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			Once there was a farm girl who was meant for great things, although she would not know it for a very long time. She was not a very beautiful girl. Her skin was not fair, her voice was not sweet, and her hair was the color of an old grackle’s wing. The farm girl was kind, however. She was dutiful and diligent too. She was the last to leave the fields each day, but always the first to arrive. For this, her parents were grateful: A bride didn’t need to be beautiful if she could be depended upon, and the farm girl was very dependable.

			For eighteen years, she lived with her parents, happy in their cottage. She would have lived there until she was a very old woman had it not been for the noblewoman who came looking to buy a son.

			“But why would you want to buy a son?” asked the girl’s father, who dreamt sometimes of having so much food in the larder, he could forget what famine was like.

			“Because I am old,” said the noblewoman, although her hair was the black of night itself. “And because I have no children to give my riches to.”

			“Would you buy a daughter instead?” asked the girl’s mother, who dreamt sometimes of what it might be like to have gems dripping from her ears and gold at her neck.

			“A daughter?” said the noblewoman. “Perhaps.”

			And so, the farm girl was brought to the noblewoman, who looked at her like something long lost and then found.

			“Will you be my daughter?” asked the noblewoman.

			“But I have parents already,” said the farm girl.

			“They told me I could buy you, my darling girl, and make you my own. But I will not claim you unless you give yourself away.”

			The farm girl, who dreamt often of being a bride, of having a husband wealthy and kind, of having enough money to promise her mother jewels and her father a future where food was as plentiful as her love, asked the noblewoman, “What will you give my parents if I let you take me away?”

			“What do you think your price should be?” said the noblewoman.

			“What they deserve,” said the farm girl. “What they want and more.”

			“Oh. We can do that,” said the noblewoman.

			And so the noblewoman bade the farm girl to wait outside the home in which the farm girl was born and the home in which the farm girl thought she would die. In the dark stood a carriage of blanched white oak and two pale horses with eyes like smoke. Because she was dutiful, the farm girl did as she was told. Because she was young, the farm girl asked no questions when the noblewoman emerged an hour later: silent, smiling, satisfied.

			The two rode away then, daughter and mother. Neither spoke about what was left behind—not the farm girl’s life, nor the house growing cold, nor the bodies there, one drowned in bright metals, the other in stew.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			At twenty, Matilda Bradbury still felt like a child. This was a problem.

			When she had been a young girl, her mother had assured her that life paralleled the year’s seasons, that each person would live a tumultuous spring, then a calmer summer, then an autumn rich in the harvests of all the good deeds sown, before finally a winter of perfect sagaciousness, where there would be grandchildren and long naps and petitioners coming from far and wide, asking for the wisdom gathered from those warmer times. For a while, that story brought Matilda comfort.

			Except she was increasingly convinced that whatever force had taught her body about womanhood had somehow forgotten to provide her heart and her mind the same tutelage. Matilda worried sometimes that she would never grow up, that she would spend the rest of her life playacting at being an adult, her flesh aging while her soul remained this liminal half thing, neither girl nor woman but something more feral and excruciatingly itself.

			This all might have been easier if not for the fact Matilda had been told repeatedly that she was a prodigy, someone upon whom her family had hung their hopes; not a day went by where Matilda wasn’t aware of this weight and what it would mean if she failed those expectations. The Bradburys weren’t in particularly dire straits, it was true. Even in Whitestone, people were always in need of a skilled tanner or a taxidermist who could help preserve the memory of a beloved pet. Someone who knew the trick of coaxing the dead to hold life’s luster for just a little longer, or, at least, for long enough.

			But the city’s need for them was no protection against time. As Matilda grew older, her parents grew slower; they ached more on cold mornings, and lately, her mother had begun to complain that Matilda’s writing was too small, too cramped, too hard to read, even though it wasn’t but a year ago when she praised her daughter’s penmanship as beautifully legible. Winter was settling in Matilda’s parents, chill and gray. Every year added another line to her father’s brow and another strand of frost to her mother’s dark hair. Though they insisted old age needn’t be feared, Matilda worried for them and their comfort. Try as Matilda might, she found herself aphantasic when it came to picturing that life of gentle idle they had spoken so lovingly of, not unless their fortunes changed.

			Not unless Matilda did something.

			All of which to say, she was terrified.

			Matilda picked at the loose threads in her frayed blue shawl, ashamed by the sudden embarrassment that swept through her. This was her mother’s favorite shawl, a relic from when Matilda’s grandmother had been alive, maintained with zealous care: stitched-over, tenderly mended, kept hidden save for those rare occasions—a wedding, a death, a joyous birth—that merited its appearance. And oh, how it blazed in Matilda’s earliest memories, a tongue of blue flame curled around her mother’s brown shoulders, bright as a piece of the noon sky. Never before had she been allowed to touch it, never mind wear it. When her mother draped the fabric over her, a gesture as portentous as a queen knighting a man, Matilda nearly wept with pride. That sense of belonging, of being wrapped in a love so ferocious nothing could ever touch her—not gods or callous nobles—kept Matilda’s head held high throughout the carriage ride to Whitestone Castle, past its gates and its rows of stone-faced guards, but then she walked through its doors and—

			Matilda stared again at the ends of her mother’s gift, marveling at how shabby it looked against the pristine splendor of the castle’s furnishings, the beautiful tapestries and abalone walls; how faded it appeared in the amber oil light, and how much worse the rest of her ensemble seemed in the same burnished luminance. She could have stomached all this if not for the Briarwoods’ brittle kindness, which was as much pity as it was anything else. They gave her a tunic that was a richer blue than her shawl—than any fabric she’d ever seen—its hue nearly iridescent, like the sea jeweled by a noon sun; leathers like her father would weep to make; belts; black leggings; white fur for her shoulders: all of which, Delilah gently said, were better fitting for the occasion. Matilda would have fled out of a servant’s door then, but Dawnfather knew how the Briarwoods would react if her parents had to explain that their daughter had bolted like prey. No, she wouldn’t put her parents through that, not for something as frivolous as her pride.

			And if she left now, if Matilda slunk home in shame, she would never know if Delilah might recognize Matilda as someone with potential, someone who could be trained, be honed into something of worth. Someone who might even be an equal one day.

			The thought felt perilously large—too big, in fact, to hold for long. She found herself choking on the embarrassing arrogance of it all. How dare Matilda imagine Delilah counting her as a peer? What hubris, Matilda told herself. Worse still was the sense of guilt. Rumors about the Briarwoods abounded in Whitestone. Monstrous rumors. Despite Delilah’s silken manners and Sylas’s smiling charm, their reputation was bloodied by alarming stories.

			Some said the Briarwoods had murdered the de Rolos, the city’s former custodians. There’d been a pretty speech the day the Briarwoods arrived, a tragic recounting of how the de Rolos had succumbed to illness after absenting themselves from Whitestone. They were sorry, the Briarwoods said, that it came to this. But from the pyre of that horror, a new order to things would rise: better, brighter, but still true to the past. The Briarwoods would rule in the de Rolos’ stead and keep the city safe as a favor to the dead. Matilda would always remember the shapes Delilah’s mouth had formed, how her lips kissed together, the pious and solemn pleasure she seemed to take in her eulogizing of the de Rolos.

			Within a fortnight, gossip began to seep through the city: murmurs about how the story didn’t make sense and how the dates didn’t line up. A thin-faced physician, too young to know how to hold his tongue, noted the statistical impossibility of an entire family dying simultaneously. Perhaps the older de Rolos could have succumbed to their illness in tandem, but their seven children were young and hale. It didn’t make sense, he said, until his betters hushed him.

			But the damage had been done.

			Six weeks later, the physician was found swinging from the rafters of his home, a sad little corpse with a surprised expression, like he’d woken to find his neck threaded through the noose and died still in the throes of disbelief. It was ruled as a suicide by everyone who knew better, but for months after that, whenever someone had ill to say about the Briarwoods, they swallowed their words, regardless of how bitter they were. Soon, all anyone had to say about the matter was that it was a pity the de Rolos—efficient, reclusive, kind enough for nobility—were dead.

			(And sometimes, in softer tones, and only in the sanctuary of cupped hands and closed doors, they also said, The de Rolos did not deserve the kind of death the Briarwoods brought.)

			(No one did.)

			When all was said and done, though, the Briarwoods were Matilda’s best—only—chance at becoming more than a tanner’s daughter, and besides, there was value too, as her father noted, in being of use to the beast. Ethics fed no one, least of all tanners and their families.

			So, here they were, waiting for a feast in a castle so grand Matilda worried she’d spoil the air just by breathing. What use the Briarwoods could have for her and the other six peasant families they’d invited to the event was beyond Matilda’s ability to conjecture. Maybe it was so they could scrutinize the gulf between themselves and the impoverished. That way, they might be able to better appreciate the languor of their lives. Whatever it was, whatever the truth, this was an opportunity. An unseen clock tolled the hour, the sound muddled by the walls and the riches choking every stone. There was still time to wander the castle, to prepare. Delilah Briarwood had been explicit about wanting her guests to indulge in their hospitality, as this was a special night. And there had been something in the inflection of her voice, in the infinitesimal bend of her smile as she stooped to address a towheaded girl clinging to her father’s hand, and in how she held Matilda’s eyes as she rose again, that said to Matilda it was imperative they do as Delilah said.

			Thus, Matilda diligently roamed the halls of Whitestone Castle, awed by the sheer number of rooms and their brilliantly appointed interiors, gorgeous as a jewel box, or the kind of memorial a rich man might stage for his dead. Resplendent as each individual chamber was, they were almost all marked by disuse: cowled in spiderwebs, tomb-like, eerie with the relics of those who had lived here. But Matilda was too mesmerized to think twice about the dust tarring the walls, her head lit with childhood dreams she’d thought extinguished: fantasies of balls, and men in tailcoats, and women gowned in pristine silks, wearing seed pearls in their lacquered hair; of symposiums filled with scholars from every continent, each of them thrumming with a fortune in knowledge; of all of these people—beautiful, erudite—turning to Matilda and bowing low, because she stood the best of them.

			Drifting down a stretch of white stairs, the walls muralled with portraits of the dead, Matilda turned a corner and discovered herself in a chamber that seemed intended for nothing but the display of dozens and dozens of figurines. Long tables housed intricate dioramas, the carvings arranged so they looked like they were in battle in one tableau, and at a ball in another, and so on and so forth, a whole country of scenes. Matilda leaned down, fascinated by one panorama in particular: two children stumbling through a black forest, hounded by things she had no name for, things that might have been wolves were it not for the froth of pink flesh growing out through their joints.

			“Beautiful, aren’t they? I had those commissioned just last year when Sylas was in bitter megrims,” purred a low, mellifluous voice. “It so cheered him to see Cassandra’s reaction to them.”

			Matilda flinched from the display at the sound of that cheery observation, her hip colliding with another table. Before she could turn, there was a crash, the noise of ceramic splintering, shrapnel plinking across marble as it bounced every which way. Matilda’s heart died in her chest. She stared, transfixed, stupid with fear, unable to do more than pant as Delilah Briarwood eeled into the light. Like a penitent before their deity, like prey before the wolf, Matilda could only tremble, her panicked thoughts tumbling together into a drone.

