Halls of the Dead.

         
         “Would you let me see that, love?” asks Agnes, taking the kitchen knife from my hand.

         
         Without hesitating, she slams it through her palm.

         
         Even as she screams with pain newer and more intense than anything asked of her by Marigold Graves, she does not stop until
            her blood brings Delilah Odenkirk’s pages to life.
         

         
         “You’re not going to do this alone,” she says. “I won’t let you carry the weight of me anymore, do you understand? I did this to St. John. And though we both must bleed to cast this spell, I will bleed more.”
         

         
         For as long as I can remember, pain has been my constant companion, as reliable as my shadow. My oldest memory is one in which my father slaps me. My first brush with real magic required my finger to be pricked by an embroidery needle. 

         
         Tugging the knife from her stigmata, Agnes carves open every line in my palm. Then she drags its teeth up my fingers, opening
            them for sacrifice. She squeezes her hand around mine, slit to slit, blood to blood, heartbeat to heartbeat.
         

         
         The wound hurts impossibly more, but we are in this together, necromancer and necromancer and saint. The spell that made St. John what he is may be lost to time, but we still have his
            abbot’s last gift, as old as the Crypt’s demise.
         

         
         “HALEY AND DRISCOLL,” says the choir of Odenkirk’s compendium as they wake. “YOU ARE NECROMANCERS. YOU KNOW WHAT IT IS TO MOURN, TO LOSE. YOU HAVE LOST MUCH. THE CHOICE IS YOURS: WILL YOU LOSE HIM TOO?
               WILL YOU ALLOW THE TIME OF THE CRYPT TO COME TO AN END? WILL YOU ABANDON YOUR PAST?”
         

         
         I swallow hard.

         
         “No,” I say.

         
         “Never,” says Agnes.

         
         The grimoire slams itself open to one of the pages, titled FOR THOSE WHO WOULD FEED THE SNAKE ITS TAIL.
         

         
         “WE, TOO, HAVE LOST MUCH. THE SAINT OF THE CRYPT IS OUR UNDYING DEFIANCE IN THE FACE OF COMPLETE ANNIHILATION. IT IS A RITE
               OF PASSAGE TO RENEW HIS UNENDING LIFE. YOU WILL JOIN THE RANKS OF YOUR FOREBEARS.”

         
         Delilah Odenkirk. Every Odenkirk before her. Zdenka, Friar Felix. Not Daphne de Vaulx, who only cast one necromantic spell
            in all her life, but the others in this book—the others know this spell. It is the most common one. It was in every book in
            my collection, before Underhill destroyed it.
         

         
         It was in every book Willa and I learned from.

         
         “IT WILL BE WRITTEN IN THE BOOK OF AGNES DRISCOLL,” says Odenkirk.
         

         
         But not the Book of Irene Shallcross Haley, I think. There won’t be a book for me.

         
         “Read with me, Irene?” says Agnes. “Before we begin?”

         
         Three times we review the text of the spell, its requirements and its ritual. A knot of grief tightens in my throat. How many
            times did I lie back, feigning death, while Willa feigned casting this spell? It was a game to us, nothing more. An hour of
            pretend, in which we playacted what I didn’t realize would be my husband’s horrifying death.
         

         
         Now here I am, casting a spell I long assumed was vestigial, its purpose extinct. To think this spell was always in front
            of me, in every necromantic book I ever owned. This spell—my link to St. John, to Willa, to what we could have been but never
            were. My link to a childhood fantasy is my link to every necromancer who has ever come before me.
         

         
         “Are you comfortable, St. John?” I ask.

         
         He barely nods.

         
         “I’ve got him,” says Agnes. “Don’t worry.”

         
         He lies with his head and shoulders in her lap. Spiders and earthworms skitter through his chest. His eye socket has become
            a revelry of rot, grown sticky with black ichor and crawling with ants.
         

         
         I will not lose him. Not now, or ever.

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I say, in the forbidden language of my magical ancestors, the cipher I cracked on my own with blood and sweat and time
            and a sister-accomplice. When I speak, their ghosts gather around me like a shield. “I am the hand that knocks on the door; I am the spinner of souls.”
         

         
         Pain echoes in my knees as I inch closer. We make an odd clump, our three bodies, this book, our bleeding hands. Agnes speaks
            with me, reading the spell in unison, one hand bleeding with mine, the other desperately trying to cover any of the wounds
            she inflicted upon him.
         

         
         “I am death, and the denier of death,” we chant. “I am the dead and the infinite.”
         

         
         St. John hooks his fingers around the flaps of his chest.

         
         Biting back a scream, he yanks his flesh open wide as a wolf’s mouth. Roots and worms are coiled around his ribs. A fly, with its diaphanous hum, rockets into my eye. 

         
         “I defy God to take this man,” we say, “for he has sacrificed himself upon my altar.”
         

         
         I meet Agnes’s gaze, warning her to steel herself. Her hand in mine, I plunge our fists into the writhing mass of insects
            in his chest. Our fingers disappear into the dirt of him, encased in the ball of spiders and worms. Blowflies buzz all around
            us; the worms swim over our hands. Centipedes crawl up my chemise, up my bare arms. A spider crawls under my neckline and
            skitters down my breasts.
         

         
         I want to scream. I cannot scream. More and more bugs pour forth from him, tangling in my loose hair and Agnes’s. She raises
            one hand away from his body to swat gnats away from her eyes, just as I did in the Halls of the Dead.
         

         
         It was like this, in the Halls of the Dead.

         
         Why was it like this in the Halls of the Dead?

         
         With a horrible groan, Agnes reaches one hand into the writhing floor, picks up a pile of dirt and bugs, and shoves them back
            into St. John’s gaping chest. Almost as soon as she deposits them, half the insects fly free again, and she tries in vain
            to scoop as many as possible inside him as swiftly as she can.
         

         
         All the while, we proceed.

         
         “I defy his soul its resting peace, for his soul is not his own: It is mine. He has lain in his grave and surrendered his
               death unto me. He who has given his body and soul shall not die, decay, nor face destruction for a century. I command this
               in sight of the Crypt, for the Crypt is eternal.”

         
         The beetles squelch as I push my hand deeper inside of him, searching—and then I come upon it. A hard round stone, rooted
            as deep as his spine, just above his breast. Long ago, it replaced his heart.
         

         
         I’m his wife. That heart of stone belongs to me.

         
         Releasing Agnes’s hand, I press my whole hand around his stone, covering it in my blood.

         
         “His eye socket,” I say. “Agnes, bleed into it.”

         
         Removing her hand from his abdomen, where she has already given enough to turn his dirt to a strange mud, she places her broken,
            bleeding palm over his eye. Blood smears across his cheek before she centers her wound over his. Her fingers extend, cradling
            his face in her palm.
         

         
         “We are the dead,” we say, my breath heaving, sweat dampening my brow, “and in dying, made infinite.”
         

         
         The dirt around my hand grows wet, warm.

         
         Throughout the kitchen, the bugs lend us their attention. Like the gates, they turn their hundreds of eyes upon us. They land
            upon my shoulders and Agnes’s, perching for a moment before diving back into St. John’s chest. Wave after wave of ants, cockroaches,
            spiders, beetles—even the ones that crawled down my nightdress—hasten home to the body, the grave, where they live. Even the
            curious maggot slinks back up his nostril.
         

         
         The stone in my palm loses its hard rind. It beats, once, weakly, and grows slimy with blood and viscera. His false heart
            beats just once in my hand—just once, to acknowledge the seal of the spell, and no more. One heartbeat. And it beat because
            of me.
         

         
         No. I look at Agnes. It beat because of us.
         

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” we say, Agnes’s voice strained to a barely there whisper, my own voice a predator’s growl. Handful after handful, she dumps
            his soil back inside him. Snatching my hand out of his body, I bleed against his skin as it stitches itself closed. “And these Halls are closed to him.”
         

         
         St. John sucks down a rattling breath. The inflammation in his eye socket decreases; the redness fades; yet the lost eye itself
            does not regrow. The color returns to his cheeks. Tonight’s knife wounds close along with the other openings in his chest.
         

         
         “Thank,” he begins, chest heaving, “thank you . . . both.”

         
         His voice may be weak, but it is his own. There is a promise of strength in it. There is a promise of tomorrow.

         
         I collapse on top of him and clutch him close. No heart beats beneath my cheek, but this emptiness must be what his chest always sounds like—I have never laid my head against him to listen, until now. The silence of it rips a sob out of my body as Agnes falls atop us as well, and the three of us lie there, our own puddle of blood and dirt and ichor, writhing no differently from the bugs in my husband’s body, no differently from the bugs in the Halls of the Dead. 

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Interlude
St. John

         
         I never doubt you. Never question you. But you said the first time would be the worst. The hardest. Did you know it wouldn’t
            get better? Did you think I would demur, if I knew it wouldn’t get better? Surely you had more faith in me than that. If you
            didn’t have faith in me, you wouldn’t have picked me. You wouldn’t be here now, stoking the range and slipping a pillow under
            my head. My grave is not yet settled; it churns within me, endlessly, a gyre of wing and root and soil. How lucky I am that
            you still love me. I open my mouth to thank you, for the warmth and the love and for coming back to me after all this time,
            but I don’t remember how to talk. Wondering, though—wondering comes easily. For instance: Did you intend for me to live this
            long? And: Did you think I’d have to? Want to? Choose to? When you captured the soul from my dying body, did you suspect the
            Halls might call you thief? You hold a cup to my mouth, and I drink for the relief of it because you took away the need. My stomach. My heart. My lungs.
            You took them all, and what did you do with them? I wish I could have watched you make me. I wish you’d let me go to the Halls.
            I would have liked to know rest. Just for a night. Don’t be angry. Don’t misunderstand. Come here, and hold me, and tell me
            the Halls will want me, when my work for you is done. You are the haunter of the Halls of the Dead; I was, too, once. Then
            why shouldn’t we go there, you and I? Haunt me; haunt with me; we could be everywhere, like God, and faceless. You cannot take without giving back, you’re saying. I know that. I learned it from you. You took my death; you gave me a life out of it. You said yes without knowing what you agreed to, you’re saying, like you’re angry, and you don’t need to be angry. You took not knowing what you’d have to give in return. Beloved, of course I did. What do you think love is? Listen. Will you do one thing for me? Tell me there’s a world where
            I never lose you. A world where we are together, always. A world where you can be a book, and when they burn you, you come
            back to me. Tell me that world is real. If it isn’t, can’t we make it so?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-One
St. John

         
         
            But with God all things are possible.

            Matthew 19:26

         

         While I linger in the hazy, spiderwebbed purgatory between awake and asleep, my wife tucks a pillow beneath my head. A quilt
            falls over my body, and all the living things within this cask of flesh scurry curiously about at the new weight upon it.
            Barring another incident with silver, me and my grave shall continue to walk this earth for another hundred years. Me, and
            my grave, but not my eye—I tug away a bandage someone wrapped there and wince as I press my fingers into the tender flesh
            around the empty socket.
         

         
         I have been poisoned. I have been shot full of arrows. I have survived beheading and healed from it.

         
         My eye should have healed.

         
         No matter that Agnes used a silver knife; the spell, though unmade, was recast.

         
         There is only one reason I can think of that would prevent it from healing, and it is this: that the Halls of the Dead fully
            intend to rid the earth of this vessel so that they might claim my soul.
         

         
         “Aggie,” I say. My voice rasps out of me. I struggle to sit up, and then Agnes is there, easing me back to the kitchen’s floor.

         
         “No, no, you’re not getting up yet,” she tuts. “You lie down and rest.”

         
         “You said . . .” What was it, exactly, that she said? “‘Devourer of souls, I shall devour you.’”

         
         “I don’t know what I was saying, St. John,” she says. “Pay it no heed.”
         

         
         “But you are sated, are you not?”

         
         “It doesn’t matter if your eye sated her,” Irene interjects from across the room. “I told you, I will not let you sacrifice yourself. I do not
            care if the Halls of the Dead think you are a fugitive. I do not care if they want you back.”
         

         
         No, of course she does not care. I am hers before I am anyone else’s.

         
         “Irene,” I say, “what was it Willa told you? Her vision.”

         
         After a momentary silence, Irene offers Willa’s words:

         
         “‘What the Halls have waited centuries for shall come to pass,’” she says. “‘Where there are no graves in this world, she
            shall dig them; he shall lead you where you must go—’”
         

         
         The sudden, wheezing laughter that comes out of me startles her into silence.

         
         “Yes, that part,” I say, as joy stutters through me. “There are others the Halls will want back, and I know where they are
            buried. Yes. I can lead us where we must go.”
         

         
         I feel both Agnes and Irene staring at me; I feel their attention as keenly as I once felt the attention of the Halls of the
            Dead, back when I had blood to sacrifice.
         

         
         “Agnes, what you did to me tonight . . .” I clasp her hand in mine and squeeze with what strength I can muster. “That is what
            we must do to Underhill. To Maria Odenkirk. To all the eaters of souls.”
         

         
         The world slows and tilts around us as Agnes and Irene absorb my meaning.

         
         “You offered yourself to do the bidding of the Halls,” I say. “This is what they would have you do.”
         

         
         “I’ll eat him,” Agnes says in a breathless rush. “Devourer of souls—flesh of the undying—I’ll eat him.”
         

         
         “You can’t,” Irene says at once. “You cannot do that. How will you even get to him?”

         
         “He’ll come here when Dr. Walters turns up missing,” she says.

         
         “I will not wait for him to decide when he will come.”

         
         “Then you shall make him come to you,” I say.

         
         Irene fixes me with a bewildered expression. Agnes drops my hand to cross the kitchen and take Irene’s face in her hands.
            Agnes’s eyes are wide and frenzied with some idea just come upon her.
         

         
         “Irene,” she says, “we could lure him here. We could trap him.”
         

         
         “How?” Irene nearly cries. “I don’t have anything of his.”
         

         
         “But he has something of yours,” she says, and Irene’s eyes widen in realization. “What if you called it home?”
         

         
         “No,” says Irene. “No. It won’t work. He ate it. It’s part of him now. Magically bound and subjugated.”
         

         
         “If an artist sells a painting, does it not still retain her name? Isn’t it hers, no matter who happens to hang it on a wall?
            The soul is yours,” she says, “and always will be yours.”
         

         
         “No,” says Irene. “Not anymore.”

         
         She’s right. By now it’s digested, integrated into his own soul. The deepest, truest part of her, stolen and assimilated into
            someone else.
         

         
         But perhaps . . .

         
         “Your soul is yours,” Agnes insists. “Others may stain it, steal it, break it, beat it, but they can never make it belong to them. I freed myself from Owen tonight because my soul is not his to touch, to claim, to own—it is not
            his and cannot ever be. It is mine.”
         

         
         “It isn’t the same, Agnes,” says Irene. The words sound choked in her throat. “He only touched your soul. He did not cut a
            piece away and take it with him.”
         

         
         She swallows down her emotion, then, as she says:

         
         “I lost that piece of me. And there are some things you lose that you cannot get back.”

         
         “Maybe so,” I mutter. “But the point isn’t to take it back. The point is to punish him for taking it at all.”

         
         I reach for her, but Irene ignores my hand to pace the floor instead. That’s it, I think. Think of how impossible it is, and then see there’s a way.

         
         “It would be torture,” she says, “to stand in a room with him and know I cannot ever have that piece of me back. I cannot bear even the thought of it. I cannot bear to try. And it does not matter—there is no spell to call him here that way.” 

         
         “There was no spell to sever Owen’s hold on me until I made one,” says Agnes. “You are walking a path no one before you has
            survived to tread. Don’t tell me you would turn back now.”
         

         
         “Irene Shallcross Haley,” I chime in, “there is no spell until the spell is invented.”

         
         Our shadows loom large across the tiled floor. As the sconce flickers, so too do our shadows, winking left and right in the
            dark: Agnes and Irene, beside each other, disappearing into my shadow at their feet, their foundation. They slosh, back and
            forth, like liquid in a barrel—like a soul inside a body, taking the shape of its container.
         

         
         “The spell that makes me what I am did not exist until my abbot created it,” I say. “You can call to your soul, Irene, because
            it is yours. You will call to yourself, and you will answer. When Underhill arrives here, you will control his body using Daphne de Vaulx’s spell, from the Book of Delilah
            Odenkirk, and I will use every equation I know to turn him into a Prometheus for our eagle.”
         

         
         I turn to Agnes, and a laugh bubbles out of me at how perfect it will be.

         
         “I know you love that painting, Aggie—and I think, if I do my spells before you take a bite of him, he shall last you in perpetuity.”
         

         
         No. Wait. Not perpetuity. She won’t need him alone to sate her hunger.

         
         Where there are no graves in this world, she shall dig them.

         
         He shall lead you where you must go.

         
         She only needs until—

         
         “He’ll last,” I say, “until we can get to Hanover. Where Maria Odenkirk still lies buried alive.”

         
         And there are more soul-eaters than Maria Odenkirk. More of them, trapped in makeshift prisons, the best I could do on my
            own.
         

         
         Agnes will make their graves final.
         

         
         Agnes will do what I never could. What I never even considered possible. Justice that I never dreamed of.