			“Please,” she managed, though it made no sense to say the word. Please what? hissed that small cruel voice in Matilda’s head, the one that snapped at her when she stumbled or spoke out of turn.

			The older woman shrugged a lithe shoulder, her dress rippling like oil over her frame, almost hyaline in places. Matilda saw the line of her clavicle, the arc of a hip bone. Glimpses that might have felt tawdry were it not for the intensity of Delilah’s mirrored gaze and the assuredness of her manner. She smiled at Matilda.

			“You remind me of myself when I was younger. Just before I came to ascendancy. I was so diffident,” said Delilah generously, a hand lofting as she approached. “Meek, even. Then I came to understand how powerful I was, and it all changed.”

			Scintillae of incarnadine light, that meaty red of muscle freshly carved from bone, gathered between Delilah’s fingers. They clumped then lengthened into bright filaments, lightening to purple as they came to glove her to the elbow. Every hair on Matilda’s forearms and the back of her neck rose in perfect synchronicity, the air electric as the moment before a storm hits. The purple glow shot up and around Matilda, forcing her head to ricochet from point to point to keep track of its path, some part of her convinced she was its target until it was clear she was not. The light swallowed the remains of the figurines Matilda had shattered, forcing them together and then apart, an awkward aerial waltz that continued until pieces found their match.

			“I thought magic was—” Matilda began, faltering partway through. It wouldn’t do to show how ignorant she really was. Her poverty she couldn’t help, but Matilda didn’t need Delilah Briarwood thinking she was unsophisticated too.

			“Magic was what, darling?”

			“Um,” said Matilda, drawing breath. Maybe Delilah would think her naivete adorable. Others had before. Clutching to that hope, she continued, “You know, something to lubricate—” She was proud of her use of the word. Her eyes flicked from the floor to Delilah, hoping to see that same pride reflected, but the woman’s expression was empty of anything but polite interest; the oil paintings surrounding them held more emotion. “—farm life, make it all easier. Help the cows birth their calves. Make the soil fertile. Keep the crows away. Those things.”

			“That is,” said Delilah very slowly, as if she were deliberating on the kindest way to phrase her sentiments, “one use of magic, I suppose. It isn’t the most elegant use of it, but magic is versatile. Suited for nobles and”—her smile tightened as her eyes grazed over Matilda’s face, moving down her throat, lingering on the shawl she’d kept stubbornly around her shoulders—“peasants.”

			“I used to dream about what it’d be like if I was a powerful noble lady,” Matilda began to prattle, unable to help the deluge, fingers worrying at a corner of her scarf. “My mother says I’m pretty enough to marry someone in court. I don’t know if that is true. She’s my mother. I think mothers are obligated to say such things about their children, but it is lovely to dream about. Although I think I want to be a powerful sorceress like you. I feel like a pot bubbling over sometimes. I’m so full of magic, it hurts my bones. That or it’s just growing pains. I don’t know, I don’t—”

			Matilda gulped down a breath. “My mother says I talk a lot.”

			“There is nothing wrong with talking,” said Delilah in turn, close enough now to touch, close enough to rest a crooked finger on the underside of Matilda’s chin. Nacre shone at her ears. “Where have you been training?”

			“Training?”

			“Where do you go to be taught magic?” said Delilah, her tone that of a woman speaking to a slow-witted child: syrupy and slightly exasperated. She began to pace in a circle around Matilda, the cadence of her speech matched to the measured clack of booted heels on marble. “I, for example, trained first at the Alabaster Lyceum before I continued my studies at the Soltryce Academy.”

			“I don’t—I don’t go anywhere—”

			“You don’t?” Delilah stopped behind her, voice weighed down with so much honey, Matilda thought she would drown. “Do you train in Whitestone, then?”

			“There’s no one there who can teach me. I was hoping—”

			“You were hoping what, darling?”

			Delilah’s tone might have cooled then, resin congealing to amber; Matilda did not notice. She was preoccupied with gathering her courage from where it’d hidden itself from Delilah’s green gaze.

			“That you could train me?”

			The word train fell like a stone into deep water, taking with it all the sound in the vast chamber. All at once, Matilda became too aware of the frantic shudder of her pulse.

			“Darling,” said Delilah, and Matilda almost wept at the tenderness with which the word was spoken. Except then, still with that same fond lilt, Delilah added, “I hate to say this, but if you had enough potential to be trained, someone would have come for you a long time ago. That you’re still here, asking for tutelage…”

			The thinnest sigh eased from Delilah’s lips as her fingers stole through Matilda’s hair, weaving it into a braid.

			“Well, it’s not good, I’m afraid,” said the older woman. “I don’t think your future involves the academies. But perhaps you may see some success as a hedge witch.”

			The comment, spoken so flippantly and with such an airy tone, wasn’t a wound at first; it was like a cat’s claw licking over flesh, sharp enough to gouge without pain. Not until blood comes welling out, lurid and hot. Matilda felt the sting of Delilah’s remark the same way, a welt of shame knocking the air from her.

			“A hedge witch,” repeated Matilda dully. There was always one in every village, and the hedge witch was almost inevitably a woman, old and ill-regarded, alone save for her knowledge and her poultices—useful to the community, sure, but kept on the periphery, a warning in woman form. Someone for mothers to point to when their daughters asked if there was more to the world than being a bride. This is what you become, they would whisper balefully, if you don’t serve in the role you’re given.

			But she shouldn’t let Delilah see her cry. Bradbury women, as her mother had said so many times before, did not break.

			“What is your name?”

			“Matilda. Matilda Bradbury,” she said on an exhale, a memory of gentler hands tipping her head back into Delilah’s palms. Instinct was hard to refute.

			Delilah said nothing in response, only continued with her labor, the backs of her enameled nails cold against Matilda’s skin. The silence lengthened until it wrapped tight around Matilda’s throat. She had to say something, anything, or she’d choke to death on that terrible quiet.

			“Do you think I might ever be as beautiful as you?”

			Before Delilah could reply, she continued, “I think I could be.”

			“I think,” said Delilah, the light florals of her perfume tinged with something reptilian, a dry and not altogether pleasant scent reminiscent of the tinctures Matilda’s father used to prepare the dead. She pecked Matilda on the cheek, lips chill and rougher than the girl expected. Delilah stroked a thumb along Matilda’s jaw as she stepped around in front of her once again. Her expression was empty as glass as she studied Matilda. “It is better that you stay focused on what is coming next.”

			Somewhere in Whitestone Castle, a bell gonged three times.

			“Ah,” said Delilah. “It is time for dinner.”
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			The feast was a devilry of culinary wonders, more extravagant than anything Matilda could have imagined. There was marrow frothed into meringue, curried sorbets, pheasant wings with their feathers still attached but the meat perfectly fried, vibrant red lobsters, more varieties of butter than she thought could exist, and endless amuse-bouches wheeled out between each course, including a rich spread of salty pâtés. It didn’t feel like there was a logic to any of it; it was excess for excess’s sake, a show of prosperity. Matilda ate with an anxious mechanical thoroughness, barely tasting any of what passed her lips, struck by a nauseating sense that if she were to stop or stumble or, worse, drop her fork, someone would instruct her to leave. The thought frightened her greatly.

			More than anything, she wanted to belong.

			Forget the rest of it. Forget her ambitions and Delilah’s softly worded cruelties, how the woman had smiled pityingly as she suggested that a hedge witch might be the most Matilda could ever hope to be. Matilda would renounce all her previous aspirations if it bought her this instead: this life, these fineries, nights like this, except in the company of people just like the Briarwoods, laughing about the cleverest things. Delilah might not see Matilda as a prospective student, but perhaps she could be convinced to adopt her as a lady-in-waiting. That seemed a tenable compromise. And if she were a handmaiden for the Briarwoods, she might have the opportunity to attract the eye of a viscount or viscountess.

			But not if she embarrassed herself here. So, she ate because the Briarwoods were eating, and she drank because the Briarwoods were drinking, and what they ignored, she did as well. The Briarwoods sat on opposite ends of the long banquet table: Delilah still in her dress, although now she wore a stole of raven feathers over it, the candlelight bringing out their iridescence; Sylas in a black tailcoat with a pearly white cravat. They exchanged sinuous grins with each other as they spoke with their guests, and Matilda found herself relieved she’d been positioned in the middle of the tableau, too far for either of them to engage her in small talk; it was one thing to emulate them, another to do so while trying to sound eloquent, something she’d never been adept at. She might have felt more guilt about this distance if her parents weren’t bracketing the Lady Briarwood, all three of them in energetic conversation.

			Two hours into the dinner, their plates were retrieved, their filthy cutlery and stained napkins delicately taken away. Matilda’s heart seized at this. Her expression must have changed because her mother glanced over abruptly, signaling, with a sharp pursing of her bow-shaped mouth, for her to behave. Chastened, Matilda straightened her posture, gazing ahead into a colossal portrait of the de Rolos’ scions, the children all precociously stern for a cluster of prepubescents. She wondered where the other siblings had gone. Cassandra was still here, after all, a sullen figure to the left of Sylas. The young de Rolo was dressed in a copy of Delilah’s own outfit, but neither her haggard gaze nor her gaunt frame did it any justice. She spoke to no one, stared at nothing, and Matilda suspected she tasted nothing of their sumptuous meal either.

			When the last plate was whisked back into the kitchens, a man dressed in chef’s raiment emerged with a tray of silver goblets, each inlaid with milky chunks of moonstone.

			“My friends,” said Sylas as the cook stationed himself beside the lord. “It is not often that we are able to invite people to our home. My love and I”—he took a chalice as it was offered—“spent many years alone, searching for a place to call our own. When we found Whitestone, we weren’t sure if it’d be our true home or if we’d be driven to go elsewhere again. But your city welcomed us like we were family, and we promise to love you as you love us.”

			The Lord Briarwood raised his cup. The chef made a circle of the table, handing each guest a chalice of their own. Inside was something that smelled like wine, only smokier, and so thick it almost seemed curdled.

			“To Whitestone,” said Sylas when each man, woman, and child held a drink in hand.

			“To the de Rolos,” said Delilah fondly, lifting her goblet. “We wouldn’t be here if it were not for their kindness and open hearts.”

			“To a better future,” rasped Cassandra hoarsely, but her smile seemed genuine, even if it didn’t quite light her eyes.

			One by one, the other guests in attendance added to the moment, some giving thanks for their flocks, others their ancestors, their health, the health of their businesses, their partners, their children, the future they foresaw for their offspring. The bolder, more opportunistic diners cited the Briarwoods in their toasts, wishing them fortune and longevity, which did not ignite blazing smiles in their hosts as they likely wished, but earned them strange laughter instead.

			Her parents were the last to speak.

			“To Matilda,” said her mother. “You are our joy.”

			“You are the best of us both,” said her father as he stood too quickly, chair legs screeching over the polished floor, his cup thrust in an increasingly horrified Matilda’s direction. Like her mother, he spoke with the rawness of a heart offered on an altar, with the brilliance of a hearth-fire stoked so hot one could almost forget the winter without. “The absolute best, and the Briarwoods—”

			“Father, please. No.”

			Ignoring Matilda, he turned to their hosts. His love shone like an earnest light.

			“She’s a good girl, Matilda. She’s smart, she’s clever. She has so much magic in her you’d wish she was your daughter. We won’t let you adopt her, but if you want to be godparents—”

			Matilda sunk her face into her hands.

			“Godparents,” said Lady Briarwood, turning the word over in her mouth. “Well, that would be something, wouldn’t it, Sylas?”

			“Indeed. To your beloved child, then,” said her husband, standing. Juxtaposed against Sylas’s elegant figure, Matilda’s father looked almost unmolded, half-made. “We drink to her, and we drink to the rest of you. This is a night you will remember to your dying day.”

			At the words dying day, Matilda raised her head, feeling something twinge in her, like a fox alerted to the premonition of hounds, the hunter and his pack not yet arrived but close enough for their murderous intent to envenom the air. But when she looked up, she saw no animosity in the Briarwoods’ expressions, only kindness. The rest of the guests were on their feet too, the blond-haired girl swaddled in her father’s arms, and were looking kindly to Matilda with raised glasses and expectant gazes, no rancor in their expressions, as this was a dinner between friends, wasn’t it?

			Maybe she was wrong.

			Maybe they’d all been wrong about them. Surely, some rumors evolved from resentment of another’s blessings, and Matilda could see how people might come to be jealous of Delilah’s perfect manners and Sylas’s perfect beauty. Her heart unwound into open affection for the event, their hosts, the evening itself. Maybe Delilah had done her a kindness by euthanizing Matilda’s ambition; better she be embarrassed in private by the Lady Briarwood than in public by a court of magi, all shocked to see a taxidermist’s daughter exhibiting airs in their august company.

			She rose, careful not to spill her drink over the fine vestments Delilah had provided, and said, “To new friends. May we always be together.”

			When they’d all drained their glasses, Sylas glanced into the velveted near-dark and said ringingly, “The dessert courses can now begin.”
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			It was red.

			All of it. Every subsequent dish to emerge was some variety of red or another, whether it was sorbet or soufflé, madeleine or macaron. The banquet table ached under its burden of confections, and at certain angles, the candlelight made them resemble the bounty of an abattoir, bloody and gleaming. Matilda picked listlessly at the berries she could find, eschewing the rest. Half because if she ate another sliver of cake, she would vomit the entirety of her dinner onto the floor. Half because she was afraid.

			The Briarwoods were gone.

			They’d absconded with her parents after a marzipan swan dyed—what else?—a brilliant crimson was presented to their guests, a long-necked miracle of sugar that had everyone but Matilda applauding over its artistry. There’d been nothing untoward about the interaction; it’d been courtly, contingent on their consent. Sylas had taken her mother by the hand even as Delilah offered her own to Matilda’s father, who fumbled to hold it with adequate grace. There was no coercion that Matilda could see or sense, and her parents had smiled at her before they left the dining hall, mouthing, Be good.

			It was fine. It would be fine. Matilda repeated these reassurances to herself until they unmade themselves into gibberish. When it dawned on her she could no longer make sense of the words, Matilda stopped and threaded her fingers through her hair, pulling, tugging, strands coming loose with sharp little bites of pain. Something was wrong. She didn’t know what shape that wrongness wore, only that her certainty of it was eating through her belly like a dog.

			“It’d be nice if all of us got private audiences,” said a woman to Matilda’s right sometime later, when the gauntlet of desserts was taken away and replaced by small cups of strong black coffee.

			Matilda opened her mouth to say—well, something not nice, but shut it a second later as Delilah floated in from the gloom alone. Gone was her feathered stole; the Lady Briarwood’s shoulders were bare and white as cold marble. She smiled like something that’d gobbled its way through a henhouse.

			“There you are, darling,” she crooned. “We were looking all over for you. Come, now. I need you for something very special.”

			The words, Delilah’s honeyed tone, the daggered looks of envy she was shot—these all dizzied Matilda. A few hours ago, she had felt so very out of place: crude and awkward and irredeemably provincial. Now Delilah Briarwood, Lady of Whitestone, magus most extraordinaire, her voice silken with invitation, was asking for her specifically, Matilda and no other. Those green eyes seemed to register no one else.

			That intimacy of interest should have sent a frisson of joy through Matilda. This was every one of her lofty dreams manifested. But she couldn’t shake that sense of wrongness, of her world lurching off its axis, spinning off-balance. Her head swam. She wasn’t made to be the center of anyone’s attention, least of all Delilah’s.

			“You know,” said Delilah once she’d reached Matilda’s side, hooking a hand under the latter’s elbow, guiding her upright. “I thought at first I’d wait to show you our big surprise. I don’t want anyone to feel left out. But your parents changed my mind. All that talk about how special you are, and your boldness earlier—”

			Unease prickled at the back of Matilda’s neck, but she was too overwhelmed still to do more than smile and be shepherded wherever Delilah intended to take her. The chatter didn’t help either: effervescent and endless, filling up the silence so there wasn’t any room for independent thinking. Nonetheless, the discomfort remained lodged in Matilda.

			“—makes me think you’re more than your mousy exterior.”

			Delilah led Matilda from the dining hall into a vaulted corridor, this one bare of decorative accents. The few guttering candles Matilda saw spat a watery gray light onto the walls. None penetrated the ceiling, their light swallowed by the murk there.

			“Anyway, I decided I’d have you be the very first to see what Sylas and I are working on. Your father helped so very much.”

			She wanted to run then. Every molecule in Matilda’s body wanted to strip her from Delilah’s side and have her run, run far, run fast, run until all memory of the contact bled out of her, and even farther after that. Run until she could forget Whitestone, forget the candescence of Delilah’s skin. She wanted to be anywhere but within the orbit of Delilah’s reach, but the new Lady of Whitestone had invoked Matilda’s father, which was grievously unfair. Whatever Matilda’s other faults were, she was not unfilial. No matter her own terrors, she was all but obligated now to go with Delilah, to find her father, to protect him however best she could and, failing that, hold his hand tight through whatever was coming next because Matilda knew, without need for evidence, that something was coming: a terrible revelation, a thing like death, or perhaps death itself if they were lucky and the Briarwoods could be tempted to kindness.

			“Oh,” said Matilda weakly. “That is very good, I think.”

			For some reason, that made Delilah laugh, and the sound filled the air like an omen.
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			Cassandra de Rolo emerged from behind the reinforced door just as Matilda and Delilah turned the corner. She had changed from the ladylike couture she’d worn during dinner into a more workman-like getup: Leather gloves, like Matilda’s father would own. Overalls, blotched with drying gore. Though Cassandra was not much older than Matilda, her dark hair was splattered with white. From this close, Matilda could see how bruised Cassandra’s eyes were from a lack of sleep, the thick shadows that had accumulated under her horrified blue gaze.

			“You can’t,” said Cassandra emptily, and Matilda thought for a moment her existence was being repudiated. That the last surviving de Rolo was castigating her for having the temerity to come to Whitestone Castle, to travel down into its belly without permission, down into its quiet basements where an indigo sheen now lit every stone. That she was being reprimanded for having the poor taste of being a peasant girl with limited manners and daring to bring to Whitestone a ragged shawl so old it was beginning to feather into even more ragged threads. “Please, you can’t.”

			“I cannot what, my dear?” said Delilah.

			The softly spoken question startled from Cassandra a sound so miserable, so utterly wretched that Matilda couldn’t restrain herself from opening her arms to the other girl. The Bradburys didn’t have much, but they had kindness to share.

			Before Matilda could do so, Delilah’s fingers rippled closed over her shoulder. She steered Matilda past the crestfallen girl, whose face might have been stone, so vacant of expression it was, and set a hand on the door.

			“Do me a favor,” said Delilah. “Close your eyes and walk until I tell you to stop.”

			Matilda did as she was told.

			“And you. Don’t you dare go anywhere. You know how Sylas hates working on ears.”

			An oily abattoir reek spilled through the threshold as the door creaked open. Matilda swallowed and she could feel the stench encrust the roof of her mouth, the lining of her throat: It was thick enough to chew on, a crust she could almost tongue, and on the basis of that alone, Matilda should have fled, but she did not. Her father was in there somewhere. Not alive, not any longer, not with this stench in the air. But she could honor his body, at least. Take what remained home to her mother. Matilda recited these and other platitudes to herself as she took one step after another, as if the work of walking was an incantation and if she persisted long enough, she could walk her father right back to life.

			Delilah said, “Stop.”

			Matilda halted.

			The wetly fibrous noise of skin being peeled free. A man, cursing under his breath before raising his voice to a low, pleased laugh.

			“You brought his daughter.” Sylas Briarwood spoke the word like it was a gift he had been surprised with. “Well done, my love.”

			Matilda heard tools being set down and the susurrus of Delilah’s dress as the folds crawled across stone. She heard Delilah chuckle in triumph and Cassandra retch into the corner. She heard her own heart banging against the walls of her chest like a prisoner desperate for reprieve from the rope.

			“Open your eyes, darling,” said Delilah Briarwood.

			What Matilda saw made her scream with such injurious, irrecoverable force that she choked on the first gust of noise, her throat closing instinctively on itself to prevent damage to the delicate tissues, but that reflex was soon superseded by the need to displace the horror that now formed the whole of her. It seemed unthinkable that she was ever flesh and collagen, bone and soft organ. That she was ever anything but this keening grief, this agony, this mutilation of a soul.

			Oblivious to her pain, Matilda’s father lay with the slick ivory of his cranium exposed to the air, his eyes still whole in their sockets, his tongue lolling in his denuded jaw. Sylas had done an exemplary job at removing the skin from his skull. There was almost no residue in the aftermath. A stitched-together half-giant lay on the operating table next to Matilda’s father, his face placed on a tray of ice beside the abomination, ready to be attached.

			And in a poorly lit corner was a sorry heap of limbs, a trail of matted curls that Matilda thought she almost recognized, ringed by a crescent of guards with deadened expressions. Was it her mother? Had her mother watched as they’d flayed her husband? Or was she dead long before? Did Matilda’s father enter to see his wife wadded up like so much laundry? Did—

			Matilda sunk to her knees, clawing at her ribs, like she was trying to dig into herself so she could hide there beside her broken heart.

			“Such impressive lung capacity,” said Sylas approvingly.

			Matilda did not respond to this. Nor did she respond to Delilah’s approach. How could she when she could not stop screaming? She did nothing as her head was tipped backward (hadn’t Delilah done this earlier as well and with just as much tenderness?) and stray hairs were teased from her face (and this too, she must have done, because Matilda was sure she recalled cold nails trailing over her cheeks). Matilda felt almost nothing as Delilah said softly, smiling like what was to come was a mercy, “Don’t worry. I’ll be with you all the way to the end.”