         
         “We shall hunt them,” I tell her. “Every last one of them, until none are left.”
         

         
         Agnes takes my hand and weaves our fingers together with a bruising grasp. Irene stands apart from us, her gaze shifting from
            me to Agnes and back again.
         

         
         “A lesser necromancer wouldn’t believe it possible to reach a fragment of a stolen soul,” I tell Irene. “A lesser necromancer
            wouldn’t know where to start with a spell of that magnitude. But you, Irene, are not a lesser necromancer. So, what will you do? In a few hours it will be dawn. Sunday morning. Underhill will
            be on his way to church. Is that where he belongs?”
         

         
         Her throat bobs as she swallows. She looks away from me, away from Agnes, to our three shadows on the wall. She pulls her
            shoulders back, to stand as tall and straight as she knows how.
         

         
         “I will make him answer,” says Irene. “I will make him pay.”

         
         Then, meeting my gaze with all the fury and dignity of the Erinyes, she adds:

         
         “I will keep what is mine mine.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            V

         
         
            Sunday, December 16–Tuesday, December 18

         

         
            Death, thou shalt die.

            John Donne, 1633

         

         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Two
Irene

         
         
            It is weak and silly to say you cannot bear what it is your fate to be required to bear.

            Charlotte Brontë, 1847

         

         We devise our plan and our spells, and we act before the first light of Sunday morning crests over the city.

         
         Though the past few hours have left us ragged, we have no more time to waste. Agnes stokes the flames of the kitchen range,
            while St. John reclines atop the pillows we fetched him, as pale and sickly as I’ve ever seen him. Despite this exhaustion,
            he draws symbols along my silver necromantic knife, unmaking its silver blade as he unmade the silver in Agnes’s belly a few
            short days ago.
         

         
         “Here,” he rasps, offering the knife. “Like it was when I first gave it to you.”

         
         He smiles as he did twelve years ago, when he gifted it to me on our wedding night. There is something I should say to him,
            maybe, but I do not have the words—and without the right words, the perfect words, I don’t want to even try.
         

         
         So instead, I take my knife from him.

         
         Magic has nearly bled me dry, and sleep has not come—but it is this knife, the one I have used for everything, that I want
            to use to renew my sacrifices to the Halls.
         

         
         “Agnes,” I say, “come here, now.”

         
         Agnes kisses my knuckles. “We will not give him a moment more, my love,” she says, and offers me her hand.

         
         I cut slices through each of her fingertips, then do the same to myself.

         
         We lace our fingers together and make one fist.

         
         As the blood wells, we say, “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead. Mine is the soul and the body and the blood.”
         

         
         The lock on the door to the spirit world sighs open, and the ethereal ears of the dead press close, listening.

         
         “Mine is the kingdom of the forgotten,” we say. “Mine is the kingdom that lasts longer than life.”
         

         
         As our blood smears over our hands and drips to the floor, St. John draws out the letters of our victim’s name: SILAS UNDERHILL.
         

         
         “Mine is the truth that anything can be killed: a body, a feeling, a memory, a skill,” we say. “And so today I kill the magical power of the man whose name is writ in my blood.”
         

         
         We press our hands together, as hard as we can, as if we were trying to move stone, as our blood dribbles down our hands,
            fed by those two arteries and countless blood vessels, over our twenty-seven bones and thirty-four muscles, doubled.
         

         
         “He forbids himself the tongue of necromancy,” we say. “Now I forbid him the shapeshifting illusions of the dead and all their dreams. I forbid him to make potions as an herbalist,
               to seal a wish inside an object to enchant it. Mine is the word that cannot be denied: His is the call that shall never be
               heard. May his memory of magic falter and fail for the rest of his days; may his forgetting last longer than life.”
         

         
         Something in the world shifts. Something inside me shifts.
         

         
         The doors I once ripped open begin to close. Before they can, I say, alone this time, “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead.”
         

         
         And they pause, listening.

         
         “I am the seeker of souls. I am the hunter of the eternal keystone of the self.”

         
         I was not raised in the necromancer’s tongue, but its rightness in my mouth renders it closer to a first language. This is the tongue that has saved me from realities I could not bear; this is the tongue that has sealed my fate. 

         
         If it is true that a person’s language colors their perception of the world and renders all its shapes therein, then my world
            is blood-wet and bone-sharpened.
         

         
         I am the beating heart of this world that I am going to make.

         
         A world where Agnes and I have nothing left to fear.

         
         My blood bleeds into her wound; her blood bleeds into mine. She meets my eyes, and nods, and it’s all I need to keep going.

         
         “I am the lantern seeking my own light. I am the body that calls to the shadow sundered from its feet. I am the self who has
               been severed; I seek that which has been devoured and call it home.”

         
         I look down at my hands wrapped in Agnes’s and think of every wretched thing I have done with them. Every abdomen my fingers
            have explored. Every cadaver cut open, every organ dissected. Every grave disturbed. All of the skeletons I have tested my
            mettle against. All of the blood, and all of the pain—all of it cresting inside me, building up to this very moment.
         

         
         The words come, bit by bit, practiced and perfected with Agnes before this moment.

         
         “I am the ocean wave: I bear myself into my own future,” I say. “I am my soul, and my soul is me. I cannot deny myself. I cannot escape myself. The ocean is still the ocean, no matter how
               far its currents stray; my soul is still my own and mine to call. My soul will answer me because it is me, and I do not refuse
               myself the right to determine my eternity. I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead, and I will haunt myself beyond the edges
               of night; I will be the last ghost among all ghosts; I will stand past the reckoning to be united with myself once more.”
         

         
         Pulling my hand free from Agnes’s, I submerge the knife through the center of my palm, through last night’s unhealed wound.
            This time, it is not to open Odenkirk’s volume, but to prove my dedication to this spell.
         

         
         And I feel it.
         

         
         The fishhook in my chest.

         
         The lodestone pull of dragging something toward me.

         
         “Did it work?” Agnes hovers near me, watching me, a lion looking at another lion—all that hunger, and all that power, and
            all that possibility of what we will accomplish together.
         

         
         I fall into her arms. Sweat burns down my temple. My gut clenches; the room spins so violently, I feel thrust out of my body.
            St. John takes me by the wrist, his chalk already in hand.
         

         
         “Don’t,” I say. “I need this pain until we’re finished.”

         
         “Irene,” St. John scolds, but I shake my head.

         
         “I feel him,” I say. “No—I feel me. I feel the part of me in him. It’s coming back to me.” I look to Agnes, who believed it was possible. “It’s coming back.”
         

         
         She smiles, all softness, and kisses my forehead.

         
         “Then I ought to put the kettle on,” says Agnes. “I wouldn’t want our guest to feel unwelcome.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Three
Irene

         
         
            I have endured a wrong so great and strange,

            That neither life nor death can give me rest.

            Percy Bysshe Shelley, 1820

         

         The first time I met Underhill, he wore a smirk as crisp as the collar on his coat, for he had already won. The grimoires
            taken from my house as proof of my crime had already been burned; my trial was nearly complete; and when he looked into my
            dank cell, my soul was already his to carve, with no one who might stop him.
         

         
         Tonight, a far more haggard man slams open my door.

         
         Melted snow darkens the shoulders of his jacket. Hair limp with sweat falls across his eyes. Blotches burn his cheeks, and
            his shoulders sag with laborious breath. One hand grips his chest, below his heart but above his navel, where his mangled
            soul pulses in answer to my own. Inside me, that empty place throbs as though festering, so painful it nearly steals my breath.
            Every step of the way here, he resisted; the hook wrapped around my heart squeezed each time he pulled back, but the corner
            of my soul he quilted into his own won out.
         

         
         Snowflakes swirl through the open door, into the foyer, dusting across the bottom of the staircase. The wet imprints of his boots gleam on the wooden floor. Pale predawn light obscured by thick clouds pours in through the doorway; beyond him, the streets of London on this Sunday morning are as solemn and devoid of life as an old, forgotten cemetery. At last, he turns his head to find me standing in the open threshold of the parlor, a perfect hostess ready to receive him. His eyes darken with murderous desire. 

         
         And I am back in the bowels of the court building, strapped down, knowing my fate is up to him, and not up to me.

         
         “Mrs. Haley,” he says, voice strained to a pained hiss.

         
         Don’t fret, Mrs. Haley.

         
         My heart slams into my throat.

         
         I swallow it down.

         
         It doesn’t go far.

         
         “Mr. Underhill.”

         
         “What a surprise to see you.”

         
         Considering the intimacy of what we are about to do . . . May I call you Irene?

         
         My sliced-open fingertips tremble.

         
         “Alive and well,” I say. My heart thrashes against the back of my tongue like a caged bird desperate to flee. “Which was an
            oversight on your part.”
         

         
         Unwillingly, he takes a step deeper inside my home.

         
         “Last I heard,” he says, “you’d not left your bed in months.”

         
         “Did you not see me in attendance at last year’s Winter Ball?”

         
         “Yes, and it was for mercy I did not kill you then,” he says. “I thought it a kindness to let you have one last evening with
            your husband before your inevitable death.”
         

         
         You have a curious mind, Irene. Would you like to know how this works?

         
         His feet coerce him another step closer to me.

         
         “Ah, good,” I say. “You remember Mr. Haley. Mr. Haley, I’m sure you remember Mr. Underhill.”

         
         St. John, still weak from his renewal, limps away from the hearth to stand beside me.

         
         “I do,” he says. “And I remember what he said when he summoned me to collect you. ‘A mysterious sickness. A sudden madness.’”

         
         St. John passes into the foyer to close and lock the door behind our guest. As he does, he subtly renews the equation that
            thickens our walls and will prevent Underhill’s screams from being heard outside.
         

         
         “That sickness was what follows when the soul is eaten, Mr. Underhill,” he says. “I understand that sickness well.”

         
         “Well enough to keep her alive all this time?” Underhill laughs.

         
         None of what’s to come would be possible without a necromancer of your caliber.

         
         Cold. Wet. Dark.

         
         The dripping in the corner.

         
         “I commend you, Mr. Haley,” he says. “No one’s managed it before.”

         
         “There’s a strange irony to life, isn’t there,” says St. John. “Sometimes people die, no matter how badly they want to live.
            And sometimes people live, no matter how badly they want to die.” He cocks his head to the side. “I think, Mr. Underhill,
            that soon you will find yourself among the latter.”
         

         
         “So, you have brought me here for revenge,” scoffs Underhill. He shakes his head and looks straight at me. “You can’t take
            it back.”
         

         
         “I know,” I say.

         
         “And you can’t kill me.”

         
         “I know.”

         
         “Then I wonder,” he says, dragging himself to stand toe-to-toe with me at last, “why a magician of your caliber would not
            only waste her time . . . but also make me aware of such a grievous oversight.”
         

         
         And though the magic should mean I am controlling his movements, his hands snap shut around my throat.
         

         
         The moment he touches me, I can feel the fragment of my soul in his body lunging against his bones, trying to break free of
            its bindings. The wound in me answers by tugging itself open—and I cannot get breath to scream—I cannot breathe—it’s just
            like it was last year, the rage in his eyes the cold the press of his thumb the dark the wet his voice, his horrible voice,
            calling my soul from my body the mist of the air, choking out of me the air, not coming in, not going out the mist of it,
            brightening the room floating above me his teeth the edges of his teeth, running along the edge of my soul tasting savoring
            and then, the bite—
         

         
         “I should have killed you,” snarls Underhill, “a long time ago.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Four
St. John

         
         
            To thee my tender grief confide . . .

            My friend, my goddess, and my guide.

            Lady Wortley Montagu, 1805

         

         “Irene!” I shout, and I lunge at Underhill, regardless of how much taller and broader than me he is. My hands do nothing against
            his; I cannot pull her free, cannot pull him away. Last night’s renewal has left me uneasy and frail, but I cannot let him
            hurt her, cannot.
         

         
         Irene’s bloody knife lies atop the piano, and with a thousand ants skittering beneath my skin, I thrust the serrated blade
            through his ribs, twist, then yank it free. Underhill bellows in pain, and his grasp slackens enough for me to tug Irene away
            from him. With my arms around her, I shepherd her out of the room and into the foyer, where she immediately collapses against
            our front door.
         

         
         “My soul.” Irene can barely say the words; even without hands around her throat, her voice is constricted. Wild-eyed, moaning
            in pain, she slides down the wall, and I am quick to help ease her to the floor.
         

         
         “My soul. St. John. My soul, it’s there, it—”

         
         Crash.

         
         Casting a glance over my shoulder, I find Agnes and Underhill conjoined on the floor of the parlor. On top of him, Agnes wrestles
            him down, and he makes a feral noise of agony that causes all the worms in my gut to twist. Subdue him, I think, beloved Saint of Justice, my abbot’s vision, subdue him, for we cannot.
         

         
         “I know,” I tell Irene, looking back to her. “It’s here. I know.”

         
         Once I guide her to the ground, I cup her jaw in my palm. With the other trembling hand, I fish inside my pocket to retrieve
            my chalk. Without wholly looking down, I begin drawing a sequence of long rectangles across the ornamental carpet. The fibers
            slow my progress, but I haven’t time to retrace every shape: Irene is doubled over, fisting her hair.
         

         
         “Stay with me,” I say. “Don’t go.”

         
         “My soul,” she cries again, the word lengthening with anguish. The moment she begins clawing at herself in earnest, actually breaking
            her flesh so that her fingernails come away wet with blood, I drop the chalk to grab both her wrists. The equation is not
            finished, but it will have to be good enough. The hardwood floor in the threshold of the parlor rockets upward into a series
            of spikes, separating Underhill and Agnes from Irene and myself.
         

         
         Agnes is the very hand of God; she can handle Underhill while I settle Irene.

         
         “Breathe as deep as you can,” I tell her. “You have to try, all right? You have to stay with me, Irene, please—”
         

         
         “If I—claw my skin off—and let my soul out—I could be whole again,” she says. It is not a threat, nor a promise, but a desperate
            keen with no logic to it, only pain and a desire for the pain to end. “I will let my soul out—I can rejoin with what he took,
            St. John—I will make myself whole again!”
         

         
         “It cannot work,” I say. “It would never work.”

         
         “But it’s right there—I’m right there—”
         

         
         “Please,” I say, “please, try to breathe—”

         
         She tries, of course she tries, but breathing hurts; so does every beat of her heart. She writhes in my grasp, kicks out at
            me from beneath her skirts, pulls out a fistful of her hair, and there’s only one thing I can do.
         

         
         “Irene,” I say softly, “my darling, my dear wife—do you trust me?”

         
         The only answer I receive is an agonized moan, and my heart—my newly renewed heart, which she held so firmly in her hand—shatters.

         
         The soul-wound is not like other wounds. I have found that sometimes exposure to the things that hurt can keep the soul-eaten
            alive; I have found that too much exposure to that pain can kill them, too. It is a fine line to walk, an impossible injury to navigate.
         

         
         But if this pain has convinced her she must claw herself open to free her soul, then I have one choice.

         
         She could not have married me—could not have learned magic from me—could not have thrust a knife in her belly and gone to
            the Halls—if she did not trust me to do what I feel necessary.
         

         
         So I secure both dainty wrists in one hand, take up my chalk again, and though her writhing makes it difficult, I start the
            equation on her forehead. Down her chin, her throat. She fights me, tries to throw me off, but I keep drawing until her high
            neckline won’t permit it anymore. Then, a few interconnected circles on the back of each hand. At her persistent wailing,
            all the bugs within me open their wings and crawl through my newly renewed soil. Did such horror occur only last night? How
            impossible and far away it seems, though the remnants of her magic still tingle within me.
         

         
         Finally, reaching under her skirts, I hike up her drawers and scrawl triangles across her ankles.

         
         Equation complete, it goes to work killing the pain throughout her body.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Five
Agnes

         
         
            The soul-eater is a thief of the living and the dead. Blessed are those who hunt these thieves to the ends of the world! May
               they spend their stolen eternity in the Hell we make for them.
            

            The Book of Marigold Graves

            now in ashes

         

         It wasn’t supposed to happen this way. We had a plan. And the moment Irene loses control of Underhill, that plan falls apart, and I freeze, watching him hurt her, not knowing
            what to do until St. John spills his blood.
         

         
         And his blood smells decadent. It smells like what he stole. My nostrils flare; my mouth waters; and I pounce.
         

         
         We land hard on the floor together, and he cries out again in pain. I scrabble one hand against his ribs, searching for the
            wound St. John made. There—and when I thrust my fingers inside it, something righteous and glorious blooms open in me.
         

         
         “I promised Irene I would do this,” I say. “I swore to the Halls of the Dead I would return you to them!”

         
         Just as I curl my fingers to rip him open farther, he throws his elbow into my nose and I keel backward, clutching my face,
            as the terrible crack of bone fills the room. Blood drains down my nostril, over the swell of my upper lip, and pain radiates through my face.
         

         
         The wooden floor crackles beneath us; there is a shaking and a sudden sound of a horrible break, like a tree falling in a storm. Though tears run from my eyes, I lower my hands from my face and find the doorway to the parlor blocked by a series of sharp spikes. Some are taller and sharper than others, but there is no space between them through which to escape. I grin; St. John has caged our enemy with me. There is nowhere for him to go but the connected dining room—but he will find no exit there. There is nowhere else he can go. 