			To the guards, she said, “Be careful with the face.”

			The guards closed in around her. They didn’t bother with the weapons—shortsword and cudgel, flail and axe—at their hips. They didn’t need to; she was only a girl, after all. Bone broke easily enough under repetition, especially if there were enough hands involved in the task. Matilda’s last thoughts were that her mother had been right, that death and dying were not to be feared; that death was indeed a mercy, a macabre kindness, one impossible to understand until you were teetering on the precipice, begging for all of it to stop; that she would soon be with her parents, who could not be far and who must be waiting for her still, ready to greet her, to go with her, hand in hand, to meet whatever was coming next.

			“Don’t forget to dock her ears. It’d be such an utter waste if our darling Vex’ahlia fails to recognize herself.”

			And with enormous gratitude, as her ribs staved in and the small fine bones of her hands snapped, Matilda let herself die.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			It woke not in pain, per se, but in considerable discomfort, as its body weight was supported entirely by a noose around its throat. This was its first revelation. The next was that it was suspended by said noose from the boughs of a colossal tree. The third, and perhaps the most important, epiphany was that it was surrounded by corpses, some fresher than others. Something about the sight of those bodies, bluish-purple skin tinted green in the last light of a dying day, brought it tremendous solace.

			No, it thought to itself, even as it processed the fact that it was a thinking entity, capable of rationalization, even something as dangerous as imagination. It wasn’t the dangling cadavers that comforted it but the knowledge that something—it wasn’t entirely sure what exactly—was missing from that rotting tableau. That was why she—

			She?

			That sounded correct. She seemed an accurate summation of that aspect of her identity, but of course that impression could be revised later. It—she had only just arrived upon the knowledge that gender was even an applicable variable, after all. More discoveries surely awaited.

			Like her name.

			Surely, she had a name once. Just as surely as the continued knowledge of it was waiting for her in the derelict and still-unexplored corners of her mind, of which she suspected there were many. An entire warren of memories to excavate until she could recover her essence, whatever it was that once made her singularly her, from the lightless nothing. Right now, she wasn’t so much a person as an agglomeration of parts: bones, sluggishly circulating fluids, fractured cartilage, a mouth and its bitten tongue, a neck bruised to numbness, ears that ached in time with her lethargic heartbeat but only along their very tips.

			These were all indispensable constituents of a physical body, but without the context of answers to very specific questions, they were just cold meat and puddling humors. As her awareness of the noose grew further pronounced, she decided what she really wanted was someone to tell her why she’d been hung—

			She began to weep. This surprised her. Though she couldn’t articulate a reason for this, a part of her, some dim and remote hemisphere of her revivifying brain not yet on speaking terms with language, had expected something more primordial than the brokenhearted sobs wracking her: a scream, yes, that word seemed right, something louder, something like loss made into sound, like waking up and understanding everything you’d ever loved was gone with no hope of restoration.

			She hated the rope then. She hated it for its inadequacy. Had it been better made, thicker, thinner, tied differently, she’d be dead of a broken neck and safe from this grief convulsing through her. If it had done its goddamned job, she would be with her parents. She would—

			Oh, she thought, the word parents as illuminating as it was incendiary, a flame set to oil-drenched skin. The amniotic fugue sloughed away, and suddenly she remembered everything.

			Every detail. Every exquisite spill of shadow along the panes of her mother’s body, contorted as it was, hunched into itself in a pointless attempt at self-preservation. Every slick of light along the naked bones of her father’s face, lending them a sacramental quality: He looked like a relic, the only thing holy in that room of nightmares. Delilah’s face. Delilah’s laughter as she brought her back just for the delight of seeing her die again on the noose. She screamed then, a shrill and desperate keening that brought no catharsis—not with the noose still there, squeezing—but it was loud enough at least to frighten her memories back into repression and to take her attention from the bite of the rope. As both air and memory fled, her consciousness tumbled away again, the dark rushing up to grasp her like a mother’s arms.
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			There was a bird on her head.

			Specifically, it was a grackle, iridescent-throated, its plumage almost black when it turned its head one way and a glossy patinated bronze when it turned its head the other. It was staring upside down from its perch on her skull, several strands of her hair clutched in its beak, its expression peculiarly aggrieved, as if it had been interrupted during a vital errand and was now forced to waste time it never had.

			She studied it with some embarrassment. It occurred to her that the grackle might have thought of her as a rich trove of material and meat, a once-in-a-lifetime surfeit of everything its instincts ever coveted. Up until the point at which she had the audacity to wake up and stare at the bird, bleary-eyed, impudently un-dead.

			Or undead, as the case was.

			Her thoughts were a gray slurry not unlike filthy bathwater. Through the murk, she could see the vague silhouette of her memories, occulted for the moment, but theoretically accessible. Theoretically because for some ineffable reason, even the thought of exploring those recollections made her want to die as many times as was necessary to escape them permanently. Regardless, she was sure of one thing: She was neither all the way dead nor anywhere approaching respectably alive. (A small part of her wondered then if she could spare the grackle the feast of an eyeball, but she laid such musings down immediately after a sudden panic burbled up in her. Whoever she was before, she’d been a person subjected to repeated, unwanted sacrifice.)

			But how had she become undead—

			No, no, no. She tamped down her curiosity, the initial panic beginning to metastasize into a phobic reaction. Whatever had happened before, whatever had killed her, that needed to live elsewhere, preferably six feet under her immediate awareness.

			The grackle saved her from further philosophizing by removing, with considerable ceremony, another strand of her hair.

			“Ow,” she croaked.

			In answer, the grackle spat out a truly unlovely noise, a sound like disintegrating machinery, strangled and rusted, like hinges tearing loose; a din so peculiar, so cacophonous that it surprised a laugh from her. Not a loud one. She didn’t yet have the capacity for such. But it was laughter, and it was unencumbered by hurt, and while it wasn’t an instantaneous cure-all, it felt like a reminder that so long as consciousness persisted, there was hope for…well, she wasn’t sure what, but something, for sure.

			So now she had hope, even if it was a frail and rudderless hope, and a bird astride her head. Given the circumstances, this was absolutely an improvement.

			The grackle bugled metallically at her again, an atonal medley of whistles and energetic readle-eaks, still unimpressed, dancing an impatient jig in her hair. Perhaps it had the right idea. The bird, in its gorgeous weirdness, seemed wholly unhaunted: at peace with itself, content to do nothing but croak and mutter and do bird things. If she were to follow its example, she might learn that ease too.

			First, though. First, she needed to sit up.

			Which she did with surprising quickness, only to topple over into a jumble of decayed and still-decaying limbs. Someone had placed her at the very top of a neatly stacked pyramid of bodies. Unfortunately for the organizer, the momentum of her collapse resulted in a chain reaction: corpses sliding out of place, dragging their peers down, bones and body parts akimbo, with the occasional excretion of some stodgy and unmentionable fluid whenever a stray elbow or knee palpated a festering organ the wrong way. It became a veritable stew, pouring recklessly out of the back of the overlarge wagon. Curtains of black flies hung indignantly in the air. The grackle left with an exasperated shriek.

			When the chaos ended, she was worked into the middle of that putrid tangle, half of her upper torso jutting out from the mass, a leg pinned by an utter goliath of a man, his bare torso brambled with crude stitches; he’d been sewn together, she realized, from at least a half dozen people, if she were to go by skin tone alone. His—their?—face was angled away, and she recognized that as a mercy. Something about the thought of gazing onto its countenance frightened her grotesquely, although she’d be hard put to explain why. She knew only that she was afraid and that she needed—why?—nonetheless to look—I can’t, please, no—onto its face, regardless of what came after. There was an obligation here, a profound duty she could not shirk. It might even be the reason why she was conscious now. She did not know. All she knew was that she owed—no, no, no, please, no—that hideous carcass the terrible kindness of being acknowledged.

			Worming loose, she crawled over to it on her hands and knees. She took the thing’s head in her hands, gently rotating its skull until she looked fully on its visage.

			Except the sight wouldn’t take.

			Her brain elided all details. Refused them, even. No matter how hard she focused, any understanding of that face sluiced away. She knew there were eyes, a nose, ears, a mouth hanging slightly ajar, a trim beard. She knew it was a masculine face. That was it. Everything else bled into the same cataract grayness in which her memories sat mummified. It was a perfect act of self-preservation. She should have been proud. Her father—

			Before, she would have disintegrated into a screaming fit, been rendered fetal and incoherent until consciousness fled, wailing again. But the mind adapted. This time, everything simply stopped. She had the impression of rooms being closed off, doors being locked, the foundations brought down so there’d be no risk of rediscovery, and an emptiness roaring through her until she was a rime of skin stretched over a white void. Forget compartmentalization. Her brain was bringing the literal building down. All that remained was the memory of the grackle and the oil-sheen prism of its feathers, its golden eyes, its menagerie of guttural calls.

			She repeated its noises to the head cradled in her palms, touching her mouth to its gray brow before setting it down. After a moment, she crossed its arms over its naked chest, inexplicably worried that it would be cold and, worse, lonely from her abandonment.

			(Somewhere, recessed into her subconscious, grief slammed itself against the rubble and shrieked at her to not forget.)

			She stood. The wind trailed its fingers through her ragged hair, wrapping it around her face like a mourning veil. She thought she should pray for the pyre of corpses, particularly the hulking one her brain refused to commit to memory, but she did not know how.

			(Somewhere deep in the ruins of her shattered heart, grief bloodied itself begging her to tell him he was a good man, a good father, that she loved him.)

			So, she jabbered and whistled and rasped as the grackle had shown her. Then she improvised, concatenating whatever words surfaced with no thought for sequence, giggling deliriously at the carnal joy of the exercise. She began to dance a capering two-step in time with her own lunatic chanting, holding the torn hems of her dress in her hands, utterly and blessedly oblivious to the tears that streamed unchecked down her cheeks, and she thought of absolutely nothing.
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			When she’d lurched awake that first time after her resurrection, she did so crying. There’d been something immeasurably awful about being canopied by the darkening sky: It had felt too vast somehow, too exposed. Much like everything else, the why behind her terror was an enigma. All she knew was she was afraid.

			(A memory of hands descending upon skull and shoulder, finding brittle cartilage.)

			All she knew was she wanted to hide.

			(A memory of crawling, as vertebrae shifted and cracked and broke, until someone else was found: a limp form, brown hair matted with something viscous; someone crying for—no, don’t think about that.)

		

	
		
			A voice rustling in the bushes.

			She ran and she did not stop for days.

		

	
		
			Better the devil she knew than the devil she didn’t. Better these stone walls than others. Better these stone walls than the mulch, the infertile loam, the scent of dying and the stink of smoke. Better here than there because there once held—

			No, no, no. Those memories, she would leave in the swinging shadows of a great tree.

			That seemed safest, didn’t it? Better to hide beneath this magnificent castle than to shuck forgetfulness and see what had happened. Better to be safe. Better to return to what she knew, to crawl in these tunnels, entomb herself in the dark, lie there, die there, forget—

			But she wasn’t that lucky. Death ignored her still.