         
         “Transmutation,” snarls Underhill. “You’ll hang for this, all of you.”

         
         “Like you hanged me?” I say.

         
         He whirls to look at me, as though having forgotten I was there. I meet his eyes and lick his blood off my fingers.

         
         “Go ahead and hang us, then,” I continue. “But are you certain we won’t keep coming back?”

         
         The moment he recognizes me, his dismissive gaze twists with revulsion.

         
         “The Driscoll case,” he says. “My God!”
         

         
         As he retreats into the dining room, he knocks my Christmas tree into my path. Ornaments and candles crash and break; tin
            stars scatter across the floor and strings of popped corn snap loose. From the table nearest me, I take an Argand lamp into
            my hands, and I wield it like an archangel’s sword as I hasten after him.
         

         
         I yank the dining room doors shut behind me, separating us from the parlor and St. John and Irene beyond. The red curtains
            billow up behind Underhill as he moves around the opposite side of the dining table. I stalk around it, snapping my teeth
            at him, daring him to choose the wrong direction to run.
         

         
         As soon as he moves, I’m upon him. But as powerful as I am, he’s not without his own strength. And as I swing the lamp at
            his face, Underhill grabs my arms and tosses me into the sideboard. Glass and porcelain clatter against each other. The lamp
            tumbles out of my hand, breaking to the floor along with the displayed china, and the pain that shoots up my side is as sharp
            as every shard. A porcelain teapot soars from the highest shelf, hits the side of my head, and careens toward the floor.
         

         
         Black dots spin in my vision. When it realigns, Underhill has torn open the pocket doors and returned to the parlor.

         
         With the Book of Delilah Odenkirk under his arm.

         
         “No,” I say. “No, no, you can’t have her, too!”
         

         
         I pull myself away from the sideboard. With my first step, pain catapults up my pelvis. I fall to my knees beside Irene’s
            forgotten sewing box—then reach inside and scrape open my palm with a knitting needle.
         

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I whisper. The doors creak open; I feel the pressure of their listening ear all around me. “Mine is the soul and the body and the blood.” Tucking the needle into a deep pocket in my skirt, I stagger into the parlor, where Underhill has cut open his own palm
            and placed it on Odenkirk’s cover.
         

         
         “Is it false?” he demands of me. “Is this book, out of every specimen she owned, the decoy?”
         

         
         “Why should she open for you, soul-eater?” I ask. “You mangled the soul of another. There is no amount of blood that could
            make her open for you.”
         

         
         “So be it, then,” says Underhill. “I shall send her where she belongs.”

         
         And as though Odenkirk were as light as a newspaper, he tosses her into the blazing hearth, where yellow tongues of flame
            engulf the woman who made it possible for me to come back to life.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Six
Irene

         
         
            All earth was but one thought—and that was death . . .

            Lord Byron, 1816

         

         Every time I begged St. John to let me die, what I wanted was to be with that missing piece of my soul. The sooner I died,
            the sooner I could go to the Halls of the Dead and perhaps, there, be reunited. Logically I know it could never be—the missing
            piece of me was never in the Halls—yet it felt as if one part of me had died, and so the rest must follow.
         

         
         I know now the only way to reunite would be to rip the soul out of him and merge, right here, in my own parlor. I keen and
            writhe, and for one glorious moment I break my hand free long enough to pull out a fistful of my hair, scratch open my face.
            As blood rises to the surface, I am one step closer to breaking free and being whole, whole, whole.
         

         
         And my efforts wouldn’t be for naught if St. John would just let me do what I must do.

         
         Stop, I screech at him, let me, let me, let me, I know what I’m doing, I know what I need, but he doesn’t understand me or else doesn’t care, so I bite at his fingers when he brings his asinine chalk anywhere near
            my face, I try to snatch the thing out of his hand with my teeth, but he moves so swiftly, so diligently, that my efforts
            in this, too, amount to nothing.
         

         
         Why won’t he listen to me? Why must he keep at this?
         

         
         There is only one thing my injured soul wants, and it is to be complete again.

         
         I can fix it.

         
         I know I can fix it, if he’ll just let me.
         

         
         St. John. I try to say his name, but it comes out garbled. More than anything else in this moment, I need him to let me go. He promised
            we would have revenge on Underhill, and this is how I want to do it:
         

         
         I want to call the mist of his soul from his body.

         
         I want to sink my teeth into the part of me he took.

         
         And I want to tear it out.

         
         So what if I die in doing it?

         
         And then—

         
         No—

         
         No—

         
         That answer fades from my mind, my heart. My breathing deepens. The pain, white-hot and immediate, almost more intense than
            the loss I struggled with last year, drains out of me, replaced by a sense of peace.
         

         
         No.

         
         I needed that pain. In that pain was the answer; and yet, as it siphons out of me, my thinking clears, like morning mist burned
            off by the sun.
         

         
         What comes over me isn’t the dreamy painlessness of the poppy, or the slurring numbness of drink. It is numbness, but not the pins-and-needles sort that comes from sleeping on one’s arm. I lean my head heavily into a palm I cannot
            feel, and clutch between my leaden fingers what I think is St. John’s hand. I cannot feel his warmth, or where his skin has
            roughened from the winter cold. The only sensations are weight and pressure.
         

         
         “This is what it feels like,” I say, “in the Halls of the Dead.”

         
         It is as if I have no body. It is as if I am a soul, only.

         
         It may not be the peace of death—no one can mimic God’s bliss—but I feel now as I did when I took Willa’s hand. All these years, what St. John offered me was not some inferior escape from my pain, but a gift that could bring me closer to the dead. Even if I had accepted him earlier, I would not have understood it. Appreciated it. 

         
         “I would not know,” he says softly. “I never went.”

         
         I release his hand to instead tug away the bandage from his eye. Caressing his face with a hand that feels spectral, ghostlike,
            I gaze into that empty socket.
         

         
         “What holes they’ve left in us,” I murmur.

         
         That wound will never heal. He will always be without that eye, for as long as he lives. Centuries from now, when another
            necromancer renews him, he will be whole again except for that one, missing piece, and he will think of last night. Centuries
            from now, when my body is ash, when my soul sits beside Klaus’s outside the gates, St. John will still be here, taking what
            he can of me into the future and grieving what he cannot.
         

         
         “I never realized it until now,” I say, “but you are the strongest person I have ever been blessed to know.”

         
         St. John’s throat bobs as he swallows.

         
         When he leans forward and presses his mouth to my forehead, it feels as though he has kissed my very soul.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Seven
Agnes

         
         
            He gave me the power from whence I was hurled,

            To return to revenge, to return to the world,—

            Percy Bysshe Shelley, 1809

         

         “NO!” I scream, and rush forward to the hearth—only to stumble from the pain ricocheting up my hip. When Underhill catches
            me, he looks at me with mixed disgust and pity.
         

         
         “Do you think that monstrosity can help you?” he asks. “Do you truly consider it worth rescuing?”

         
         Try as I might, I cannot yank myself free of his grasp. Every time I try, he only grips me harder.

         
         And neither St. John nor Irene is here to save me.

         
         “A book bound in human flesh. Do you know how they’re made, Miss Driscoll?” When I don’t answer, he shakes me. “Answer me!
            Do you know? Innocent people, skinned alive! I will not rest until there is no necromantic knowledge left on this earth.”
         

         
         “Then you’ll never rest,” I say. “We will always be here. There will always be more of us. The dead are on our side.”

         
         He shakes his head. “How does a person become so lost?” he wonders. “There might have been redemption for you, Miss Driscoll.
            Now there is only Hell.”
         

         
         “Hell isn’t what you think it is,” I say. “But you will learn. The dead are here, and they are angry with you, my lord.”
         

         
         I straighten as much as I can in his grasp. The anger of the Halls of the Dead runs through me, as hot and bright as a volcanic
            river.
         

         
         “All the dead know your name,” I say, “and all of them call you thief.”

         
         “I have stolen nothing,” he says, yet his eyes are wary.

         
         “Time,” I remind him. “Time that’s not yours, a soul that’s not yours. Do you not believe me, sir?” His fingers tighten to
            the point of shaking. His eyes, grown wide, seem to shake as well. To him every word I say is a lie—and yet it is true that
            I, being a necromancer, would know the dead so well as to know what they think.
         

         
         “Let us ask the dead, then,” I say, and slip into that tongue taught to me by Marigold Graves, who loved me as a mother should.
            “I call upon the dead to aid me in my fight—”
         

         
         His hands squeeze around my throat, just as he did to Irene, just as he did to me with the noose, and for a moment I am on
            the gallows—but then I am back here, in the parlor, with the black shadows of the dead carouseling over the arabesque wallpaper.
         

         
         They snuff out the sconces, and the blaze in the hearth, too. Out with the whimper of a match.

         
         “Do you think your godless magic can save you now?” asks Underhill, his confidence flavored with uncertainty. There is distant,
            mocking laughter in the shadows of the room, and he whirls to look at the source of the sound.
         

         
         The source is all around us. It swims in the wallpaper, and in the ceiling, and in the floral print of the carpet below us.
            Those souls circle us like vultures above their carrion, swirling closer, closer, until Underhill and I stand at the heart
            of a hurricane of the dead.
         

         
         “Do you think we do not know what you’ve done, Silas Underhill?”

         
         “God is everywhere. God saw what you did.”

         
         “Century after century . . .”

         
         “. . . there are always men like you . . .”

         
         “. . . and necromancers do not let men like you live in peace.”

         
         Which is the moment I choose to slam Irene’s knitting needle through his throat.

         
         It won’t kill him. It doesn’t have to. It just has to subdue him.

         
         He staggers back from me, trips, and falls into the sofa. The ghosts cocoon around him, and in the susurration of their voices, I hear the promise of every necromancer who was drowned, hanged, burned, stoned, and pressed, every necromancer who did not become a book, every necromancer who has waited for this moment for justice. In the illuminated outlines of their faces, I see a hundred versions of myself, a hundred versions of Irene. 

         
         “Irene,” I say. I stagger to the barrier of wooden spikes and try to peer through the spaces between them. “Irene! St. John!”

         
         “Agnes!” says St. John. “Are you all right?”

         
         “I’m fine,” I say. “He’s restrained by the spirits of the dead. We’re safe.”

         
         Irene makes an audible sound of relief. “I’m sorry,” she says. “I’m sorry I was weak.”

         
         “You did everything the right way,” I tell her. “It was better he was alone with me.”

         
         “The barrier will be down in a moment,” says St. John. “I’m in the middle of the equations now.”

         
         “Irene, are you okay?”

         
         “I’m all right now,” she says. “St. John—”

         
         Before she can finish her sentence, I cry out as something sharp slams through my ribs. It yanks free, and I am thrust down
            into the easy chair, with Underhill looming over me, bleeding generously from his throat. In one hand: the knitting needle.
            In the other: the silver chain Dr. Walters tore from my neck.
         

         
         A silver chain that could have dispelled the dead wrapped around him.

         
         “No,” I whimper, “no, no, no—”
         

         
         He brings the needle down again, striking me through the thigh. I reach for his hand to stop him, to hold him, but he wrenches
            free of me and strikes again. This time I fall from the chair to the floor, and one of his boots on my skirts keeps me from
            crawling away.
         

         
         “Idiot girl,” Underhill rasps wetly, “you . . . think . . .” wheezes, “you can . . . kill me . . . ?”

         
         Somehow, a laugh hidden inside me escapes. Because I can kill him. I can. Not with a knitting needle, but with what I am, and when I’m ready.
         

         
         Just not yet.

         
         “Actually, I need you alive,” I grit out, and when he brings his arm down again, I snatch him like a rabid dog and yank him
            down and sink my teeth straight through his sleeve down to his flesh and bite. He screams—I tear muscle from his forearm—he thrusts his other hand at my face, scratching—blood, puddling on the carpet—blood,
            down my chin—I swallow, and it is the sweetest meat I have ever eaten, and it gives me the strength to knock him back and
            roll us over and grab one of the tin stars fallen from my ruined Christmas tree, which I slam into his temple over, and over,
            until his body goes as still as mine did the day he hanged me.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Eight
St. John

         
         
            Now faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen.

            Hebrews 11:1

         

         Once I heal Agnes’s wounds, I leave her in the parlor to recover with Irene.

         
         Then I haul Underhill into the dining room and close the pocket doors behind me.

         
         Before he awakens, I turn the dining room’s sconces into shackles. It is my greatest pleasure to heave him upright and click
            the manacles around his wrists. For good measure, I draw an equation on the wall to make it buck outward, and secure his ankles,
            too. When he starts to come to, I smack his cheeks.
         

         
         “Wake up faster, if you please,” I say. “You and I have a long account to settle.”

         
         He grunts and winces as he realizes his position.

         
         “Mr. Haley,” he says. His gaze sweeps over me, and his lips twist with disgust. “Irene took your eye for her vile magic, I
            see.”
         

         
         Though I am not, by nature, a violent man, I punch his mouth so hard his head turns away from me.

         
         “If you refer to my wife in such familiar terms ever again,” I say, “I will remove your capacity for speech, do I make myself clear?”
         

         
         He spits a wad of blood onto our carpet.

         
         “Apologies, Mr. Haley,” he says. “I thought we were friends, considering the favor I did you.”

         
         “Favor,” I snarl. “Why don’t I explain to you what I’m going to do about your favor.”
         

         
         “I don’t imagine you can do much,” he says. “In fact, I wonder how long you can hold me like this.”

         
         “I have as much time as you do.”

         
         Understanding dawns across his face, and he laughs.

         
         “Then we’re not so different, you and I,” he says. “Why should I alone be punished?”

         
         From inside my coat, I withdraw Irene’s necromantic knife.

         
         “What did you sacrifice for your undying life, Underhill?” I ask. “Don’t answer. I’ll tell you what you sacrificed: someone else’s eternity.” I place the serrated edge of the knife against his jaw. “The Halls of the Dead do not look kindly upon the fugitives
            of death. If I am ever forgiven it will be because I mangled my own soul, and my soul is mine to do with as I please. But you . . . You don’t know the meaning of sacrifice.”
         

         
         “It gave me no pleasure, Mr. Haley,” he says. “I only hope, with the good I do, God will—”

         
         “God gave that woman a soul,” I say, “and you saw fit to destroy it for your own gain. No, Underhill, I do not think God will
            forgive your blatant disregard for His most sacred creation.”
         

         
         At this, he almost looks sorry. I have waited a long time to see fear in his eyes.

         
         “This will hurt,” I warn him.

         
         Before he can understand, I sink the serrated blade into Underhill’s cheek. I draw shallow shapes through his skin, circles
            and diamonds, squares and lines, all of them interconnecting. Underhill tries to turn his head away, but I shove his head
            into the wall with my free hand so that I can perform this wretched work.
         

         
         “I heard you asking Miss Driscoll if she knows how the books are made,” I say, almost casually—just making conversation. “Your
            explanation was wrong.”
         

         
         “No, Mr. Haley, I know what you do,” he moans, trying to find the strength to speak with conviction even as I cut him apart. “You slaughter innocent people. You skin them and write spells in them. Is that what you’ll do to me?” 

         
         Never in a million years would I give him that blessing, but since that prospect frightens him, I let the question go unanswered.

         
         “If that’s so,” I ask instead, “then why do they speak?”

         
         “It’s the echo of personality,” says Underhill. “You cannot take a person’s body and expect there to be nothing left of the
            person it once was.”
         

         
         “Interesting theory,” I say, “except there would be no reason for the books to help us if they were our victims.”

         
         “They are under your command. Your blood forces them to do your bidding.”

         
         I snort derisively.

         
         “They must be destroyed,” says Underhill. “They are a gruesome violation.”

         
         “Ah, so you do know that word, violation,” I mutter. “I had thought there was no line you wouldn’t cross.”
         

         
         “This is foolish,” says Underhill. “What does it matter where the books came from?”

         
         Every bug inside me goes still. Not a single wing flutters. Not a single eye blinks.

         
         “It matters a great deal,” I say.

         
         Soon, Underhill’s face is a mess of torn skin and blood.

         
         Before I carve anywhere else, I cut away Underhill’s clothes and toss the rags aside. Irene and I have seen a great deal of
            gore together, and Agnes has created gore of her own, but I will spare the ladies this indecency.
         

         
         “There’s an old story I know,” I say. “One that’s been forgotten by many. Forgotten by some of the books, even, they’re so
            old. But I know the story well, because I was there.”
         

         
         I draw Irene’s blade across Underhill’s neck, and rivulets of blood crest over his clavicle to drip through the hair on his
            chest.
         

         
         “There was once a place called the Crypt,” I say. “It was a church and a library and a grave in one. The monks were scholars and archivists whose work was holy work, and there was one whose sacred duty was to transform the bodies of necromancers into books and plant their souls inside. The books are not the flesh of random sacrifices, Underhill—the books are people, with their souls intact within them.”
         

         
         Underhill furrows his brow in disbelief, then hisses with the pain of all his new wounds. With great care and patience, I
            continue my equation across Underhill’s shoulders.
         

         
         “That particular monk had been a necromancer, once. And when someone he loved, very much, professed a need for someone who
            could live forever . . . he surrendered his death. He was killed; his soul was captured; and when his abbot resurrected him
            the following day, he was fed his own soul, so that he would live forever. He was then taught transmutation of the flesh.
            An extinct branch of magic. Considered as vile as necromancy.”
         

         
         Underhill turns his head enough to see the shapes being drawn down his left arm. Fear blows his eyes wide.

         
         “No,” he says. “No, stop—what are you doing to me?”
         

         
         “I’m not making you a book,” I tell him at last. “You don’t deserve it.”

         
         With all his strength, Underhill tries to pull his arms away from the wall. He tries to writhe. Sighing, I draw a few shapes
            on the wallpaper, and a chain lunges forth from the very making of our house to hold him still.
         

         
         “I want you to know,” I say, “I was that monk. I am the Saint of the Crypt. Every book you have ever burned has been an object
            with a soul inside it. You have removed them from existence. Every one of them was a friend of mine. A student. A mentor. They were my
            family. And you burned another one, just this morning, in my own house. I want you to know this is personal, Underhill. This is for me as much as it is for them.”
         

         
         I dig the knife deeper than I need to, for Delilah’s sake. I owe her that much, and probably more. Underhill groans with pain,
            and though it satisfies the deep itch of rage, it cannot bring Delilah back. And it hits me, like a blow, how much I want her back. I want her, and every lost necromancer, back. My lost necromancers are the ones who should be here—not this immortal piece of filth. 

         
         But since I cannot have that, I will have blood.

         
         There is a gentle knock on the door to the dining room, then Agnes slides open the doors and steps inside. Her nose, once
            bloody and bruising, looks just as it did before this morning, thanks to my craft. A few equations on her hip healed what
            smashing into the sideboard did to her.
         

         
         “I could not resist the smell of him,” she says. “You don’t mind if I tell him what you’re doing, do you?”

         
         “Oh, Aggie,” I say, “be my guest.”

         
         She stalks out of the doorway to stand behind me, and inhales deeply. She licks her aching teeth.

         
         “Let’s review the facts, shall we, my lord?” she taunts, with a cruel lilt that makes my chest swell with pride. “You had me hanged for practicing the very same magic
            you used to cut apart a soul and live forever. Oh, but Irene, my darling devil—she brought me back to life. And ever since,
            I have hungered, endlessly, for flesh. Undying flesh.”
         

         
         Like a child swiping icing from a cake, she swipes blood away from Underhill’s cheek and licks her finger.

         
         “Careful, Aggie,” I say. “You’ll spoil your breakfast.”

         
         “And this hunger of mine,” she continues, “you’d say it’s punishment, wouldn’t you? For our crimes against God? You’re adorably
            predictable. And, predictably, very, very wrong.” She laughs, again, but she means it, this time. It’s a sweet, triumphant
            sound, and I am so pleased I have lived long enough to see Agnes Driscoll, my Saint of Justice, gloat.
         

         
         “This hunger is the vengeance of the Halls of the Dead. Do you understand, my lord? This is the vengeance of God. Do you think the Halls forgive what you’ve done? You’ve hanged your fellow magicians, burned our books, cut apart the soul
            of the person I love most in this world. Killing you once would be too kind. Are you familiar with the myth of Prometheus,
            Mr. Underhill?”
         

         
         Underhill’s gaze finds mine. “This is a crime,” he says.

         
         “This,” I say, “is God’s judgment.”

         
         “I am God’s vessel!”

         
         “Agnes is God’s vessel.”
         

         
         Underhill stares at her, at the woman he ordered hanged, and flounders over desperate, gibberish syllables. Attempting a different
            tactic, Underhill shouts, “What you plan to do to me is worse than soul-eating!”
         

         
         “I heartily disagree.”

         
         “This will not give Irene back the missing piece of her soul.”

         
         Agnes snarls, “Why do you think we’re doing it?”

         
         I meet his gaze, and ask him: “Did I not warn you about referring to her so familiarly?”

         
         Changing tactics once more, Underhill says instead, “Wait. Mr. Haley. Listen. They will come looking for me. The constables.
            The crown! I am one of the highest judges in this country! My friends. I do have friends. My disappearance will be suspicious. What will you do when they come looking for me?”
         

         
         “Do you think we did not plan for this?” I raise my brows. “We don’t need your concern. Aggie, will it upset you very much
            if I sew his mouth shut?”
         

         
         “Not a bit,” she says. “I never want to hear him speak again.”

         
         “Neither do I.”

         
         “Mr. Haley,” says Underhill, “please, you’re a reasonable man—no one with a conscience would do this. You are a beloved illusionist.
            You are kind, and generous—you took care of Mrs. Haley when she needed you most. You have a heart, Mr. Haley, I know you do.”
         

         
         I tap Irene’s knife against Underhill’s mouth, then draw a swift, short equation. A cord of muscle pulls through Underhill’s
            upper lip, then weaves through the lower, threaded by nothing more than the sharp edge of my hate. When the thread reaches
            the other end of his mouth, it sinks down low—and then his entire mouth disappears.
         

         
         “Yes,” I say, “one made of stone.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-Nine
Irene

         
         
            Now to the Lord sing praises,

            All you within this place,

            And with true love and brotherhood

            Each other now embrace.

            Christmas Carols Ancient and Modern, 1833
            

         

         Once Agnes finishes checking on St. John, she brings me a cup of tea. I do not quite feel its warmth, and I lack the hunger
            to drink it, but I hold it in my hands, relishing this moment. I had not dreamed it possible that one day I would sit in my
            parlor, warmed by a fire, with my bride at my side and my husband carving revenge into our enemy’s skin.
         

         
         St. John opens the pocket doors separating the dining room from the parlor.

         
         “I’m nearly finished,” he says. “Best to begin the closing ceremony, ladies.”

         
         In the dining room, Underhill stands flush against the red arabesque wallpaper, secured there by chains. Squares and triangles
            and half-moons weep blood from his scalp to the soles of his feet; only his right palm remains blank of the great equation.
         

         
         Taking my necromancer’s knife from St. John, I drag its edge across my palm. What should hurt is mere pressure, and I do not fear how this will impact the spell: I have enough pain in my heart to fuel whatever magic
            is required of me.
         

         
         I snarl, in a voice rough and ripe with my deepest wound, “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead—mine is the soul and the body and the blood—and I forbid this man his vision of eternity.”
         

         
         Agnes, standing behind me, rests her hands on my shoulders. Her mouth grazes the back of my neck. Her hunger vibrates through
            my skin and pours out of me through my blood.
         

         
         She takes my knife and drags its blade over her palm. Bleeding in the same place, she laces our fingers together in front
            of my navel.
         

         
         “I forbid the man who evades death to know an ounce of grace,” she and I say, together. “I forbid the man who violates what is sacrosanct to ever know the holiness of peace again.”
         

         
         The next part, I must say alone.

         
         “I forbid the man who stole my soul to decide what his fate shall be, for he entwined my fate with his the moment he consumed what was mine.”

         
         I step forward. Underhill barely flinches. His eyes are glossed over with pain and the exhaustion of blood loss. Agnes steps
            around me and takes him by the chin, forcing him to attention.
         

         
         “Wake up,” she hisses. “Look her in the eye.”

         
         His lids flutter. The words of my spell mean nothing to him now.

         
         St. John begins drawing circles and lines across his palm, in that small place where the equation is not yet complete.

         
         “I alone shall determine the fate of my soul,” I say, “for it is mine to claim. I shall determine the fate of the body of the soul-eater, who fears the very thing which grants him
               power.”
         

         
         Eye to eye, toe to toe, I press my bleeding hand into his bleeding chest. He groans as I sink my fingers into his shallow
            wounds, and I wriggle deeper for no other reason than to hurt him. There is a twisting deep inside me, as my soul no doubt
            roils from our nearness—but I can endure it, thanks to St. John’s magic.
         

         
         Agnes grins at me and holds up the iron poker, heated anew in the hearth’s flame.

         
         “He who has surrendered in cowardice shall find new purpose,” I say. “As Prometheus once stole from the gods, this man did steal from me; as the gods saw fit to punish him, so too shall I punish this man. Like Prometheus he shall remain chained, and his flesh will feed she who responded to my call of resurrection. His meat will be all he is good for, and he shall be a banquet until the day I turn him to ash. I am the resurrection; so, too, am I the reckoning; and he shall obey no word but my own, from now to the end of all ends.”
         

         
         My shoulders heave. Each breath burns.

         
         My heart, a drummer; my sundered palm, pulsing with its frenzy.

         
         St. John drags the knife to connect one final line.

         
         “Now,” he says.

         
         “Blood to blood,” I snarl, “soul to soul. My will shall be done.”
         

         
         At the same moment that St. John completes his equation, I shove my hand deeper into Underhill’s chest, and Agnes runs him
            through with the fireplace’s iron poker. Its harpoon end cuts through him, belly to back. We all hold our breath for a long
            moment. Not one of us moves.
         

         
         Then Agnes yanks the poker free. It drops from her hands and stains the carpet crimson where it lands. The equation ripples
            across his skin. Each shape begins to knit itself shut, disappearing much like his mouth did. Then the wound from the iron
            poker begins to stitch closed as well.
         

         
         Taking the necromancer’s knife, Agnes severs Underhill’s right ear from his face and swallows it without chewing. And then,
            from the bleeding wound, little roots of tissue spiral up and out, until a new ear just like the last one appears in its place.
            Mouth ringed with blood, eyes wide with possibility, Agnes sinks her teeth into Underhill’s bicep and tears at his flesh like a lioness.
         

         
         The muscle she holds between her teeth replenishes itself upon his body. And his blood—there is so much blood, all over our
            clothes, our hands, my dining room floor. So much blood that it could be endless.
         

         
         “Endless,” I whisper. “St. John. Agnes. An endless source of blood.”

         
         I whirl to face them, my eyes gone wide. A cackle rises out of my throat.

         
         “An endless source of blood! For the soul-eaten! For the gates!”

         
         I can keep my promise to Klaus Odenkirk. I can go back, and I can open the gates, and I can let them rest. St. John laughs from the deepest place in his chest, and it is the sound of a man who has carried the grief of the world on his shoulders for centuries until this very moment. 

         
         “I think,” he says, “we’ve done our worst.”

         
         Relief and triumph flood my body. The sound of ripping muscle and tearing sinew fills the room. As Agnes snaps her teeth down
            on Underhill’s fingers, she cracks open the bones with nothing more than the force of her bite. My stomach churns; my heart
            soars. My pitcher plant. My Elizabeth Báthory, my countess of blood and beauty. My St. Olga, my lady of ash and revenge. My
            gruesome, starving wife, gifted at last with the dark miracle that will sate her for the rest of her life.
         

         
         While Agnes feasts, St. John steps over to the piano. His bloodied fingers plink against a key.

         
         “God rest ye merry gentlemen,” he sings. His voice is ragged with exhaustion and so soft, so tender, as he lazily presses
            down a chord. “Let nothing you dismay.”
         

         
         There’s a horrible, wet sound as Agnes tears into Underhill’s shoulder.

         
         “Remember,” he sings, “Christ our Savior . . .”

         
         “. . . was born on Christmas Day,” Agnes joins him, singing with meat in her mouth.

         
         “To save us all from Satan’s power,” I whisper, “when we were gone astray.”

         
         Agnes chews loudly, and swallows, laughing. St. John leans over the keys and plays the song properly, with bloodstained passion
            and triumph. “Tidings,” he sings as Agnes tears away skin and ligament, “of comfort and joy, comfort and joy!”
         

         
         Blood seeps down her chin, down the front of her throat. It stains the front of her dress and puddles at Underhill’s feet.
            I’ve never loved Agnes more than I do in this moment. I want to cut him apart and feed him to her. I want to watch her eat
            this whole world and spit up something new.
         

         
         “Tidings,” St. John strikes the chords with great force, “of comfort . . .”

         
         “And joy,” we three sing in unison. “Comfort and joy! Oh, tidings of comfort and joy!”

         
         And I feel it. For the first time in so long, I feel it. Comfort and joy.

         
         And I cannot help myself: I rush to Agnes, turn her away from our enemy, and pull her flush against my body. Agnes fits her
            mouth against mine at once, reaching her bloody hands to caress the corners of my jaw. Tasting death and victory, I wrap myself
            around her, here in this house where I did not die when I should have, where she came back from the dead for me, where St.
            John evaded the Halls for another century. What harm has been done to us that we cannot survive? What pain is there that we
            cannot return tenfold?
         

         
         The world is ours, now. We snatched it with broken fingers and ate it with kicked-in teeth. We’re never giving it back.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty
Agnes

         
         
            No more let life divide what death can join together.

            Percy Bysshe Shelley, 1821

         

         This is what I dreamed, isn’t it?

         
         The two of us, dancing. Dancing in a room where we had nothing left to fear.

         
         As Irene kisses me, open-mouthed, I give myself to her entirely—pressing my body to hers, opening where she bids me to open.
            Her kisses trail to my jaw, then down my neck, where she licks a stripe of Underhill’s blood from the column of my throat.
         

         
         I tip my head back and moan. Through the fluttering of my eyelashes, St. John beats his fingers harder into the piano keys,
            and his foot pounds harder at the pedal. His bloodied shirtsleeves, rolled up to the elbow, and his golden hair flecked with
            crimson wetness, inspire heat in my belly.
         

         
         “‘Fear not, then,’ said the Angel,” Irene sings against my skin. A shiver runs up my spine as she scrapes her teeth against
            my ear; I melt into her touch when her bloodied hands squeeze my breasts over my dress. “‘Let nothing you affright.’”
         

         
         We shouldn’t do this.

         
         The thought burns with a hot edge that lances through my core. We should not do this. Not in front of St. John. To kiss with
            such abandon, to so wantonly press myself to my bride—in front of a man—with another man in the dining room, our only privacy
            the closed pocket doors—
         

         
         Irene kisses my mouth before I can speak.

         
         “‘This day is born a Savior,’” sings St. John, “‘of virtue, power, and might . . .’”

         
         A moment later, Irene spins out of my arms, and St. John catches her. Laughing, they wheel about the parlor together until
            Irene pulls him to her for a kiss.
         

         
         My heart slams up my throat. We should not do this, I think, and yet the tears that sting my eyes arise from a tender ache in my chest. Irene does not open her mouth to him,
            nor he to her—they press against each other solidly, as if they do not know where or how to begin. He clutches her by the
            waist; she grips him by the arms; and their knuckles look as though they may burst from the pressure of their embrace.
         

         
         How right they look together. How startling, that I never noticed it until today. In the hazy, clouded morning light, Irene’s
            cheek is milk pale, and St. John, all golden, seems almost burnished. Half sun and half moon.
         

         
         Or bone and gold.

         
         Like the masks in my dream.

         
         Oh, I realize, with a sudden tightness in my chest. Of course.
         

         
         With a soft, slick sound, Irene and St. John break their kiss. Whatever passion moved them before expires; instead, they freeze,
            paralyzed by not knowing what to do. Any moment now, I know St. John will beg Irene’s forgiveness, and mine. He will say,
            in the high emotion of the moment, he forgot himself. He will shoulder the blame so Irene won’t have to, and Irene will bury
            the way she held him and never think about it again, never let herself question how much she might have meant that kiss.
         

         
         But I don’t want their apologies.

         
         I want them.
         

         
         Striding across the room, I turn St. John’s jaw with my hand. His gaze darts across my face, searching for betrayal he does
            not find. Before he can ask—before he can apologize—I tug him toward me and offer him the softest kiss my lips know how to
            give.
         

         
         He tastes the way he did last night: as rich as wine, with all its oak and musk and sweetness. Sated as I am, I have no desire to devour him—only desire that leads me to guide his hand to my breast. 

         
         When our kiss breaks, his brows draw tightly together. Irene stares wide-eyed at us, at me, at him, not knowing where to look.
            Still holding St. John’s hand to my body, I kiss her next, just as softly, and it is an act of mercy, an act of reassurance.
            It is my promise that I am going nowhere. It is my vow that I am hers, and I am his; that she is his and mine; that he is
            ours. We are each other’s inevitability.
         

         
         “‘So frequently to vanquish all the friends of Satan quite,’” I whisper. I squeeze St. John’s hand, and he caresses my breast
            in answer. As a smile slides across my mouth, Irene leans in to kiss me again, then swiftly kisses St. John.
         

         
         “Tidings of comfort and joy,” I squeal, giddy with laughter, clapping as they open their mouths to each other, “oh, tidings
            of comfort and joy!”
         

         
         And what a joy it is to watch them find each other at last, to be watched in turn as we three trade kisses. Uncertainty wanes,
            and in its place, passion grows. Irene moans into St. John’s mouth as she did for me just last night, and St. John kisses
            both of us as if our love for him were yet another miracle he never imagined living long enough to experience.
         