		

	
		
			For a time, she wasn’t anything. She existed as rot might, as mold would: empty of thought, safe from contemplation. The dark suited her. Occasionally, something would provoke her into crawling from the damp, moss-furred shadows into enormous rooms where there were enshrined a whole host of glittering objects. She cooed at the sight of them, running fingers down luminous glass, along the velvet surface of enormous paintings: A part of her had loved such things once, these once-bright and jeweled wonders.

			Why, she didn’t know. The reason was lost along with the knowledge of how a frayed skein of blue cloth could have her weeping. All she knew was that when she saw it, the fabric slimed and stained through with black, her heart broke apart like a skull under a boot.

			“La, la, la, la,” she sang tonelessly, a thread of memory unwinding through her like a melody. There’d been someone else. They’d sung this very song to her, this lullaby, and if she could just remember the rest of it, perhaps she’d be able to reverse what had happened, undo this hurt, sew shut the open wound her heart had become, and she could find a road back home to—

			To—

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			There was a veritable soup of voices in her fractured mind: most her own and all speaking over one another at considerable volume. So, when the new one attempted to make itself known, she ignored it, the circumstances of her life such that she was not only accustomed to her own psychosis but at home with it. It didn’t help that she’d spent the long-tortured year after her unexpected resurrection alone, in the woods and the tunnels and the walls, as feral as the foxes that would sometimes creep up to inspect the hag-haired apparition stumbling past their dens. All of which to say, she might have gone on to ignore the voice forever if not for it one day deciding to whisper:

			“Whitestone now.”

			She froze. That evening, the light was the dull leaden green of an encroaching storm, and the shadows of the trees stretched long over the loam. She smelled lilac and woodsmoke in the chill air. Autumn neared. Whitestone, she thought. The word brought no image to mind, but she flinched nonetheless, jolting at its presence, stung by it. The word was a thorn, the teeth of a wolf sinking into the pallid meat of her arm. It was—

			—home. For a few perfect years, it was sanctuary, a place in which love kindled and blazed after a winter of loss. It was where love now waited and love now grieved. Her husband, he must be there alone, waiting for her. After all, his death had not stopped her from bringing him home. She would not let hers keep her away. She—

			—was going to be sick. Ill-practiced at manners, she allowed herself to be, much to the exasperation of the new voice, which swore impotently for a time before it subsided to an irritated quiet.
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			Another week passed without the new voice speaking directly to her again. Instead, she suffered a continuous malady of visions: memories of someone else’s life. Waking dreams of a conclave of academics, pleading with her to accept the natural order of things; of a handsome man being eaten away by a fever, his bones jutting through skin worn nearly to transparency; of a wedding and the cool weight of a ring on her finger; of asking for power; of finding enough to carry love home from the dark.

			“My love,” the new voice would sometimes whisper when it was certain she was asleep and therefore unable to bear witness to its vulnerability. “My love, my beloved. Come back. Hear my voice and come back. Please.” Over and over, it’d repeat itself like it could weave a rope from the sound and with it, extradite love from his grave. Over and over, until the words rotted from meaning. When that happened, the new voice would begin to cry: softly, angrily, each bitten-off sob offered up with great reluctance and no small amount of shame.

			In a different life, she might have willed herself asleep so as to give that voice its privacy. In this one, she listened instead with every molecule of her being, her mania temporarily replaced by something she would have recognized in that other life as a vicious glee.
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			The new voice tried again in the last hours of the morning of the twenty-eighth day, and it addressed her as she was crossing a rather anemic little stream, one so shallow and sluggish it might as well be a puddle with delusions of grandeur.

			“Were you raised by wolves?” that now unpleasantly familiar voice grumbled. “Wash. Your. Face. And do something with that rat’s nest of hair.”

			When that went ignored, it said, “Your mother would be ashamed of you.”

			Like a small forest animal surprised by the crack of a gunshot, she froze immediately, instinct rather than knowledge anchoring her in place, making her hunch down, so she was a smaller target than she’d been before. This seemed to frustrate the voice, which demanded after a moment:

			“Look at yourself.”

			She did. The moving water revealed a ghastly specter hunched over a satiny bank of pewter-colored stones. Its face was mostly obscured by a haze of black hair, the darkness marred by a chalk-pale streak. What could be seen of its features was lovely enough: the eyes deep-set, the lashes extensive enough to web its sockets with shadows, the mouth delicate, the nose more so. It had the look of a doll, albeit a terribly haunted one. Some remote part of her understood that it was her mirrored in the water, but try as she might, she felt utterly dislocated from her reflection: It might as well be a separate being, gazing up at her from an inverted twin of the world she resided in.

			“Your hair,” said the voice.

			What about her hair? She patted the downy mess, flyaway strands going every which way, knobbled with debris from the forest: twigs of every length, a textbook’s worth of leaves, frecklings of dull amber pollen, some moss, iridescent beetles, a few ants, a single ladybug that gleamed like a perfect wet red wound in the tintless white of that one stripe.

			“It used to be so lovely,” said the voice, turning sly. “It’s become such a strange color now, but that’s hardly as important. I remember when it fell like oiled silk over your shoulders. Wasn’t that nice? It could be as nice again if you combed it.”

			At this entreaty, she ran her fingers through her hair, teasing out its knots. The dishevelment really was quite extensive. In the past, her mo—someone would have seen this and instructed her to sit down. They’d have hummed, their voice low and sweet, as they eased a comb through her hair until every strand glowed as if dipped in lacquer. She thought of strong hands—already freckling with time, skin creping at the knuckles—plaiting her hair, arranging it into a wreath atop her head, and she could see again a mirror, and a figure behind her, except the details had smeared like someone had run their thumb over an oil painting before it could dry. Despite the perfect anonymity of the silhouette, the memory of it made her weep.

			“No, no, no. No tears, darling.” That new voice velveted itself into a purr. “We have so much to do. I can help you, if you trust me. Just let me in. We’ll comb that mess until it shines again. There we go—”

			Easier to obey than it was to interrogate the welter of grief that had opened itself in her like an incision. Easier to asphyxiate her curiosity with busywork than it was to sit with the fact she could not stop sobbing no matter how that voice cajoled and chastised and cooed. When the voice instructed her to wade into the brook and walk until she found depth enough to bathe in, she did so with idiot joy, an honest and childlike happiness, splashing noisily forward until she found a lake blotchy with algae. She chucked herself wholesale into the water: It was a cannonball, really, preceded by a gorgeous leap and a shriek of laughter so loud, it disgorged an entire flock of grackles from the trees.

			The lake swallowed her like a secret. Momentum conspired with the weight of her now-soaked garments to drag her down to the soft tangle of weeds below, the air spuming out of her in a white froth, and she would have let them hold her down if not for the voice saying unequivocally, in the flat and disappointed tones of a mother who’d finally hit her limit, “Absolutely not.”

			Reluctantly, she boiled out of the water to float on her back, gazing up at the canopy above, feeling as if she’d been cheated of something for the umpteenth time. Here and there, red-gold death glinted through the green like constellations or omens. In a few weeks, the trees would be a bonfire, meaning it would have been more than twelve months since she—

			Since she—

			Since—

			“None of that.”

			She obeyed with an ecstatic sigh, flopping onto her belly to begin paddling a slow circuit around the lake as the voice deliberated on next steps, its private musings a noise like conversation from the other side of a thin wall: muddled, incoherent. She had to admit that it was a little strange that this voice, of all the voices milling in her skull, seemed so self-possessed. It almost felt like a thing unto itself, having compulsions and wants separate from her own. Which was ludicrous, of course. All that existed, had existed, and would ever exist was this wobbly milieu of featureless days and wakeful nights: no before, no after, only a now fretful with nonsense and flashing glass-shards of memory. This was just her disintegrating further. The thought made her dangerously optimistic.

			“I swear, darling, I’m as real as you are.”

			She shrugged, which caused her to dip into those welcome waters and the voice, wordlessly this time, to urge her up, up, don’t you dare try to drown yourself, into the cold air, which filled her indifferent lungs like a sudden light. Ultimately, it didn’t matter to her, though. Whatever the voice was, it would continue to be, much like the woods and the turning seasons, the autumn shyly giving its seat to the bright-haired winter, in an eternal cycle she’d somehow been excised from, like she was a tumor.

			“And thank goodness for that,” said the voice with a rare, brittle sincerity. “Death is a sordid affair and it only ever seems to come for those who don’t deserve it.” Which was a kind thing for the voice to say, except it then followed that generous statement with, “It’s anyone’s guess why you were spared from the Matron’s hand, but we won’t look a gift corpse in the mouth, will we?”

			Gift corpse. The phrase stopped her cold. No, not the phrase itself, she decided a moment later, but the voice’s intonation, its very mercantile unconcern for the fact that she was a corpse, which she felt was something that deserved, at the very minimum, a degree of comforting noises. Being dead was worse than a skinned knee or a bout of fever, and both of those ailments once earned her a day under the covers, hot soup, and gentle words.

			“I suppose you’re right. What happened to you was a difficult thing, but I can hardly change the past now, can I?” said the voice very reasonably. “Much like you, I am also diminished, and now that neither of us has anything but each other, we should make the most of what you are. If you can promise me you’ll listen, I promise I’ll take care of you.”

			The voice spoke the words to her with a trembling, much-put-upon hauteur, but it was a sheer thing like a well-loved shawl worn to immateriality, and she could see through the fabric to the desolation curled underneath. There was a very real pain there, and upon recognizing this, she felt an ache bloom through her. Even if it was just her (“For the very last time, I am not a figment of your imagination.”), just a part of her (“You don’t listen very well, do you?”) so hurt it needed to be isolated with its pain, she wanted badly then to comfort the voice, both of them so very monstrously alone. It was right: They had no one but each other.

			“Do you promise, though? That’s important.”

			And she thought yes.

			“We are lucky, though, to have each other, to be together when we could have been alone instead,” said the voice, more softly still. She almost felt the phantom weight of a hand upon her brow, smelled a rich herbaceous perfume, a nearly familiar scent; it sunk through her, settling, until it seemed impossible she ever existed without both. “And you. Let’s see what we’re working with. I suppose there are worse ways to have spontaneously resurrected. You’re a Hollow One, I think. And mostly with your faculties.”

			The voice considered its words as she sunk into the water, hair spreading over the surface like a bloodstain, arms and legs paddling in languid circles, keeping her afloat. Rather ironically, she felt even more unmoored now than she had before. She had an uncanny feeling if she continued along this route, if she kept talking to herself with so much focus, interrogating her nature and the nature of her potential, all of the secrets she’d kept from herself would be unbuttoned, and like a reopened wound, stitches still wet, she would bleed and never stop.

			“We will not dig up your past, I promise. It would do neither of us good.”

			She relaxed. In the trees, something screamed: a bird of prey, maybe, shrill and eager and hungry. Shortly after, there was a sob of reply, cut off halfway, milled down to a rustling in the foliage, and then stillness.