         
         As we kiss, St. John and Irene herd me backward toward the piano. Caged against it, with nowhere else to go, I hop up onto
            the piano keys and laugh at the discordant sound that follows. Irene’s kiss sends strikes of lightning to my core, and when
            she hikes up my skirts, I spread my legs as far as I can.
         

         
         From beneath me, St. John’s hands caress my knees. The insides of my thighs. His palms squeeze and glide down the cotton of
            my bloomers, to the slit in the fabric that exposes me to both of them.
         

         
         “Oh!” I gasp, against Irene’s mouth, at the first touch of his tongue. I pull away from her to look down, where St. John noses
            at my thatch of red hair and kisses everywhere he can. Seeing this man on his knees, this man who lifted me out of my grave,
            this man married to our beloved Irene, married to the Crypt—
         

         
         I cry out as his tongue glides through my folds, and clutch Irene, whose eyes are bright in the murky morning light. Touching beneath my chin, she tilts my head up to press a slick kiss to my mouth, and she captures my moans between her teeth and swallows them. Her other hand, the one keeping my skirts hoisted up, reaches down to thread her fingers in St. John’s hair and hold him flush against me. 

         
         Our servant of the Crypt obeys by doubling his efforts. His first finger massages through the wetness outside of my entrance,
            then eases its way inside me.
         

         
         He does not press too deeply, does not force or shove his way. He takes his time with me, licking without and slipping his
            finger within at the same syrupy pace. He does not add a second until I’ve begun grinding my hips against his mouth, and Irene
            embraces me through every whine and whimper. If not for her, I would shatter apart when St. John curls his fingers and suckles
            at the same time; even with her, I writhe, arching my back and mashing the piano keys.
         

         
         “You’re so beautiful,” Irene says. She slots her nose against mine, and I can look nowhere but her eyes, so clear and so focused
            on mine. I slide my fingers through her hair and clutch her close, and throw my other arm around her shoulders.
         

         
         Tears well in my eyes.

         
         “I can’t lose this,” I say. “I love you both too much to lose you.”

         
         Her. Him. A life. This life, with meat on the bone and power in the hand. I lost it once. The idea of losing it again tears a sob out of me, and
            I pull Irene so close I would melt into her body if I could. St. John raises his head from between my legs, and though my
            body aches with the loss of him, a greater sorrow is building in my heart.
         

         
         “Agnes Haley,” he says.

         
         It steals the breath right out of my lungs. I’d invented that name in panic, yet now I cannot imagine being named anything
            else.
         

         
         “I will carry you and Irene to the ends of the earth before I let either of you be taken from me again,” he says. “If anything happened to you, I would cut my palms and make the Halls hear me for the first time in four hundred years. The danger may never be over for us, but I promise you—I swear to you—you will always be safe with us.”
         

         
         Taking both my hands, he kisses all his devotion to my knuckles. Irene tucks errant hair behind my ears and brushes her lips
            against my temple. The things I know—that the people you love the most cannot be made safe simply by loving them; that my
            own teeth will keep me safe—pale in comparison to what his declaration makes me feel. Leaning down, I kiss him, a firm press
            of my lips to his, then straighten and kiss Irene. All three of our mouths glisten with the wetness of my core, just as they
            glistened before with the blood of our tormentor.
         

         
         “Let’s leave London,” Irene murmurs against my mouth. “We needn’t stay here. There are so many places you want to see. Pick
            one. We’ll go anywhere you say. Somewhere no one knows our names. Our faces.” She nuzzles against me, her eyes closed as if
            dreaming it. “We’ll hunt the soul-eaters across the earth. We’ll start new lives. And we’ll do it over and over again, if
            we must.”
         

         
         The mere thought of it compels me to kiss her, open-mouthed and hungry for her offering. One hand trails down her waist to
            draw her closer; the other weaves through St. John’s hair to return him to my center. As he suckles on me and pumps his fingers
            diligently, Irene scrapes her teeth against my neck, and I imagine a life where every night is just like this. Just like this—the three of us, tangled together, one body, one soul, one blood, never to be parted. For the first time, I feel safe enough
            to believe it can be real, that there can be an after to all this bloodshed that ends well for us, and as my paroxysm rocks through my body, I feel as though I could dive into
            Irene’s body and make ourselves the bible St. John will carry by his false heart for the rest of his days.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-One
Irene

         
         
            Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.

            Psalm 23

         

         Come evening, long after the three of us prove our devotion to one another, I reach for my knife.

         
         “Strange,” I mutter, “to do this without Odenkirk.”

         
         A weighted silence falls over the three of us. I promised St. John I would not let her burn. I told him I wouldn’t lose her.
            There is nothing I can say now to atone for my broken promise. The Book of Delilah Odenkirk was meant to be our first step
            to rebuilding the collection we had lost; there are no words that express just how profound it is to lose her now.
         

         
         “I thought the suffering of the Odenkirks had long ago come to an end,” says St. John.

         
         When he agreed to become what he is, how could he have ever understood how often he might grieve one person? Delilah Odenkirk,
            burned out of existence. Klaus Odenkirk, languishing in Hell.
         

         
         It is too much to bear, and there is still too much left for us to do.

         
         “I must go back to the Halls,” I say. “The soul-eaten have waited long enough for blood.”

         
         Agnes grasps my hand and kisses my knuckles.

         
         “I will make certain you have enough of Underhill’s blood,” she says. “I won’t stop spilling it over you until you come back.”

         
         Once they arrange me on the dining room floor, at Underhill’s feet so all his blood can flow down into the wound I shall make
            in my belly, I shove the knife into my navel.
         

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I say. “And so, I go forth to haunt.”
         

         
         

         With a choking gasp, I bolt upright in bed.

         
         Gray light pours through the open windows. The wallpaper is the same spiraling floral it always was—only black now, where
            it used to be shades of pale blue and cream. When I plant my feet on white hardwood floor, I realize at once it isn’t wood,
            but bone. The same is true for the layer of dust entombing the bed next to mine—it’s just bone, carved down into pieces even
            finer than the sand that welcomed me my first time here. Our shared dresser, Willa’s music box, the vase beneath the window:
            all of it, bone.
         

         
         “Only the dead can be here, Irene.”

         
         I haven’t heard his voice in years.

         
         “You didn’t think this trick would work twice, did you?”

         
         My father stands in the doorway, holding a lantern in his hand. Under its orange scrutiny, he finds me older than he ever
            knew me—and the first face I see of his is the one I killed.
         

         
         “It’s not a trick,” I say.

         
         “No? You’re truly dead this time?” He sneers. “Then swear it on your soul.”

         
         The lie should come as readily as any other, but I cannot open my mouth. After all the ways my soul has been bruised and beaten,
            I will not strain it further with a false oath.
         

         
         At my silence, my father clicks his tongue, disappointed but not altogether surprised.

         
         “You’ve upset your mother,” he says. “I don’t suppose you could show a little remorse for that.”

         
         Even if I did, it would never be enough. And because I am not eight anymore, not ten, not twelve, not fifteen or sixteen or
            seventeen, I ask:
         

         
         “Have you shown remorse?”
         

         
         Every pair of eyes on each of his faces narrows. “I didn’t deceive my way into the Halls, Irene,” he says.

         
         I swallow down a dark laugh.

         
         “No,” I say, “you came honestly. I should know.”

         
         “Your mother is delicate,” he says, ignoring that comment. “She has no idea what to make of your actions. She’s never seen
            anything so recklessly disobedient or cavalier.”
         

         
         As he steps into the room, he slams the door behind him. The entire wall shakes with the force of it. To my great dismay,
            the volume of his anger still causes me to flinch back from him.
         

         
         “I spent my days protecting her from magic,” he says, thrusting the lantern into my face. “We should be at peace, safe from
            every sin of the living world—yet here you come and expose her to new evils.”
         

         
         “So, you’ve come to reprimand me,” I say. “Did you bring your belt?”

         
         I reach for the lantern—to steal it, to smack it away, whatever will vex him—and instead his other hand snatches my wrist
            with a tight, bruising grip.
         

         
         “You may be a woman grown, but you’re the same as you ever were,” he says. “You think you’re brave. You think you’re clever.
            You think there’s no reason to be afraid.”
         

         
         Behind him, the lock clicks shut on the door.

         
         Then he leans close and says, “You’re wrong.”

         
         The lantern plunges through me and sends me to the floor. I cannot move; I cannot think. It is as if the wind has been knocked
            out of me. More than that, a familiar agony. My first memory.
         

         
         Though there is no flesh or body to me, I cannot move, just as I could not move after my father slapped me so hard it knocked
            me down the stairs. I have no bones, and yet, I feel exactly as I did when my hip dislocated.
         

         
         “Now, if you were truly dead,” he says, “that wouldn’t have hurt. But you’re still tethered to your body. Why don’t you go back to it?”
         

         
         The door creaks open.

         
         “Richard,” says my mother, in that soft, placating voice she practiced every day, “please don’t—”

         
         “Wife, I am handling her.”

         
         I can’t move my leg. I can’t stand. It should not matter—I don’t have a body here—yet I cannot make myself get up. I twist
            my head to meet my mother’s many eyes, and I sink my fingers into the bone-floor, dragging myself toward her.
         

         
         “Mother—”

         
         My father crunches his heel over my knuckles, and I cry out.

         
         “Rena may have a good reason to be here, Richard,” says my mother, “we should at least—”

         
         “Don’t,” he says, and that one word silences her.

         
         “The soul-eaten,” I remind her. “I came to—” His heel slides through my fingers, and I cry out as I hear my tendons pop. “To
            help them—”
         

         
         As Father gazes down at me, the hate radiating from him is a palpable thing. “What business do you have with them?”

         
         “I’m going to put them to rest.”

         
         “How? Answer me. How are you going to do that, Irene?”

         
         I raise my misting eyes to his and say, with every ounce of pride and defiance in my dark, wild heart:

         
         “With magic.”

         
         And the look on his faces—the disappointment meshed with horror—satisfies me only until his expressions go blank. He seals
            himself within himself, as if his anger and his hate won’t serve him for the methodical punishment that must follow. It was
            always this way before the belt. His anger frightened us, but the glacial indifference that followed was always worse.
         

         
         “With magic,” he repeats. He looks over his shoulder, where Mother has crossed halfway between him and the door. “Go, Evangeline.”

         
         She wrings her hands. She stands a little taller. She makes herself as big as she ever has.

         
         “Richard—”

         
         “I won’t say it twice.”

         
         Mother’s face crumbles.

         
         “No,” I sob. “Mother, please, help me, he cannot hurt you now, please—”
         

         
         She meets my eyes and shakes her head. The little girl with long, cascading hair, and the wife with her hair braided up into
            a knot, and the widow with miserable lines around her mouth all shake their heads at me, as if what I’m asking of her was
            always going to be too hard, as if this tableau was always where we would end.
         

         
         “Mind your father, Rena,” she says. “You would do better to share his opinions.”

         
         This time, when she closes the door, it disappears into solid wall. The wallpaper blinks across the windows, removing the
            sunlight entirely. The room falls into pitch-black, disrupted only by the dull glow of our souls and the bare illumination
            of the lantern. I cannot see the beds anymore, let alone the walls.
         

         
         And I am alone with this man, as I have been so many times, as I never expected I would be again. To my own surprise, diamond
            tears roll down my cheeks, then fall like stars to the floor, where they glimmer then wink out forever.
         

         
         “Did I not warn you against magic?” he asks. “Did I not tell you it would rot your soul?”

         
         A smug laugh rumbles out of him. I know, before he even lowers the lantern closer, what he has seen, and I know he will only
            see it as proof of my evil.
         

         
         “And there it is,” he says. “Magic left a hole in you that will never heal.”

         
         “Magic didn’t—”

         
         The toe of his spirit connects with my ribs, then slices right through the rest of me. He could crush my spine, if he wanted. He could break all of my bones without even having access to my body. Here in the Halls of the Dead, I cough and wheeze for breath, even though I have no lungs. My mind whirs. This isn’t right. Something isn’t right. With no book to consult, did I cast Odenkirk’s spell wrong? 

         
         “It couldn’t have been done without magic,” says Father. “And if your experiments mean you’ll never go to your reward, then I say: Every last one of you deserved
            it.”
         

         
         He might have left it there, but Father always did love to proselytize. As he prattles on about suffering witches to live,
            I tuck my forehead flush with the floor and see something glinting just beneath the light shed by my spirit.
         

         
         Something glinting. In the stone.

         
         Stone, beneath me. Not bone.

         
         An illusion. It’s an illusion. It isn’t real and can’t be real.

         
         “You deserved it, too,” I say.

         
         Father has rambled so far beyond his thesis he has no idea what I mean.

         
         “What?”

         
         “You deserved it,” I say, “when I killed you.”

         
         All of his eyes flare—but with confusion, rather than rage.

         
         As far as anyone knew—even him—his heart wore itself out.

         
         “Yes, I know,” I say. “Your heart stopped. A natural thing. But who do you think stopped it?”

         
         “Impossible.”

         
         “You’d cut yourself shaving. Your blood was still on the razor.”

         
         I have his full, dumbfounded attention.

         
         “The spell was in a book,” I say. “A book Willa and I kept hidden from you for years. Its binding was made of human skin.
            The words within lit up only when we bled for it. You’d have called it cursed, but it saved me. It was that book that gave
            me the words I needed to kill you. And I read those words with your dried, crusted blood in my hands. Those words let me reach
            inside you. I stopped your heart, Father. So, now I’ll ask you: Do you really think you can forbid me anything I mean to do?”
         

         
         With a cry of primal rage, Father brings the lantern down against my head. Once, twice, and then a third time—again, and again, and again. 

         
         And I laugh.

         
         My laughter overflows like bubbles in a witch’s cauldron, scratches out of me like a raven’s twilight cry.

         
         “I knew,” he growls. “I knew from the day you were born you’d be such trouble. There was nothing good in you. Nothing good
            in Willa, either.”
         

         
         The monologue has not changed. We were never good enough for St. Peter to let us through the gates and never would be. How
            that frightened me, when I was little.
         

         
         It’s harder to be afraid now.

         
         Especially when I am married to an illusionist. I know you can find your way out of an illusion, even a very good one, by
            finding the cracks. The lantern bursts through me, but it doesn’t hurt as it did at first, because I am not eight anymore,
            not ten, not twelve, not fifteen or sixteen or seventeen. My hip is not dislocated. There is no belt. Many years ago, this
            memory was my life, but it isn’t anymore.
         

         
         “You can’t hurt me, Father,” I say. “It’s over. It’s been over for a long time.”

         
         As I pull myself up to stand, Father throws the lantern away. There is no sound as it hits the wall. When its flame extinguishes,
            the dull light cast by my own soul illuminates the path to where the door once stood.
         

         
         There was a door on this wall, but the wall is an illusion, too: It relies upon my belief in it to remain solid, foundational.
            It cannot be any different from the ocean I first encountered. The beach that became a moor. The tree that was an umbilical
            cord. The wall is not only a wall, but the way through it.
         

         
         And believing this—believing this as loudly as I can—I slip through to the other side, where windows in a long hallway welcome
            gray light through my childhood home.
         

         
         “Damn it all,” I mutter.

         
         How far does the illusion go? How far can it go?
         

         
         The only way to find out is to keep moving.

         
         Before my father can catch me, I hasten down the hall and take the first door on the right.

         
         

         Every doorway opens to a hallway with several doorways to choose from. Every door opens to either another hallway, or to a
            staircase. I ascend, cross a hallway, descend, double back, go up, go left, turn right. Though light pours through every window,
            I can see nothing outside, and all of them are locked. Of course I try the locks, but no amount of force convinces them to
            relent.
         

         
         It goes on and on like this, endlessly. Down a hallway, make a choice: right or left. Open a door: up or down. The only way
            I can keep track of which path I’ve already trod is to look for the blood I leave in my wake. Only a few drops here and there,
            oozing freely from my navel, but they tell me where I’ve been before, and which way is a dead end.
         

         
         But at last, I walk down a bloodless hallway, the first I’ve encountered in ages. Just when I’m certain this must be the way
            out, I open a door to a descending staircase with a bloody footprint halfway down its bone-carved steps.
         

         
         At the very bottom of the stairs stands a boy with tousled curls.

         
         “You’re going the wrong way,” he says.

         
         The moment he speaks, the house shatters into shards of bone. Not bone—rock. And it does not shatter, so much as the illusion
            caves in upon itself and reveals a narrow tunnel of stone. The dim glow of his soul and mine are all that illuminate this
            place; the ceiling goes on forever, wreathed in shadows so tall it sends a shiver through my soul.
         

         
         “I just thought you’d like to know,” he says, “since you don’t have a guide.”

         
         “Klaus,” I say, and step up to him, reaching for his hands. “How glad I am to see you again.”

         
         All his eyebrows furrow. All his eyes narrow. He glances down at my blood-wet hands without taking them, then up at my face.

         
         “You,” he says. “We’ve met.”

         
         “Yes,” I say. “You remember me.”

         
         “The woman who tried to open the gate.”

         
         His eyes lower to my navel, which has become a reddened center. Blood drips down my front in thin rivulets.

         
         “I brought you a river of blood,” I say. “An endless source.”

         
         

         Walking single file, Klaus leads the way through the tunnels until we approach the long nave Mother walked me down last time.
            The thought of her turns my stomach, and so I turn my thoughts to the two people I know would never desert me, no matter the
            cost.
         

         
         “I told the Saint of the Crypt about you,” I say. “He said, if you and I met again, I should tell you he loves you.”

         
         Klaus turns his head and blinks up at me. “But he’s cross with me.”

         
         “He isn’t cross,” I say.

         
         “Hm.”

         
         The sound is dismissive and disbelieving, and I don’t know how to convince him otherwise. After another few steps, Klaus bats
            something unseen from his ear. A moment later, the first invisible gnat buzzes past me.
         

         
         “That’s right,” I say, “you hear them, too.”

         
         “All the time,” he says. “I don’t know why they bother me.”

         
         “The last time I came they swarmed me.”

         
         “It’s annoying.”

         
         “I agree.” I smile, despite myself.

         
         The buzzing grows louder, more insistent. Tiny legs land on my arm and crawl up my shoulder, just as they did last night.
            Was it really only last night that the kitchen floor writhed with cicadas pouring forth from St. John’s ruined, rotted body?
            Only last night that I sank my hands deep into his soil and felt worms and spiders envelop me?
         

         
         “When I spoke with the Saint,” I say, “he told me your name.”

         
         Klaus waves away some other insect, then turns to look at me.

         
         “What is it?”

         
         “Klaus,” I say. “Klaus Odenkirk.”

         
         He wrinkles his nose.

         
         “Klaus Odenkirk,” he repeats. “Are you certain?”

         
         “I’m quite certain. He remembers you. He remembers all of us.”

         
         “Maybe he didn’t want to tell you he forgot me.”

         
         “The Saint is my husband,” I say. “He would not lie to me.”

         
         “But the Saint of the Crypt is married to the Crypt,” says Klaus.

         
         He sighs heavily, and bats away another bug.

         
         “Klaus Odenkirk doesn’t feel like it’s mine,” he says.

         
         “Maybe it will, in time.”

         
         “What if I forget it again?”

         
         I’ll find a way to give it back to you, I think, just as we arrive at the entrance to the Halls of the Dead. Looking upon the gated doors, my resolve crumbles.
            If I help him through those gates, I doubt we’ll see each other again for me to remind him of his name. When I die, I’ll sit
            outside the doors until St. John finds another necromancer who can repeat the spell I am about to cast—a spell no one will
            have access to, because I will never be a book.
         

         
         “You won’t,” says a voice ahead of us. “I’ll make certain of it.”

         
         My round-faced sister walks toward us and offers Klaus her hand.

         
         “My name is Willa Urmston,” she says. “A long time ago I was a necromancer, like you. I’ll remind you of your name every day
            if I must.”
         

         
         Another round of tears comes to my eyes. I try to blink them away before Willa turns to me, and I don’t know that I’ve succeeded.

         
         “Let us put the dead to rest,” says Willa.

         
         The three of us stand in front of the gated doors of the Halls of the Dead. Willa nods, and I nod back.

         
         It’s time.

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I say. “Mine is the soul and the body and the blood.”
         

         
         There was no spell in Odenkirk for this. St. John didn’t know of any spell like it. But he and Agnes and I have cobbled something together, all the same, that we have faith may succeed. 

         
         And the Halls are listening, as they always do when the cipher is said.

         
         “Mine is the voice that issues the command,” I say. “Mine is the hand that opens the door.”
         

         
         I push my fingers into my navel and spread blood over the gates.

         
         “I open it now for the dead who have been denied,” I say. “For those with sundered souls who cannot enter on their own. I open the doors for those who’ve yearned for rest but cannot
               find it; I open your doors for the hunted, the mangled, the murdered and maligned. I open the doors as mercy in the aftermath
               of violence.”
         

         
         I reach inside myself again and spread more blood along the metallic reliefs. It is barely enough, and so, like St. John,
            I reach both hands inside myself and spread the flaps of the wound open as wide as possible, wincing and whimpering as I splash
            two palmfuls of Underhill’s blood onto the gates.
         

         
         “I open the doors for those who have lost their eternity,” I say. “They have lost more than what I can allow.”
         

         
         Two more palmfuls. The wound is wide enough now that the blood pours freely down the front of me, pooling beneath my feet.
            I reach down, scooping up the blood and splashing it onto the gates and the doors so that they gleam under the dull light
            of my soul.
         

         
         “They are the haunters of the Halls of the Dead,” I say. “They shall not be denied entry to the origin of their power. They devoted their lives to the Halls; they have earned the peace
               of death.”
         

         
         I look at Willa.

         
         “Death, too, is a gift,” I say. “With this blood as sacrifice, with this blood as libation, I say: The Halls will open to them and welcome them home.”
         

         
         It isn’t until the gates and the doors behind them both begin to drip with my offering that they crack open. Pale starlight
            slices through the opened seam, glittering where it touches the stream of blood at my feet.
         

         
         I grasp the gate, and pull.

         
         There is an industrial screeching in my ears, in the root of my mind, as I wrench the gates open with my own bloody hands,
            with blood and intention and centuries of grief, rage, and love. I command the gates to open, and bit by bit, with every ounce
            of strength I have within my bleeding, torn-apart spirit, I force them to open. Metal squealing slams down my spine. It rattles
            in the nerves of my teeth. A lesser magician would recoil. Lament that it was too much. Weep and retreat to life’s soft, weak things.
         

         
         “I,” I say, “am not”—I sink my hands into the opening between the doors and heave them apart, apart, apart—“A LESSER MAGICIAN!”
         

         
         At last, with a cry of those great metal hinges, the great doors grind, and they open, all the way, to me.

         
         Inside, the music of a great revelry plays somewhere in the distance. Tables overflow with bounty. Chandeliers twinkle in
            the ceiling, the light so dim it does not hurt. The beauty of it washes over me in a wave of peace—and that peace is greater
            than any I have ever known, or ever will know again.
         

         
         One by one, I lead the soul-eaten to the open doors, and Willa helps them into the Halls. Klaus murmurs to those who are afraid
            and confused, who have spent so long outside these doors that their nothingness developed a false rightness. When at last
            everyone has crossed, he stands back, twisting his hands, shifting his weight between spectral feet.
         

         
         “I reassured them,” he says, “but now I am the one afraid.”

         
         “Necromancers are not afraid of death,” I remind him.

         
         “What if someone needs me?” he asks. “I guide the lost.”

         
         “You still can,” says Willa. “That needn’t change.”

         
         “I don’t remember if I had family,” he says. “I don’t know how I’ll find them. I don’t want to be alone.”

         
         “You won’t be,” says Willa. “You’ll have me. I’ll help you find the Odenkirks, if any are here. Surely there must be at least
            one.”
         

         
         “Yours is a family of necromancers,” I tell him.

         
         That sparks a memory, for his brows pull together.

         
         “Then they are ashes,” he says.

         
         Willa drapes her arm around his shoulder.

         
         “Let’s not give up hope just yet,” she says. “Let’s go inside.”

         
         She casts a look over her shoulder, bidding me to wait. Klaus turns his head over his shoulder too.

         
         “Go,” I tell him. “Go rest, Klaus. You’ve waited a long time for it.”

         
         The last thing I see of his face is his watery smile. Then, at last, after waiting for over one hundred years, he disappears
            with my sister through the open doors.
         

         
         Alone in the outer hall, my knees buckle, and I fall to the stone floor. Underhill’s blood splashes beneath me and clings
            to every part of my soul it touches. I exhale, and close my eyes, and do not have the energy to swipe at the moths and blowflies
            that swing around my head and shoulders. With my eyes closed, it truly feels no different than kneeling in my kitchen, my
            hands inside St. John’s chest.
         

         
         “Irene,” says Willa.

         
         I open my eyes and look at her in a daze.

         
         “Are you coming?” she asks.

         
         “What?”

         
         “The doors are still open,” she says. “You said this spell was for the soul-eaten. You could come in. You’d be welcomed.”

         
         The morning Underhill ate of my soul, all I wanted was to die. What vitriol St. John and Agnes endured, for doing everything
            they could to care for me. How little I appreciated their efforts, when all I wanted was what’s offered to me now: peace and
            comfort, the end of a long struggle, the release from perpetual agony.
         

         
         My lower lip wobbles. Tears roll down my cheeks again and fall apart when they roll off my jaw. I won’t become a book. Some
            other necromancer will have to invent a spell of their own, to do what I did, if I am ever to rest.
         

         
         This is my only chance to be certain I’ll reside within the Halls.

         
         “I can’t,” I say. “I don’t want to die, Willa. Not yet.”

         
         Tears well in her eyes. “I didn’t think so,” she says.

         
         As she steps over the threshold, the doors shut behind her. She passes the gate, and that closes, too, with a metallic rattle of finality. She kneels in front of me, and takes my hands, and weaves our fingers together. 

         
         “I had missed it,” she says softly. “Doing magic with you.”

         
         My eyes squeeze shut against a new round of tears. Willa whimpers under her breath as tears stutter down her cheeks.

         
         “Irene,” she says, “what is that?”

         
         In my lap, a swollen shape moves through the pool of blood. I scoop it up into my hand.

         
         “It looks . . .” I examine it closely, at the shape it takes now that it is drenched in blood. “. . . like a moth.”

         
         But, on closer inspection, it’s not a moth.

         
         It’s the corner of a piece of paper.

         
         More such shapes emerge from the blood. The unseen insects crawl down my arms, into my hands, into my wound, and emerge visible.
            Small corners. Tattered pages. Long strips.
         

         
         “They look like ashes,” says Willa.

         
         Some do, yes. Some crumble as soon as I try to touch them.

         
         Others have frayed edges.

         
         Others look . . . burned.

         
         “Willa,” I say, “what’s happening?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         The buzzing comes together in one loud surge of sound. Willa and I meet each other’s gaze. It tries again, an unsteady chorus
            attempting a word, and when it fails, the bloody pieces all rush at one another, coagulating into a recognizable, achingly
            familiar shape.
         

         
         “Willa.” I can barely speak. “They’re—”

         
         “The books,” she says.

         
         Disbelief and joy both skitter through me. How? How can they be here? How could they have felt like bugs, when all along they
            were—
         

         
         No. Of course they felt like bugs.

         
         That is the one spell all necromancers know. The one spell every book contains. They were trying to say they knew him. They were trying to ask for help.
         

         
         “But we couldn’t see them,” I say. “Why couldn’t we see them?”

         
         Willa looks as helpless as I feel. “This means that souls bound to objects that are destroyed—”

         
         “Aren’t lost forever,” I say. “They just take a different shape.”

         
         The nave around us fills with these blood-covered fragments, still buzzing, still trying to speak. More and more of them scurry
            into the blood on my lap, eager to make themselves visible.
         

         
         “Tell us what to do,” says Willa, “and we will do it.”

         
         They crowd closer, closer, a swarm with us at the center. They build a massive wall around us, as high as the ceiling that
            goes on forever, blocking out the gates, the doors, the walls, the stone.
         

         
         “LET,” they say, in an echoing choir that causes the stone all around us to rumble, “US . . . IN.”
         

         
         Let us in.

         
         Everything in me goes still. Everything in me goes numb.

         
         Holding my face, you said, “Let us in.”

         
         “Willa,” I say, “Agnes told me about this. She saw this.”
         

         
         And just before I woke, you dove into my body.

         
         “I have to let them in.”

         
         “Into what? Your body? Your sou—” Willa’s myriad eyes go wide. I have seen all of her faces. I have known her at every age.
            And all of those faces—the child, the mother, the corpse—stare at me in horror. “No. Irene, no. Absolutely not.”
         

         
         “They won’t hurt me,” I say.

         
         “Your soul’s already been damaged,” she says. “You don’t know what will happen! You don’t know what this will do! Your soul isn’t a game, Irene, you cannot play with it—”
         

         
         “My soul is mine to do with what I will,” I say. “And I’d like to do something good. Something bigger than myself.”

         
         Willa shakes my shoulders, near hysterics. “Taking an entire soul into your own isn’t done! You don’t know how it will end!”
         

         
         I lay my hands upon her hands, then say to the books: “Tell me how to let you in.”

         
         “Irene, I beg you,” Willa sobs, “please don’t do this.”

         
         “You cannot ask that of me,” I say. “I am married to the Saint of the Crypt, Willa. I am married to the man who made these books and lost them. He has grieved the destruction of their souls every day of his life. How can I return to him, and tell him I walked away when they asked me for help? How will I ever look him in the eye again?” 

         
         Willa bows her head, weeping still, and clutches my hands.

         
         “If I had known how you would die, and begged you not to have another child, you would not have listened to me,” I say, “because
            you loved your husband.” After a moment, I draw a trembling breath, and I can finally say it: “I love my husband, too.”
         

         
         Willa’s sobbing shudders through her whole spirit, and she tightens her grip on my hands. The buzzing grows louder around
            us, a thrum of expectation and desperation.
         

         
         “I understand,” Willa moans, and she releases my hands so that they are free to do whatever I must.

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I say. “Mine is the soul and the body and the blood.”
         

         
         Willa sits back on her knees, her chin perched on her folded hands, as she watches with still-glistening eyes. The burned
            strips of paper press against my navel, where I am connected to the wound in my body and the endless blood flowing through
            me from Underhill.
         

         
         “I am the seeker of knowledge destroyed; I am the seeker of souls that yearn for rest. Mine is the hand that reaches for the
               annihilated,” I say. “Mine is the soul that shall open to them. Where I am wounded, I shall be healed thousandfold; where I am broken, I shall be
               mended.”
         

         
         With those words, I guide the first burned fragments of paper into my soul, where the hole, I know, is constantly flickering
            from one part of me to another. The bloodied fragments float within my misting outline, but they do not yet latch on where
            they ought to. I would feel it, I think, if they did.
         

         
         “To the burned, I offer the bite in my soul,” I say. “May those who came before me, who passed their knowledge down to me, find rest within me.”
         

         
         The Halls are listening, but I have no idea what to give in exchange for this. Blood hardly seems enough.

         
         Mind racing, I make calculations—I weigh sacrifice against sacrifice—and I keep speaking, inventing their salvation as I go.

         
         “Those whose bodies were transformed in death were laid into the Crypt; now they shall lie in me. The husband of the Crypt
               is my husband, and so in turn I will become the Crypt.”

         
         But how does a soul become a graveyard?

         
         I look at Willa, wild-eyed, and find her worrying her lip. Her eyes are sharp.

         
         Moments of silence pass between us. The lack of speech—the lack of sacrifice—is losing the Hall’s attention.
         

         
         “I told you that you would have to surrender what you love best in this world,” she says, as though revealing a secret, discovering
            a truth. “I told you that you would have all you want and nothing you want.”
         

         
         I shake my head. Agnes and St. John are not here with me to be sacrificed. Even if that were the answer, I would not—but it
            does not make sense that the Halls should want them.
         

         
         “Not who, Irene,” says Willa. “What.”
         

         
         No.

         
         I am no one without it. I am nothing without it.
         

         
         I would not have survived—so many times, I would not have—

         
         I cannot live without—
         

         
         I—

         
         All I am. All I’ve been, since the moment my blood opened the Book of Samuel Haine. The reason I am alive. The method I used
            to save my family from my father. The reason St. John courted me, the reason I married him. All our midnight jaunts through
            churchyards, our afternoons bent over bones. Each one of our triumphs, and every last one of our failures. The entire story
            of my soul: the mortal wound, its unexpected endurance, the healing I never expected. The night the Halls heard my soul and
            gave Agnes back to me. The entire foundation of my life is writ in a cipher I decoded with nothing more than blood and time.
         

         
         And yet:

         
         Isn’t that precisely the reason it must be me? Hasn’t my every hour of every day been leading to exactly this moment? All my life, what I wanted—just as much as magic—was to rebuild the Crypt. It was what I dreamed of on the shoreline with my sister; it was what I mourned when all of my books were confiscated and destroyed. The Crypt and magic were never separate entities to me—I could not want one without wanting the other. Would I have married St. John if he hadn’t been the Saint of the Crypt? No. Never. I was a child when I pretended to be him, the Saint who surrendered his own magic to live forever in service of something greater than himself. 

         
         No more pretending. I could do what he once did. I could make Delilah’s choice, as I once said I would—but, no, this would
            be a far graver choice than what even she made. I could make my husband’s choice. I could live until the end of all ends, at his side, and when Agnes’s mission on earth is done, she will become a
            book and she will live inside me. Together. All three of us. Bound in magic.
         

         
         From now to the end of all ends, I will be magic. Magic won’t be what I do; it will be what I am. I will be the Crypt. I will be the Crypt, and I will have my two darling, beloved Saints—and isn’t that the way it was always
            meant to be?
         

         
         What a gift. What a blessing.

         
         It hardly feels like a sacrifice at all, when I think of what I get in return.

         
         When I look around the Halls, there are still so many ashes, still so many torn-apart pieces of paper. So many books. More
            than what St. John and I collected—more than what was taken from our house. More than I ever could have imagined. Papers and
            books that block out the stonework, there are so many.
         

         
         And here they have waited, unbodied, for someone to help them, knowing no one would come, because everyone believed them erased.
         