			“But to my point,” said the voice, with more zest. “We are in an advantageous position. As a Hollow One, you won’t rot. You won’t need terribly much food or time for ablutions. Which means we won’t need to waste time.”

			An urgency seeped into that last sentence and there was again the sense of her memories macerating, a stutter of visions leaking through her fugue: She saw that man once more, saw his tidy beard and dark eyes; felt his lips burn along the backs of her knuckles; thought afresh of wedding vows she had never sworn; felt anew the grief of his loss, like she’d been hollowed out, less a person than a scrap of fraying lace. There was a chance, she understood, that the last could be reversed. But only if they were quick, only if they didn’t waste time they already did not have.

			“I can’t lose him again,” the voice confided, its tone silken, soft, the words a secret pressed into her keeping.

			It undid her completely.

			Had it been summer still and the world lousy with flowers, she might have gathered the voice a bouquet, a gilded armful of roses and lilies, whatever she could find that was bright and kind. But it was late enough in the autumn that nothing remained, so she carefully wrapped her arms about herself, squeezing. She’d been loved once, she was sure. Been held like this, held someone else like this. And it had made all the difference. So, she clutched herself, hoping the voice would feel held, and the air made her shiver deliciously.

			“Now that we are friends,” said the voice, and her heart forgot its rhythm at the word, spasming with an unexpected sweetness. Friends. It said they were friends! Her loneliness, until then a tenable experience, unpleasant but bearable, felt claustrophobic to even think of: How had she survived those wretched months without a bosom companion?

			“Now that we are friends,” the voice repeated when the horror of her previous isolation had dwindled to a faint dismay, “perhaps we should see how best to make use of our…shared life together. We wouldn’t want to be like this forever, would we?”

			The words were orienting. Before, she had felt no shame over her condition, but now it engulfed her. She saw herself as the voice surely did: a feral, derelict thing so fallen from respectability, it was a wonder the voice tolerated her enough to be her friend.

			“Oh, it’s quite all right,” said the voice soothingly. “We’re friends now. I’ll make sure this is resolved. We can be better than you were. We’ll fix your hair. We’ll find you new clothes. Perhaps, even magic—”

			Something woke in her, a pang halfway familiar, a want for something she no longer had a name for but that nonetheless still effervesced through her, until she was glittering with it.

			“You are genuinely remarkable. I don’t understand why I hadn’t seen that before. In another life, we— Well, I suppose this is another life, isn’t it? We have both been granted a second opportunity to do what needs to be done.”

			In answer, she sang out a babble of nonsense, wading out of the lake. She was soaked through, the blue fabric of her dress so waterlogged it was nearly black in the bright cold glow of the afternoon. A remote part of her wondered at what the voice, its tone now both conspiratorial and conciliatory, had chosen against saying, as it seemed like there was more it wanted to remark upon.

			“We need a name for you. It’d be much easier if you had one—”

			And it? she wondered. Surely, the voice needed a name too.

			“I have a name,” said the voice. “A very powerful one, actually, one that would have you awed to hear it, but you haven’t earned knowledge of my name just yet. That comes after—and only if you do as you’re told, which I believe you will. You’ve been a very good girl, after all.”

			Happiness sparked through her, an ache of belonging: Truly, she had no idea how she’d endured the absence of this. That sense of community, of being seen, of being wanted and validated felt more essential than air, than even the quiet she stumbled for when she woke screaming some nights, suffocating on the nightmares of a past life. She opened her mouth to tell the voice all this, that she was glad, that she was endlessly happy neither of them would need to be deprived of company again, but more nonsense gouted forth instead, a mellifluous pealing of vowels that she sang out as she tried ineffectively to wring her clothes dry, while grackles croaked low warnings from the trees and the foxes kept their distance.

			“La, la, la, la.”

			“That’s a song, darling,” said the voice disingenuously, the endearment positively septic with irritation. “I wanted your name.”

			“La, la, LA, la—”

			“That’s not a name, it’s a sound.”

			“La-la-laud,” she said abruptly, loving the yawn of it, the brisk second syllable. “La-la-la-LAUna laud-lana laudna. Laudna.”

			“There is no deterring you, is there?”

			“Laudna,” she said, certain now in the rightness of the name, assured by the ease with which she could speak it. She thought of summer evenings when the frogs called to one another, of the early dawn when the birds did the same, passing greetings through the leaves. They too repeated themselves over and over, as though repetition could anchor their existence to the world.

			“Laudna it is, then,” said the voice. “You and I, we will be friends, and we shall be together until the time we have no need for each other. Until then, we are going to have such fun together.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The small, perpetually damp hut must have belonged to an ill-favored servant; it reeked of time and rat droppings. The voice was aghast by how many vermin shared the residence with them, but Laudna took a weird comfort in the button-black eyes, the soft gray fur, the interested way the rodents regarded her.

			“I shudder to think how many of these creatures were in the kitchen,” said the voice.

			Laudna ignored the voice, preoccupied with the rats draped over her person. Four rode on her shoulders and outstretched arms. A fifth nested in her skirts as she sat cross-legged upon the cold, bare floor. They were warm and rather loving, snaking naked tails around whatever parts of Laudna were within reach, and it seemed to her like they were trying to include her in their squeaking discussion. The voice could say what it wanted; she liked the rats.

			“Ugly things.”

			The voice went unanswered, and the voice kept going unanswered for about a month after that as Laudna bent the entirety of her being into the work of befriending the rats. She succeeded, to the voice’s chagrin. Soon enough, the rats decided Laudna was a safe presence, and they would eat from her palms and nestle into her hair whenever she laid herself to sleep. It was good—until it wasn’t.

			Five weeks after Laudna had appropriated the hut, she woke to what had become a foreign stillness. Before, there was always at least one rat meandering through their shared home, investigating the items she’d scavenged from her adventures, building nests, doing whatever it was that rats did when they weren’t afraid of trap or poison, terrier or deprivation. But there was marked emptiness now, an absence like the cavity where a tooth once slept, a sense of loss.

			“I suspect,” said the voice tonelessly, almost bored-sounding, as the morning blued to afternoon, “that your friends might have had an encounter with the good people of Whitestone.”

			Laudna stared at the door, the cracks in the mildewed walls, the gaps in the sagging ceiling, and tried to pretend her will and her love were enough to reverse whatever the voice had intimated. She waited until the day shed all its colors, leaving the sky a charred black, before at last she allowed despair through the door, a terrible understanding of the voice’s words seeping through her.

			“It is a cruel world,” said the voice. “A terrible one, really. And no one blames you for not knowing to warn them that there’d be danger. You yourself are so young, after all. How would you have known that your presence inside the walls of Whitestone would have its servants looking for vermin? That it might inspire them to correct the situation? But you have me, at least. I won’t ever put you at risk.”

			That had Laudna weeping incoherently for an hour with her face pressed to the ground and her hands clamped over her ears, trying as best she could to block out images of gray-furred bodies lying in rigid piles. After the hour was up, the voice urged Laudna onto her feet, reminding her of how the world was drowned in superstitions about hedge witches and their familiars and of what people did to things shaped like women if they were discovered in the woods alone.

			Besides, there were things to do. There was paraphernalia to collect. Keepsakes the voice longed for, reagents that it could use. If Laudna stayed here, in this fetid place, there’d be no hope, no opportunity for retribution, nothing but the water or the pyre, the rope or the executioner’s block.

			“Your little friends would have wanted you to live,” said the voice coaxingly, when it became clear that death wouldn’t entice Laudna from her misery. “To make use of your powers. To be better to any other friends you make. I could teach you how to do all that, you know.”

			The horror of disappointing the rats brought Laudna back to some measure of clarity. She left then, urged on by the voice, whom Laudna was beginning to think of as female. And as the days gave them distance from Whitestone, the voice grew more indulgent, more eager to consolidate their respective knowledge bases, which was magnanimous of the voice, as Laudna had nothing to contribute on that front, something the voice often playfully observed and only occasionally with a mocking sting. Whenever its teasing drew blood, the voice would soothe Laudna with another story, one more piece of precious insight into what she was at her core.

			Some ancestor of yours must have been a refugee from the Shadow Realm. Too many generations for it to really matter, but not so many that their blood did not become our salvation, said the voice once as Laudna tugged at the bedraggled nonsense of her hair. No matter the voice’s strategies or her own careful efforts to move through the forest, it inevitably snarled, collecting debris and insects, knots and tangles she’d then spend hours combing loose as the voice sighed over her gracelessness. Still, it had been a gorgeous night: The sky was so livid with stars, it’d turned a milky lavender, and when Laudna had looked up with a struck-flint wonder, the voice had said quietly, with just as much awe, There are more worlds up there than you and I could ever imagine.

			“It’s tragic how fortune fails all of us,” said the voice. “You, with the mistiming of your birth. Me, well—”

			The voice stopped itself. Privately, Laudna had begun to imagine the voice as an older woman, brown-haired with a kind, heart-shaped face, an upturned nose that a lover might affectionately describe as kittenish, a sweet mouth already bracketed with smile lines. Not ethereally beautiful, not a glossy and unattainable perfect, like something dressed for a sacrifice; it was an earthier loveliness instead, like bracken and hearth-fire and misty nights sheened with dew, things a lonely heart could make a home with. “Let me show you something to help with that hair of yours.”

			What followed wasn’t words but something stranger, a velveteen sensation billowing through her arteries, up through her hands, down into her lungs, until she was silted with darkness, breathing it, filled so thoroughly with shadow it seemed unthinkable that she had ever had hands or skin, a mouth or a curious heart, any pretenses of personhood, really, when this devouring magic existed.

			“A simple trick,” confided the voice, the sound like a lifeline, a rope lowered through the void, reaching. “The very first one they taught us at the Lyceum. They wouldn’t teach us any other spells until we’d proven ourselves capable of doing at least five interesting things with this one.”

			Airy and insouciant as the explanation was, its meaning was clear: Laudna needed to do the same. If the voice was surprised at how quickly Laudna rose to the tacit challenge, how efficiently she spooled her magic and made it obedient to her will, brushing it across every seditious lock of hair until her mane sat sleek and dead and shining along her shoulders, it didn’t show it. When she was done, that sense of being consumed ebbed, and Laudna panted into the night air, exhilarated by this first attempt.

			“An adequate first work of prestidigitation,” said the voice, and Laudna did not care. She would not be taken down by the voice’s affectless grading of her work, not when that first spell had felt so wonderful: like first love, like waking up to the first green shoots after an eternity of winter. It felt holy, almost, in the way death could be a mercy sometimes. Laudna was thrilled and she wanted more.

			So, more was what the voice tempted her with.

			“Turst Fields is the perfect location for more magical practice,” said the voice as Laudna entered the stoven doorway of an old hut she had discovered three evenings prior and had surveyed distrustfully until it became clear it’d been given up to the forest to consume. The roof of the building had long collapsed, and what remained was a moss-eaten mess. It was redolent still of animal hide, although there was no trace of such in sight. A decrepit cot sat toward the back. There was a blackened fireplace in the corner, lush with ash; a pot settled beside it. The floor seethed with dried leaves. “For one, they won’t think twice about your appearance. They have mangefolk there, can you believe that? Rumor has it that the town was beset by mangefolk a long time ago, but when those wretched beasts drew blood, they wept and were domesticated. It’s all very sordid.”