         
         But not anymore. They are coming home with me, and they will never be lost again.

         
         “I will be the Crypt,” I say. “My duty is to the dead. No longer shall I be an unquiet grave. No more will my crying soul expect answer. No more will I open the doors with my blood. My body shall be a final resting place, and so I shall never again sacrifice this flesh that is the house of unnumbered souls. I am the Crypt. Mine is the body and the soul and the blood, and my body and soul and blood are no longer mine only to give. The Halls of the Dead are no longer my power: I have been the haunter of the Halls of the Dead, and now my haunting ends.”
         

         
         Something snaps.
         

         
         It reverberates through every fiber of my soul.

         
         It sounds like the end of magic, but it isn’t, really. It may be a shift, but not one of diminishment. There is nothing lesser
            about this, about the power I am about to hold.
         

         
         “I am the Crypt.”

         
         A great, horrible crackling noise, like a conflagration surging through flesh.

         
         I could learn how to make illusions. I could learn herbalism and enchantment. There is transmutation of the flesh to learn,
            and I will have to the end of all ends to learn it from St. John. Why not? Why shouldn’t I?
         

         
         “I am the Crypt.”

         
         The acrid stench of smoke, suffusing me.

         
         There is no limit now. There is time for all of it. Before this I had no interest in anything but necromancy, but now—now
            there can be all of it. I can be all of it. I never realized that life could be all of it. If my heart is big enough for all the magic in the world, it is because St. John and Agnes first made it big enough for
            both of them, and proved to me that life did not have to be loss.
         

         
         “And I want my ensouled books back.”

         
         The sound of the flames grows louder and louder, gaining volume until it billows through me, and that cacophony turns into
            something else:
         

         
         A chorus of screams.

         
         One by one, the bloodied fragments begin to glow, as the light of their souls breaks through the illusion of paper and ash.
            Those souls dive at me, into me, and weave through the hole in my soul like a needle through cloth. Up, over, through, they tie themselves tightly to me, tightening further to make room for more, making room in me where I had not ever thought there could be. Willa tugs me close and holds me while the souls of our predecessors continue to anchor themselves to me. 

         
         “I remember, you know,” she says. “I remember the game where you were the Saint of the Crypt, and that I had to renew you.”

         
         Had I ever believed she forgot? She acted, sometimes, like she had.

         
         And no wonder she did not want anything more to do with necromancy, after what she gave.

         
         “You took such pleasure in it,” she says. “In pretending your whole body could be remade by magic.” She laughs, a little.
            “Now here you are, doing just that. We were supposed to remake the library together. I suppose we did. You waited so long
            for this. Mr. Haley even longer.”
         

         
         She squeezes me as close as she can. Over the sound of the flames, my sister leans close and whispers her last words to me:

         
         “The point of waiting is that waiting ends. You can’t just wait forever.”
         

         
         She holds me close, impossibly close, and all I can see is light: the light of her soul, the light of the souls of the books,
            the light by which they burned, and there is so much of it, it’s all I see.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-Two
St. John

         
         
            As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be: world without end. Amen.

            Gloria Patri

         

         Irene does not bolt upright, like before. She doesn’t cry.

         
         This time she comes back to us gasping for breath and writhing in agony.

         
         “Help,” she says, her voice reed-thin and strained. She throws her arms out, and kicks out her legs, as if wrestling some
            force I cannot see.
         

         
         And then she speaks again, and all within me goes still.

         
         “Help me.”

         
         That is not Irene’s voice alone. That is a choir of voices, more than even what the Odenkirk compendium held. I turn to Agnes, whose lips have parted with the same confused
            horror that grips me. How could a trip to the Halls of the Dead have resulted in this? Whatever happened there was so powerful
            it broke the numbing spell I placed on her body. There is nothing she could have done there that would mean coming back in
            pain, and not by herself, unless—
         

         
         “Aggie,” I say. “Aggie, hurry, she’s possessed.”

         
         Knitting needle in hand, Agnes rushes to Irene’s side. Just as she’s about to cut open her palm, Irene snatches her wrist
            to stop her. She rolls half onto her side, curling up to keep the knife secure in her navel, then crying out when it pierces
            her more deeply.
         

         
         “Not . . . possessed,” says a portion of that choir. This time, the voices do not speak in tandem—they overlap each other, so that those two words are spoken a dozen times or more. I cannot even hear Irene’s voice over the strength of the others. 

         
         “It’s not her speaking,” I say. “We must exorcise—”

         
         “St. John,” says Agnes, quivering. “Look. Her eyes.”

         
         At first glance, her eyes are the same frosted blue they have always been—then something orange glints within them. Taking
            her by the chin, I turn her head to the left and right, finding orange sparks refracting emberlike through the kaleidoscopic
            pattern of her irises.
         

         
         “What is this?” I ask, knowing Agnes cannot answer and doubting Irene can speak the truth. This is so far beyond anything
            I have ever seen I do not know what to make of it. Help me, I pray, to him, as I always do. Help me help her. But nothing from the festering depths surfaces in my memory. The moths within me knock against my ribs, my vertebrae, and
            I make a strangled sound, as desperate and powerless as I have always been.
         

         
         “I . . .” Irene’s voice is her own again, but weak. “I . . . made . . . Delilah’s . . . choice.”

         
         She sits up at Underhill’s feet, wheezing. She coughs and ashes come out of her mouth. At once, I reach for a handkerchief
            to wipe them from her lips. The spray of Underhill’s blood has stained almost every inch of her, and the ashes stick to the
            blood on her chin, her cheeks, her mouth.
         

         
         “I found them,” she says with the choir. Her fingers wrap loosely around my wrist, and her eyes, heavy lidded, struggle to
            focus on my face. “All of them,” she says, in her own, rasping voice, her gaze meeting mine. The blood vessels in her sclera
            have turned gray with the smoke rising from the embers in her irises. Her breath smells like a pyre.
         

         
         “The soul-eaten?” It feels impossible even as I ask. “This is how you helped them?”

         
         “The books,” wheezes the choir. “I had room to spare.”

         
         Agnes whimpers. “The hole in her soul,” she says.

         
         Help me, I pray to him again, Help me, for I do not know what to do.

         
         All the lost books—and how many must there be?—welcomed into the space where Irene’s soul was cut. Those souls have not possessed her body, but merged with her soul, become one. This is not what happened when Delilah ate the books; those souls were simply held within her body, like apples in a bowl.
            Dear God, what happens now? What happens to a soul when thousands of others anchor to it? Will she lose herself? Will there
            be anything left of her?
         

         
         I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know.

         
         “God damn it, Irene,” I say, “this was not Delilah’s choice.” My voice breaks, and a sob wrangles out of me. Tears burn in
            my one remaining eye, for whatever comes next for her cannot be good. When should I have stopped her, so that we did not come
            to this? “You insufferable martyr, what have you done? This will kill you. Your body will not recognize this blended soul. You’re not meant to play with your soul this way!”
         

         
         “My . . . soul . . . is . . . mine . . .”

         
         I tear away from her, thrusting bloody fingers through my hair, pacing the massacre of broken china and splintered sideboard
            that has become our dining room floor. I cannot stand to hear that choir speaking through her lips, turning my own words against
            me. Everything broken in this room, I can fix, but Irene—I don’t know what I can do with Irene.
         

         
         “St. John,” she wheezes. Her voice warbles between her own, and not. “The books . . . at Chelsea . . . Old Church.”

         
         There are five books in that minuscule collection, a library so much smaller than the Crypt ever was. Yet when I came to London,
            it was the Crypt I longed for, some slice of home. There were other churches I might have chosen.
         

         
         I chose Chelsea Old Church because its books are chained to their shelves.

         
         Irene coughs, sending the smoke from the burning of the Crypt into the air between us. The beetles within me click their wings,
            and I look to Agnes, cupping Irene’s cheeks in her hands, on the verge of tears.
         

         
         “Call the soul from her body,” I say.

         
         Her eyes widen. “I don’t know the spell. We don’t have a book.”

         
         “If you knew it, could you do it?”

         
         “I would try, of course I would try!”

         
         I lean closer to Irene, but this time, it is not her I speak to.

         
         “Do any of you know the spell to call the soul from the body?” I ask. “Any of you. Please. I know you must! I was there with
            you for all of it!”
         

         
         “St. John.” Irene’s breath wisps with smoke. “The fire . . . I said I was the Crypt . . . Is that why I burn?”

         
         With each word, Irene’s voice fades, and another melodious one rises. I know it—I know all of them—but I cannot place where I last heard it and whose it might have been. God, I should be glad—glad they still existed
            somewhere, glad they were not simply gone, glad Irene could save them—but all I can think about is saving her from the embers burning her up from within.
         

         
         “My Saint of the Crypt,” says that prominent voice, on its own, now. “How long it’s been.”

         
         I freeze.

         
         I look at Irene, whose eyes have gone completely gray with coal-dark smoke.

         
         My voice breaks again when I say his name.

         
         “John?”

         
         “I had faith we would meet again,” he says.

         
         Hearing his voice, I fall to my knees. I had not imagined ever hearing it again.

         
         “John,” I say. If I had a heart, it would burst. How glad I am, now, that I cannot gasp, that my lungs cannot squeeze for
            lack of air. He who first welcomed me to St. Lazarus’s Abbey, he who made me what I am, who loved me, has finally come back
            to me.
         

         
         “John,” I say, my voice breaking even as I muster all my courage, “help me.”

         
         “Do you not remember what I told you?” he asks. “Ah, but it has been so long, perhaps not. I cannot blame you. But I did tell
            you another would come to take the burden of embers from you; one saint to act as God’s justice, another to take the ashes.”
         

         
         “I have not forgotten this,” I say, at once. I cannot have him think, even for a moment, that I was so careless with so important a vision. “But I did not know then what it meant, and I hardly know now.” 

         
         “Then listen well, my sainted one.” Such warmth fills every word he speaks, such kindness, as if he loved me still despite all the ways I’ve failed. “She discovered us in the Halls of the Dead, hidden though we
            have been, and welcomed us to join with her. But you are right to worry; we are too numerous, and her body even now begins
            to reject this mended soul. I fear we may perish together.”
         

         
         “I won’t let that happen,” I say.

         
         “When it was your body and soul that could not recognize each other,” he says, “we helped both to feel at home with one another
            again.”
         

         
         Now we must do that for Irene, but how? For me the solution seemed so clear. For Irene, it is not a matter of replacing organs
            or adding false blood to her body. For Irene, it is a matter of her soul—of making her body understand that this is no foreign invader, but her.
         

         
         Chelsea Old Church, Irene had said. Why? Why should that matter now?

         
         Because she knew something. Had an idea for what I could do.
         

         
         When it comes to me, I am once again glad I have no need for breath, or else all the air would be knocked out of me.

         
         “I’m going to transmute her soul,” I say. “I must make her soul her own, but bind each of you to it, to your own place.”

         
         For a moment he is quiet. Then, pleased laughter, punctuated by that terrible cough, wheezes out of him.

         
         “Transmutation of the soul,” says John the Abbot of St. Lazarus’s Abbey. “I never thought of that.”

         
         “Tell Agnes how to call the soul from her body,” I say, “and I will do the rest.”

         
         “Agnes,” says John. “You are the True Resurrection, are you not?”

         
         Tears race down Agnes’s cheeks. “Yes,” she says.

         
         “Marigold Graves made a valiant effort to make you recognize her before your return,” he says. “The little moth. Ah, but you could not have understood. No one ever has. A True Resurrection . . . What a marvel you are. Now cut your palm, and I will tell you the spell.” 

         
         Once blood has dripped from her fingers, he begins to tell her what words to say.

         
         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” says Agnes, repeating after him. “Mine is the soul and the body and the blood. I am the flesh that seeks the soul; I call forth her soul from her body to shed
               the shackle of flesh and come freely to my hands.”
         

         
         Mist seeps from Irene’s pores. Nebulous, at first—then glistening and dewy, like the threads of a spider’s web in the sunlight
            after a rainstorm. That great cloud woven through with diaphanous threads emerges from her chest and for the first time I
            see the horrid, scarred edge where Underhill took a piece of her away forever. Along that edge, myriad bright lights jostle
            about, thrusting themselves at the rest of her soul like a thousand songbirds trapped in the same cage.
         

         
         Despite that writhing movement, Agnes holds Irene’s soul securely in her hands.

         
         “I have you,” she mutters to Irene, who must still be in there somewhere, despite the absence of her voice. “I won’t let you
            go, love, I swear it.”
         

         
         It is like looking hundreds of years into the past. Of course Irene risked her soul for this singular chance. I would have
            done it, too. I already have done it.
         

         
         “My darling saint,” says John the Abbot, “use the blood of Agnes to draw your equation on her soul. That will be best.”

         
         I step up beside Agnes. My fingers move through the mist of Irene without harming her to swipe blood away from Agnes’s stigmata.
            Here, in our hands, is our darling wife. Not her body, not her flesh, but her soul. The truest part of her self. The most vulnerable, exposed nerve. What a privilege it is, to hold what makes her her, and what a solemn honor that I cannot afford to besmirch.
         

         
         And so, with Agnes’s blood, I draw. A soul is not a solid surface: It is not like wood, or stone, or skin. Irene’s soul mists apart wherever I touch with my shaking fingers; my symbols start out patchy, not closed, not really symbols at all. 

         
         “A lighter touch,” he instructs me. “Gentle, like drawing on water. The marks will ripple away, so know where you’ve drawn.
            There we go . . . That’s it.”
         

         
         As I go, I tell him the equation I have in mind. One that will give every soul its place, yes, but one that should allow them
            a leash of flesh, if I do this right. John and I talk through the calculations, no longer student and teacher but two equals
            who understand this lost magic with the ease of a mother tongue.
         

         
         That does not make this particular spell easy. This is not an act of healing. This is not turning silver into gold, or pennies into pounds. This is making every lost book—every
            soul—a true part of Irene, while ensuring Irene’s soul and body will not lose the ability to recognize one another as complementary parts.
         

         
         Sweat drips down my forehead. With neither hand available, Agnes offers up her shoulder, and I wipe it away.

         
         “You’ve got it,” Agnes whispers.

         
         The clock on the mantle chimes the hour. Minutes or days later, it chimes the next. All there is for me is Agnes’s blood,
            and Irene’s soul, and John’s support. I do not know how long it goes on—only that, by the time I near the end of the transmutation,
            my fingers quake with exhaustion rather than nerves and the back of my shirt is soaked through.
         

         
         “There is but a little left,” I tell them.

         
         “I must tell you, my sainted one, how well you’ve done,” says John. “You have been everything I’ve needed you to be, and more
            than I ever hoped.”
         

         
         My lower lip trembles. Before I can say a word, we walk through the last of the equation together, and I draw those lines
            with Agnes’s blood across Irene’s soul.
         

         
         Nothing changes, at first.

         
         Then the movement stops. The writhing, the wrestling, the undulating waves—there is nothing but utter stillness as her soul
            simply waits for a necromancer to tell it what to do.
         

         
         “Saint Irene of the Crypt, Saint Agnes of the Crypt,” says John. “A true trinity. My three hopes. Rest, now. You have earned it.” 

         
         I collapse, then, to the floor beside Irene. Even if I had the energy, I could not wail. I was made hollow, and with nothing
            but dirt and bugs in me, I lie face down, uncertain what to make of these past hours.
         

         
         “Put us back,” he’s telling Agnes, “and withdraw the knife from her. She will be well.”

         
         The room dims. The glow of Irene’s soul, and all the bright stars attached to it, recedes as that mist sinks down into her
            flesh. Agnes eases the knife from Irene’s belly, and I perform my final task: a handful of shapes, and then, the wound closes.
         

         
         

         Later, I wake in Irene’s arms. Her shoulder moves beneath my cheek.

         
         “Agnes?” she calls. Her voice is her own again, with no choir or echo. That weak rasp, and nothing more.

         
         “I’m here, my love,” she says. “I’m right here. So is St. John.”

         
         Irene’s fingers glide through my hair. Her palm rests on the back of my head.

         
         “I must tell you both something,” she says. “Something I’ve done.”

         
         “We know, my dear,” I say.

         
         A long silence follows. I half drift back to sleep, and then Irene mutters:

         
         “I had to.”

         
         I know. I know she had to. There was never a chance she would choose anything else.

         
         She slips her fingers through mine.

         
         “Someone once told me . . .” She pauses and turns her head to face mine. No more smoke clouds her sclera. Her breath, perhaps,
            still has a tinge of ash on it. And her eyes—only when I truly search do I spot a freckle of ember from the Crypt in them,
            small and cooled.
         

         
         “The point of waiting is that waiting ends,” she says. “You can’t just wait forever.”

         
         The bumblebees and beetles all open their wings within me, buzzing and rattling. I lean close and press a soft, grateful kiss
            to her lips.
         

         
         “My necromancer of all necromancers,” I say. “Thank you.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-Three
Irene

         
         
            Do you not see how necessary a world of pains and troubles is to school an intelligence and make it a soul? A place where
               the heart must feel and suffer in a thousand diverse ways . . .
            