			Laudna said nothing. The voice had become a steadying influence over the last few weeks. Whenever Laudna’s mind threatened to fracture, the voice would give a vicious tug, a sharp word of reprimand, and Laudna would be recentered, a hound on a short leash. Laudna was not entirely sure how she felt about being so controlled. On one hand, it’d given her a vocabulary again, a renewed capacity of speech, not that she made frequent use of it. When she spoke, she spoke with the voice’s diction, clipped and haughty. This would have been a less fraught matter had Laudna had any recollection of what she sounded like before. Growingly, if distantly and shamefacedly, she worried there would come a day when she would forget that she ever had a before, that there was a Laudna without the voice whispering into her ear and out of her mouth: a puppet, a possession.

			Fortunately for Laudna, the voice only ever seemed to solicit her input as a courtesy, much like how a mother might invite her daughter to opine on what should be cooked for dinner, even though the pot was already going and the table was set.

			“It’d be good to see Turst Fields again. It—it was special to me. It may become special to you too once you’ve spent some time there.” When Laudna continued to remain apathetic, more preoccupied with excavating the hut for signs of who had lived there before, the voice added, slyly, “It could be a new start for you. Somewhere to be that doesn’t always hurt.”

			Laudna raised her head sharply.

			“Better food. Better places to sleep. More things to do. New friends, perhaps, that might come to look at you with the same admiration I do. You could show them what you’ve learned.”

			Worship was of no interest to Laudna—but friendship? The thought of more people whom she could lean on and who would lean on her in return, creating a structure of cyclic support. They would share stories, and jokes, and moments they’d nurse into fine memories, anecdotes they could retell over the years. Maybe some of those friends would be mangefolk, and they could be misunderstood monsters together. She warmed to the fantasy even as the voice said, “We could get there tonight if you leave now.”

			And she did.

			Laudna walked. Dusk surrendered to a moonsless night and then a raw and bloody morning, the pink like flesh newly flayed where it wasn’t swaddled with mist, and still Laudna walked. The journey might have been faster had she taken to the open road and not hidden by the wayside to spook the rare passersby—a two-wagon caravan of exhausted merchants, a Firani man buttoned up in a physician’s uniform—with tricks, calling up sibilant voices and lights to bob and dance in the tree line. Still, even with those interruptions, Laudna succeeded in reaching Turst Fields before the afternoon cooked the fog away.

			For all of its reputation as one of those rare places that’d count mangefolk in its census and all the rumors such a heresy inspired, the farming community was rather bucolic, the kind of place people spoke of when they talked about retiring in the country. Because of its proximity to Mooren River Run and the bustling trade it enjoyed with nearby cities thanks to the larder of its land, it was a prosperous settlement, and its wealth was reflected in its well-kempt paths, its spacious cottages, its plump livestock. A trio of cows came to nuzzle Laudna as she tiptoed up to their paddock (“Look there!”), which stood at the very edge of Turst Fields proper: It sprawled over a large knoll, the grass still defiantly green despite the lateness of the year. The cows bunted at her face, lipping at her shoulders and her outstretched hand, certain she had an apple or a pocket of oats hidden somewhere. The smallest of the trio took to suckling on a black hank of hair. Laudna laughed at the attention. Their sweet, dark eyes were fearless, hopeful: Here were creatures who’d never suffered an unkindness in their lives.

			“You need to keep to the shadows,” warned the voice, but Laudna did not listen.

			She didn’t want to listen. What she wanted to do was to feed the cows armfuls of asters gathered from the road, and to sit and dote on the one-eared tomcat that slunk up from the tall grass to wind around her legs, meowing croakily, like it was a toad in costume. What she wanted to do was simply be.

			“You’re making a mistake,” said the voice again, more urgently. “If they see you, they will panic—”

			“You said they would be friends.” It hurt to speak. It hurt a little to hear the rust in her voice, how it’d corroded with disuse, how it cracked between breaths. “My friends.”

			“I said nothing of the kind,” hissed the voice.

			“New friends, you said,” Laudna hissed right back, anger twanging in her jaw muscles. A cow lowed in concern, and she pressed her face into the bridge of its wide muzzle, breathing in a wet-earth musk and a milky sweetness. Laudna cupped the animal’s jaw in her hands, matching her breath to its, envious for a second of existence. And it didn’t matter that the voice nudged into her mind, noting how things would inevitably end for the cow: on multiple dinner plates, hacked up, charred, drizzled in gravy, fenced with greens and puddles of mashed potato. Yes, Laudna thought fiercely back. But what if it didn’t.

			To which the voice responded, “Run, Laudna.”

			Laudna jolted her attention to the road prowling up to Turst Fields. Before, there’d been people, but only at a distance: wives at the market, an entourage of husbands following gamely behind, children rushing between stalls. All of them so far away, they seemed a world in miniature, music-box figures turning to a song Laudna could not hear. Now a man—a boy, really—stood close enough that Laudna could see the sweat pearling along his cedar-dark chin, dripping. He wore farmer’s overalls, aproned front stuffed with tools. He couldn’t have been much older than twenty, still gawky, unused to his new height, his broad shoulders slightly hunched and his cheeks flecked with acne.

			A word boiled up to his lips.

			“Night hag,” he said.

			“He’s going to call the whole town on you if you don’t start moving now. They will tear us apart. You need to run, Laudna. You need to go. Now.”

			“No,” said Laudna, rapping her knuckles on her sternum, like she was hoping it’d be a show of good faith. “Laudna.”

			“W-what were you doing to my cows?” Here, his frightened voice developed some iron. He took three apprehensive steps forward before tremblingly scooting two back, skittish as any colt—but a kick from one could still break a rib. A wild light spread through his amber eyes, and for the first time since the voice threaded itself through her life, Laudna thought she might regret not listening to it sooner. “They’re good girls. The exemplar was just here. She just blessed them. You’re not allowed to do anything to them! That’s what a blessing means!”

			“Friends,” she insisted, brow pinching, clinging to the word. When the boy’s expression hardened further, a certain fatalistic resoluteness overtaking a face that was sweet still with puppy fat, his hands tensing into fists, Laudna added desperately, “My friends.”

			It was a mistake. As was her stabbing an arm in the direction of the cows, her sleeve fluttering like a crow wing. Had Laudna the wherewithal for calm thought, she might have realized the suddenness of the motion would startle the animals, but this was the first time in memory she’d spoken to another person, and she was utterly out of her element. The cows bellowed their alarm, rearing. One slammed its horns into the fencing, the wood cracking like bone. The boy yelped. The tension between them had been a simmering ember, a held match. Now it blazed. When the boy howled a second time, all of Turst Fields turned as one at the call.

			“Night hag! There’s a night hag in the fields!”

			Laudna ran.

			One of the core tenets in Turst Fields was faith in its community. When the Dustpaw mangefolk reneged their cruel beginnings, choosing to stand with the people they’d been instructed to slaughter, lost and affrighted by their new consciences, the people of Turst Fields took them in. Very quickly, they learned there would be consequences to that decision. Exandria possessed too many who saw their magnanimity as a grievous misstep, a gateway to worse troubles. Mangefolk were monsters, they said. Mangefolk were killers. Mangefolk belonged nowhere save on a pyre or a hero’s mantel. There came no small number of people who wanted the mangefolk put in their place and their neighbors made into examples. In response, the community of Turst Fields became ferociously protective of one another, and when one of them needed help, everyone answered.

			Laudna heard the mob gather behind her, oil trickling into a fire until it became an inferno nothing but blood would quench. She heard the jangle of their weaponry, steel clinking as booted feet pounded against packed dirt; the words night hag passed among them like a disease. Laudna did not turn to see how many stalked her (“Eighteen. Twenty. Goodness, there are already thirty people following you.”); a harried fox did not stop to count the hounds. She ran with an animal terror (“Run before they hurt you. If they catch you, they’ll kill you.”) quivering in her throat like a second heart. She ran knowing the voice was right, recognized in the stampede of bodies behind her a flinching half memory: what came when frightened people struck and were too afraid to stop, how the body could fold into itself like a broken building, the bones rendered to rubble. She ran, gasping, knowing this was her fault and no one else’s, the shame tight around her throat.

			“The river,” whispered the voice. “Get to the river.”

			If she had just listened, if she hadn’t gamboled off to play with livestock like she was a moonstruck calf herself, if she had allowed the voice to prescribe the right moves, waited, watched for an opportunity to court Turst Fields’s affection, she wouldn’t be running (“How could you think I didn’t have your best interests at heart?”) until the entirety of her blistered with the effort, like her lungs were held cinders eating through skin. Stupid, stupid, stupid. To the river, then, Laudna went, plunging through a wheat field in vain prayer that the tawny grass would hide her from her pursuers. Twice, she stumbled. (“Get up!”)

			The second time she fell, Laudna felt something bang against the back of her mind, and the voice hissed at her, “Let go.” She complied, too preoccupied with running to think too much on the peculiar demand. The moment she did, she felt a writhing sensation and then, more bizarrely, a bonelessness in her muscles like everything had relaxed at once; she almost tripped again, would have if not for the voice hounding her to stay up, keep moving, run. Somewhere between all that, her vision scintillated and she heard a man cry out in anguish. (“They’ll be busy with that for a moment.”)

			Control returned. Distantly, Laudna wondered what the man met in the grain that could have earned such a shriek, what throat could have emitted the slavering howl she’d heard just before the man went quiet. But she could smell the water now: balsam resin and mud, algae and miles of coniferous forest drinking from the river. Close, she was so close. The sky blurred blue and gold above her. A storm of birds rose from the wheat in a shrieking cloud, adding to the babble behind Laudna. She was close. Unfortunately, so were they. (“Don’t look. Don’t turn.”) The men and women of Turst Fields weren’t warriors, but they’d made a life out of long, hot afternoons working in the fields. Despite Laudna’s best efforts, the distance between them was vanishing. (“They’re coming. If they reach you, you’ll die.”)

			If she hadn’t been so obstinate, she might have a small room in the inn, with clean sheets and a one-eared cat nestled at the foot of her bed. Hot food. Amber candlelight, warm as the conversation wrapped about her. People to speak with: maybe the boy who had named her a threat, except he wouldn’t do that there. She’d be a new acquaintance, someone he might introduce to a sister, one older and measured, with freckled cheeks and a fox’s daring mischief crooking her smile.

			No chance of that anymore, though. (“I told you. I warned you.”) The path to that life had closed like a noose.

			And the mob—so close now, too close, close enough she could feel their warm breath pant at the hairs on the back of her neck—bayed hungry agreement.