            John Keats, 1819

         

         Underwater, time slips by in its own way. You measure by the slant of sunlight through the waves. You measure by the bubbles
            you breathe through your nose. I wasn’t afraid of what could happen until it started happening, and then, once it began, the
            terror melted into peace.
         

         
         “Shhh,” says a voice I trust. “Rest.”

         
         Someone brushes my hair away from my face. Someone kisses my forehead. Around us, the sunbeams shift in bright stretches.
            Someone takes my hand. Someone closes the bed curtains and blocks out the light.
         

         
         I rest.

         
         

         In the dream, my mother says, Just keep drinking. Except I’m not dreaming. I’m awake, and someone’s holding me. Someone’s holding me, and helping me drink.
         

         
         I’m hungry, I say. Or don’t say, but think. I’m so hungry.

         
         

         And it’s the hunger that wakes me, in the middle of the night. Sharp, searing hunger. A hunger so keen my gums ache.

         
         I try to sit up, but I can’t. My body is so heavy. My soul is so heavy, I think, and another voice inside me says, It will feel better in time.
         

         
         Since I can’t find my way to the light, I tumble back into the dark.

         
         

         The night passes in blackness like the silhouetted body of a whale. When the shadow disappears, daylight rushes back in.

         
         Come morning, I awake gently. The sun at the edges of my bed curtain illuminates a different world from the one I last bid
            goodnight.
         

         
         In the mirror, my face is largely unchanged, except for the occasional glint of orange reflected in my irises. There, a spot
            like an ember, extinguished as quickly as it burned. It seems more like a trick of light than reality. One might think it
            an illusion if they didn’t know how I had burned.
         

         
         Tying a wrapper round my narrow waist, I make my way from my bedroom as if in a dream. My head, full of cotton; my insides,
            full of sloshing waves.
         

         
         Downstairs, valises sit full of potential in the foyer. Agnes’s hope chest, too. I gaze at them a long time, understanding
            what they mean. It was my suggestion to leave, but after everything, all I want is a place to call home, a place where I can
            rest and sleep for as long as I like.
         

         
         After everything we’ve been through, Agnes deserves to see the world, and St. John deserves to see the other soul-eaters devoured.
            What I want can wait. I would wait forever, to have it with them.
         

         
         “My darling, there you are,” says Agnes. She emerges from between the doors of the dining room, walks briskly through the
            parlor, and presses a kiss to my mouth. “I was just coming to check on you. How are you feeling?”
         

         
         Heavy, I think. Like someone buried me alive. Like someone filled my belly up with stones.
         

         
         “Like I’ve been to Hell and back,” I joke. A joke. I’d forgotten how to joke.

         
         Agnes laughs, delighted. “And so you have!” she says. “You slept all of yesterday. I’m surprised you didn’t sleep longer.” She caresses my cheek in her palm. With my thumb, I wipe away a smudge of blood from the corner of her mouth. 

         
         “It’s Tuesday? We should have finished this yesterday,” I say. “You should not have let me sleep so long.”

         
         “You’d have been useless if we hadn’t,” she says. “We needed rest, too. Underhill and Walters have only been missing a day.”

         
         “A day is enough time to think of suspects.”

         
         “I know,” says Agnes. “St. John is itching to leave before dark, if you think you’re fit to travel.”

         
         I don’t, but I will not be what keeps us behind.

         
         “Everything is packed,” says Agnes. “Only a few tasks yet remain.”

         
         “I remember what we’re to do,” I say. “Has anyone come searching?”

         
         “No,” she says, “but that’s pure luck, I think.”

         
         “We deserved a bit of that.”

         
         As I start toward the dining room, Agnes catches my hand.

         
         “Irene,” she says, then stops. Her mouth opens, then closes. “John—St. John’s abbot—he mentioned Marigold Graves. Is she . . . ?”

         
         I close my eyes. The answer seems to come from my heart, though I know it is floating to my mind through my soul.

         
         “She’s here,” I say, “and loves you, still.”

         
         Agnes nods, and a radiant smile breaks across her face.

         
         Together, we head into the dining room, where Underhill languishes in his shackles. At the table, St. John sits smoking a
            pipe and reading a newspaper. A bandage no longer covers his eye, but an eyepatch, made from plain black velvet and embroidered
            with golden thread. It suits him.
         

         
         “How does one smoke when one hasn’t any lungs?” I tease my husband. God, I tease him, the way Agnes is always doing to both of us. His brow rises; it is different, I know, but it doesn’t feel wrong.
         

         
         “Practice,” he says. “And magic. A good illusion is almost like the real thing.”

         
         With a wave of his hand, the pipe disappears.

         
         “Don’t come any closer until I’ve numbed you again,” he says.

         
         “I don’t need it,” I say.

         
         “Have we not had enough of your martyrdom?”

         
         “I mean it,” I say. “I don’t feel the fragment of my soul in him at all.”

         
         Underhill meets my gaze, then, and I refuse to be the one to look away. Sunday morning, when I called to the fragment of my
            soul in him, being near him caused such pain—but now it doesn’t. There are the usual pains, the old pains, the discomfort
            in my pelvis and the swollen feeling in all my joints, but nothing so deep as to reach my very soul.
         

         
         “I see,” he says. “Would you like your knife?”

         
         “I would, in fact.”

         
         He offers me my necromancer’s knife, and I accept it with severe, solemn purpose.

         
         Three times, in succession, I run my thumb over the bumps engraved in the handle. The blade makes more of itself, and lengthens
            into a sword, with a sharp, serrated edge. It is heavy enough to require both hands to wield it.
         

         
         Small and weak as I am, I shouldn’t be able to lift it.

         
         And yet.

         
         My husband and wife are there, watching, as I raise the knife-turned-sword, and sever Underhill’s left arm from his body.

         
         It slumps to the ground. The shackle binding his wrist falls with it—then flickers, releasing the limb. Some of the blood
            pouring from the open wound simply spills; some of it follows the path of muscle and bone rebuilding itself in the empty space,
            then covers the exposed tissue in skin. Without any interference from us, the shackle binds itself again to the new wrist
            on his new arm.
         

         
         Right arm, right shoulder, ribs, legs. After each amputation, there is no evidence of loss: The moment my sword tears him
            apart, St. John’s spell goes to work replenishing him.
         

         
         Meanwhile, St. John begins arranging his duplicate limbs on the floor.

         
         I tear out Underhill’s heart. His stomach. Each lung. This next part doesn’t require his organs—we could use dirt, and mimic St. John—but this next part must be convincing.
         

         
         And I admit, this violence satisfies something soul-deep within me.

         
         “Do you regret it yet?” I ask. “Everything you worked to build . . . Your legacy, your eternal life . . . It all amounts to
            ash.”
         

         
         The corner of my mouth twitches with rage. I snatch his chin in my hand and force him to look at me.

         
         “I brought them back,” I whisper. “Every book you ever burned. I am a saint of the Crypt, now.”

         
         A grin opens across my mouth.

         
         Smiles have always rested easier on St. John’s lips than mine, but this smile beams up from within me, bright and true.

         
         “You told me a story about St. Irene,” I say. “Now I think we shall make you tell it to the world.”

         
         I bring down my sword one last time, and his head goes rolling across the floor.

         
         

         Soon, St. John assembles an unsewn ragdoll of body parts.

         
         Each severed arm to its shoulder. Each severed leg to its socket. Each organ placed properly inside the torso, arranged with
            a careful surgery. St. John draws equations where each separate part is to be joined, and piece by piece, bit by bit, we put
            it together. As if with small, unseen needles, shoulder knits to bicep on delicate threads of skin. Lungs knit to trachea.
            Heart knits to aorta. The seam where I beheaded him fades away; all the vertebrae fit together without question.
         

         
         The duplicate body lies lifeless on the floor. Lifeless, in that it was never alive—its parts were, but as a whole it is a new man, a different man, wearing his same face. The eyes staring blankly at the ceiling are
            not the eyes that stared down at me as he called the soul from my body. He is the Argo—every piece of wood replaced, not the same man, and yet unchanged.
         

         
         I rub my thumb over the three bumps on the handle. The sword transforms into a knife again. The knife St. John gave me as
            a wedding gift. The knife I used to turn my father’s bones into a butler. The knife I used for Willa, and for Agnes. The knife
            I have used for twelve years, during which it has been both familiar friend and extension of myself. I lay its serrated blade
            over the palm I’ve cut and stabbed countless times in my life and swallow down a wave of grief that I shall never shed my
            blood again.
         

         
         I grieved my magic once before. When my soul was injured. When the Halls could not hear me. I survived without magic before,
            believing it would never come back to me. Some days it was a hollow survival, yes. But others—others, there was the excitement
            of falling in love with the woman the Halls foresaw I was fated to be with.
         

         
         I do not doubt there will be hollowness again. A great, expansive absence where my casting should be. I will miss it.

         
         But what I have now is so much bigger. Every spell. Every lost book. A hole in my soul filled with history and magic. If there
            is grief, now, it is a different kind—a bittersweet kind—knowing that I finally, truly have all I ever wanted.
         

         
         I press a parting kiss to the handle of my necromancer’s knife. It has served me well, but I no longer need to suffer to prove
            my strength.
         

         
         “Agnes?” I say.

         
         She turns toward me, and I offer her the knife. Her brows come together.

         
         “Do you not wish to cast the spell yourself?” she asks.

         
         “I would love to,” I say, “but my part in this is different now that I am the Crypt.” I place the knife in her hand, and curl
            her fingers around it, and kiss her knuckles. “Let us do what we do best, my love. Let’s do this together.”
         

         
         “I don’t know the spell,” she says.

         
         “Then I shall give you a book,” I say. “Cut your hand, my love.”

         
         With my knife, she slices open her palm. I take her bleeding hand in mine.

         
         Where she touches me, her blood swiftly disappears, swallowed by an invisible mouth that must be fed before it will share
            its secrets.
         

         
         And, once fed, the skin of my palm bubbles upward, pulsing like a snake pushing at its eggshell. My skin stretches, expands, until a book births itself from my palm. When Agnes takes it, it opens readily, with enough flesh to cover every page. As she tugs the book, more skin generates, creating a cord that connects it to my body, so that she may take it as far as she needs without the book ever losing its tether to me, like the oldest books in the Crypt, like the books in Chelsea Old Church. 

         
         All these years later, a sense of awe still blooms within me as I witness what magic can do.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-Four
Agnes

         
         
            I am fearless, and therefore powerful.

            Mary Shelley, 1831

         

         “I am the haunter of the Halls of the Dead,” I whisper.
         

         
         The downy hair on the back of my neck rises. The Halls have turned their attention to me, their vengeance-made-flesh, and
            they are listening. From this book, once destroyed, now rendered whole again, I continue to read:
         

         
         “I am the pulse of the heart. I am the breath of life.”

         
         Per the spell’s instructions, I squeeze three drops of blood onto the new Underhill’s face.

         
         “I am the shaper of the clay,” I say. “I am the shock that awakens dead flesh.”
         

         
         He sucks down his first, rattling breath.

         
         He does not cry, as Irene or I did.

         
         This is not a resurrection. It is not even a reanimation.

         
         It is puppetry.

         
         St. John presses a hand to the new Underhill’s heart. He waits a moment, then nods.

         
         “It’s working,” he says. He looks at me, and Irene, and when he sighs, he offers a smile. “Do your worst, my darlings.”

         
         I turn to Irene. A puppet can do nothing unless it has received direct instruction from its maker. With no soul to pilot it,
            it hangs on every word of its necromancer.
         

         
         Irene nods, giving me full dominion over what this Underhill shall do. I inhale a deep breath, collecting my thoughts, and then I meet my doll’s eyes. 

         
         “Tonight,” I say, “after the sun has set and we have left this house for the last time, you shall exit the front door and
            go out into the street. There, you shall follow the shadows I call forth from the Halls of the Dead. They will lead you to
            a party—to the annual ball held by the Society of Magicians. You have been missing. People will be glad to see you. They will
            ask you where you’ve been. You will treat them coldly. You will not answer them. Instead, clutching yourself as though in
            pain, you will limp to the center of the room and command their attention.
         

         
         “There, you shall speak loudly, sincerely, like the wretch you are. And you will not allow anyone to interrupt you. You shall
            say:
         

         
         “‘I have come to explain my absence. I have come to confess. Last December during the trial of Mrs. Irene Haley, I visited
            her in her warded cell, and I ate of her soul.’
         

         
         “If anyone shouts that they do not believe you, tell them you are not finished confessing. Then say:

         
         “‘Since defiling her soul and mine, I have craved the taste of flesh. These past days I have been missing, for I attacked
            and ate my friend, Dr. Amos Walters, when he failed to convince Mr. St. John Haley to commit his wife to an asylum on my order,
            where I knew nothing she said against me would be believed.’
         

         
         “There will be shouts of disbelief after this, I am certain. Whoever shouts the loudest, you will drag to the center of the
            room, where all can see you. You will take them by the throat. You will open your mouth as though to eat. And then you shall
            cause your body to explode. I am your maker, your necromancer, your commander, and you shall do as I bid. Do you understand
            what you are to do? Do you understand who I am, my puppet?”
         

         
         “Yes, maker,” says the puppet. “Thy will be done.”

         
         I close the book made of Irene’s flesh. I settle it into her hand. It sucks down into her and the sagging skin tightens up,
            so that her palm is the same as it ever was. St. John quickly draws his healing shapes over my own palm.
         

         
         I will need both hands intact for the work ahead.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter Forty-Five
The Dead

         
         
            The paths of glory lead but to the grave.

            Thomas Gray, 1751

         

         As the sun began to set on the 18th of December, 1849, a carriage departed from the terrace house on Cheyne Street where Mr.
            and Mrs. St. John Haley had lived for the twelve years of their marriage. In that carriage were several bags, into which they
            had stuffed all they could of their most essential belongings. Though it was large, and heavy, they had brought a hope chest,
            too.
         

         
         We know what was carried in that hope chest.

         
         Or should we say who?
         

         
         Once night fell, another figure departed from the house on Cheyne Street. This one moved with the stiff, laborious motion
            of a clock’s hands, as though it were stuffed with wheels and cogs. We were waiting for him, and when we saw him, he saw us.
         

         
         Together, we led him down the streets, past lampposts and houses. You would not have noticed us, for we were nothing more
            than shadow on the facades of what we passed. Because of his pace, and because the necromancer who called us urged us to give
            her time to escape, it was a slow progression.
         

         
         But at last, we arrived at the ballroom, and in the full light of chandeliers and gas lamps, we dispersed. What had been asked
            of us, we fulfilled; the puppet had his orders, and no more need of us.
         

         
         We stayed, however. We had languished interminable years in the agony of persecution. It was a treat to watch the soul-eater confess. No one believed him, at first—but when his blood stained every woman’s dress and when his bowels hung like cravats from the throats of men, there was no one in the room who doubted what he was or what he had done to Mrs. Irene Haley. 

         
         What the authorities of the living would do was not our concern. The stories in the paper, the tale the crown would tell—such
            things are what they are. But we will tell you that magicians in Scotland Yard knocked on the door of the house on Cheyne
            Street the following morning. They knocked, and knocked, and there was no answer. Someone did, at last, break down the door,
            and inside they found nothing but ash.
         

         
         There was no easy chair. No sofa. No writing desk. No carpet. No sewing box. No china. No mattress. No vanity. No mirror.
            There was, we attest, only ash.
         

         
         If anyone searched for the Haleys, they were never found. By the time the state of their home was discovered, they were long
            on their way to Hanover, where another soul-eater lay interred alive in stone. At the time of her burial, there had been no
            better punishment for her.
         

         
         A better punishment was coming.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Postlude
Irene

         
         A part of me is gone. A part of me I loved, and lost. It is gone, now, and it is never coming back. That will always be true.
            Christ, in the Garden of Gethsemane, knew what he must sacrifice and doubted what his sacrifice was for. Do I doubt? All through
            my waking hours I swim in those bleak waters and swallow their sour brine. Then a soul inside my soul feeds a spell to my
            mind, a spell that is exactly the spell we need, a spell that was lost to the ages, and I tell it to my husband, and we watch
            our wife perform it. Annihilated magic, at our fingertips, because I knew what I am is bigger than what I am. So: Nail me
            to a cross. Hang me, beat me, drown me, stone me. It was I who undid this great unmaking. There is no more haunting in the
            Halls of the Dead, for all those ghosts are laid to rest in me. I am not what I was long ago, but I am what I was at the beginning,
            what I shall be from now to the end of all ends: I am the soul and the body and the blood; I am the resurrection.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Author’s Note

         
         This book is a work of fantasy, but there was still a great deal of research that went into it. I must thank the staff of
            Carlyle’s House in London for helping a panicky American author with the details of terraced houses.
         

         
         For those of you who may be interested in research, The Victorian House: Domestic Life from Childbirth to Deathbed by Judith Flanders did so much to help me build the Victorian world of this novel, and I cannot recommend it enough. Steven
            Johnson’s The Ghost Map: The Story of London’s Most Terrifying Epidemic—and How It Changed Science, Cities, and the Modern World provided only a few details, but I never would have thought to bury Agnes in a mass cholera grave without it.
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