			If she survived, Laudna vowed, there’d be no more of this foolishness. She would be good, she would listen. No more of this cheek when the voice had led her so wisely. No, she’d obey if there was another gold-dappled sunrise in which she could be given instruction. (“Keep going. Don’t look back.”) Soon, every loping step was paired with a desperate promise, the wheat field draining into sheened stone and moss, the river deep enough to gleam black.

			“They’re almost here.”

			Laudna flung herself into the water, and for an airless, crashing moment, there was nothing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			Hours later, the afternoon cooled to a blue-black bruise of an evening, its belly dark with the threat of a storm. In the deep of the forest far beyond easy sight, alone in a hunting blind so old its owner was only yellowed bone in the grave where he’d been laid, Laudna sat with her back to a moldering wall, staring sightless in the gloom.

			“You’re lucky you had me watching out for you.”

			No amount of chivying would convince her back to her feet. Now and again, she moved to wrap her arms around her bony legs, or set her pointed jaw on the knobs of her knees, or dab at her eyes with a crow-wing sleeve, snuffling without regard for propriety. No one else was there, after all. No one would ever be. Monsters didn’t get to have friends.

			“I needed so badly for you to go to Turst Fields for me,” continued the voice, half castigating, half something unnameable, a rawness Laudna wanted to cup in her hands, keep safe despite the voice’s sharp tongue and how it gouged her for relief from its own anguish. “I’d fallen ill there once. And he—”

			He never had a name, was never unraveled into a story that someone else could steal. The voice guarded all knowledge of him jealously, like a widow hoarding her memories. There was no point, though. Each time he was invoked, Laudna’s mind frothed with images of that dark-haired man, all seen through a smudged glaze, like someone had rubbed grease over her eyes.

			You’d think I would not be laid low by something so common.

			Hush, my love. Let me care for you this time.

			“We left reagents there.” Roses, Laudna thought but did not say, dizzy on someone else’s memory of them, a wet and ashen scent, as though the blooms had been fed to a fire. “We could have those reagents if you’d not had the town running after us. What use are you if you won’t listen?”

			But the voice had been the one to tell her to look at the paddock, had it not?

			In her misery, she couldn’t be sure, so that too was swallowed down, the thought settling in the grave of her subconscious, furling there with a tired hate for her new clarity. Life had been easier when she’d been feral, less woman than animal, wild as the woods in which she wandered, safe from herself, safe from this hurt that dug into her like a talon. Laudna thought she might even miss the tree from when she opened her eyes that first time, or at least the sky, a dark and fading blue, the color of a shawl regally draped over her shoulders, offered like a queen’s favor, as a woman said quietly, with gentle authority:

			Women in our family don’t break.

			What did they do instead?

			What they can, Laudna thought with a jarring, vertiginous certainty, blinking hard. Her eyes burned from hours of staring into nothing, her cheeks slicked with tears. The hunting blind was bigger than most, although that was not saying much. The roof was low enough that Laudna had to stoop when she stood. An inch-thick rime of dust and worse hugged every corner. Spiderwebs gleamed silver in the half-light spilling through the cracked glass of the shelter’s only window. There were leaves everywhere, shriveled and brown, fresh bloodied amber. The floor crunched under Laudna’s bare feet as she walked a circuit around the building, its door open like a startled mouth. All that remained of the original owner were rusted tools, a broken bow, a quiver empty save for a nest of baby mice, and a waterlogged portrait of what might have been a faceless woman, standing hand in hand with a tall androgynous figure.

			“—back to Turst Fields and we’ll make them bow their heads. They’ve taken up the mangefolk’s animistic beliefs, which I think is something that will work to our advantage.”

			Laudna did not respond. She bent instead to pick the leaves from the mildewed floorboards, piling them into the crook of her elbow. Spiders and lacquer-shelled millipedes fled out to the landing. The moonlight was gray, watery.

			“I can show you a way to keep people from hurting you.”

			She thought of hands. She thought of mailed fists raining down on her. Farming equipment and heavy steel, the weight of them cracking her open like a rotten egg. She knew, in that abstract way traumatized people always did, walled off as they were from whatever had broken them, that those glints of memories were hers, and if she were to focus, they would coalesce and she would hold them in their entirety. The idea of doing so felt like a blade sunk leisurely between her ribs. She winced away, nodding agreement to whatever the voice was saying because any distraction was a good one.

			“I will give you”—the words had the cadence of a fairy tale, a spell; they had a weight like fingers pressed to her skin, a taste of candle-warmed gold—“my grief to wear. I will make you a gift of my rage, so you may wield it as yours.”

			Shadows rippled out from the seams of the hunting blind, tarry and pitch-dark, bubbling into figures with too many arms and too many heads, ice-white grimaces shearing impossibly through the dark. They gathered around Laudna, circling her, examining her, whispering, their hands with their excess of fingers offered up to her. When Laudna extended her own hand in return, they sleeked over her flesh, an obsidian flame rippling down her fingertips, attenuating her silhouette, stretching her into a caricature, a child’s nightmare come to life. They cowled her face in a mourning veil, poured from her eyes, and when Laudna managed to breathe out an astonished “What?” she did so with ink pouring from her mouth.

			“What did you do?”

			“Now we can return to Turst Fields,” said the voice with cold satisfaction. “With this, you’ll give—”

			Don’t ever go empty-handed into someone’s home. Their hospitality is a privilege. Treat it like such.

			“A gift,” said Laudna with such happy warmth in her voice, it was a marvel the sun didn’t follow into the sky. “They’re angry because there were no gifts.”

			“No, that’s not what I said.”

			“But what to bring them?” Laudna muttered fussily, pacing the space, hands knotted behind her back. The shadows fled her skin. Laudna worried at her lower lip, a finger lifted to tap at a bloodless corner. “It must be very good. Because we are”—Laudna dropped her voice, abashed—“imposing upon them.”

			“No, no, Laudna, you are getting distracted.”

			“If one is early to dinner, one helps in the kitchen,” Laudna intoned, schoolmarmishly.

			“No one,” came the gelid retort, “has invited us to dinner, I may note.”

			Laudna’s expression crumpled. The voice wasn’t wrong. It was hard to meander through a kitchen, setting plates, cutting vegetables, stirring stew, if there wasn’t a table at which to eventually sit. Turst Fields had made it abundantly clear where it stood on the subject of her presence. Laudna could still hear the snarling mob, could still see the boy as he stood transfixed by her presence, his face shining with fear. If only she could have said to them—

			“What?” said the voice. “What would you have said? What would you have told him about you that would have made him unafraid of you? You’re a dead thing even the grave did not want.”

			And she’d ruined the fence too.

			“I could fix the fence.”

			“Stop, Laudna. This is becoming pitiful.”

			“I could go at night,” said Laudna, warming to her scheme. She practically skipped to the toolbox, upending its contents onto the floor. Half the implements there were useless, gone to ruin long ago. What survived wasn’t quite right for Laudna’s purposes either, these once being property of a hunter rather than a workman or a carpenter. But it had a hammer, scabrous with rust, and it had a mismatched family of nails, these, too, oxidized; it would be enough for her to fix a fence, especially if she scavenged some of the boards from the hunting blind—the ones on the ceiling, perhaps, the ones sheltered by tree boughs, puckered with water damage but still largely whole. “I can be very quick.”

			“And then what?”

			The answer came sweetly and easily, unrolling like a banner under a high summer sun, perfect and whole from conception, and so simple that Laudna burbled with shocked laughter. Giddy with her revelation, Laudna cupped a hand over her mouth and whispered, as if she and the voice stood in a crowd of thieves, “Then we fix more things.”
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			Over the next few weeks, Turst Fields found itself haunted by altruism. No sooner did something break than it would be—shoddily, the local builders noted with resentment—repaired. The anonymous kindness would have gone unremarked upon if the boards used didn’t bear deep gashes as though raked by claws and the new awnings weren’t ominously tasseled with chips of bone. The situation soon worsened. Slowly, the inhabitants of Turst Fields began to report missing equipment, missing supplies: sewing needles, yarn in every color, gouges, mallets, awls, axes. Periodically, laundry would vanish, only to be returned mended, smelling greenly of the deep woods.

			It felt, said the more superstitious of the populace, like a threat. This was malice, this was an auguring of worse things to come. Turst Fields steeled itself for an attack—but none came.

			Exactly a month after that first fugitive work of repair, the farming community woke to find a cloth effigy of a cow—one could have called it a doll if it hadn’t had black stones for eyes, human teeth in its maw, slivers of real bone where its horns should be—set in the village square, a note appended to its tail.

			In trembling script, it read:

			My apologies.
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			South, said the voice, so south Laudna went once she was certain she’d extended sufficient recompense. For a time, she nursed the idea of revealing herself as Turst Fields’s mysterious benefactor, but she decided in the end an apology wasn’t an apology if it was grafted onto the back of the expectation of forgiveness. It was a shame, though. She had wanted to see how they’d respond to the cow she’d made. There’d been no time and too little in the way of actual materials; there was not enough dexterity on Laudna’s part either, she discovered, her stitches clumsy, her fingers still too stiff for anything like grace.

			The teeth had been contentious too.

			Laudna wanted to be done with the doll, but the voice pointed out cows always had teeth, and the absence of such might be seen as an affront to the town. In the end, the decision was made for her: Laudna found a chewed-up cat’s cradle of bones tangled in the riverbed, the fish having long winnowed away every scrap of meat and organ. Luckily, it still had its molars. Laudna, murmuring thanks, feeling ineffably tender toward the drowned remains, recognizing in their half state a kinship, something cousin to her own queer existence, pried the teeth loose. (Later, she came back to take the shapely tibia, the wristbones, and what remained of its vertebrae, and strung those into wind chimes to dangle from the awning she made.)

			But those moments had been marginalia, footnoting a bizarre chapter of Turst Fields’s history. South, Laudna went after she decided her penance was done. First because she’d been told, and then for the raw pleasure of the experience. Laudna, who had not lived long enough for even first love, fell tumbling for the endless fields, the eternity of sky above, the forests with the last of their honey-and-blood foliage, which she knew would slough away, leaving spokes of black branches clawing at the winter firmament. Laudna would have traveled forever through this landscape had the voice asked, all to drink up the world and its colors. It was an adventure. All of it was.

			As such, she raised no objections when the voice urged her toward a place called Shadebarrow, which it alleged held a trove of everything they could need. Except the voice either could not or would not commit to a direction, sending Laudna meandering up and down the same patch of land over and over again for several tiresome nights.

			“What are we looking for?”

			“Looking?” The word danced with a badly suppressed fury, rage flecking every sentence to follow, bright and golden. “We aren’t looking for anything. We are waiting for you to draw on the forces in Shadebarrow so we can collect what Sy—” A name swallowed, an old hurt hidden away. The voice had always demanded there be no closed doors in Laudna’s heart, but it kept its own secrets locked tight. “What I had left here.”

			The air was clotted with fog. Summer had overstayed that year, leaving the autumn gluey with heat. Only in Shadebarrow did it seem to be cooler. Though she wouldn’t confess such aloud, Laudna could, in fact, feel the forces that the voice was demanding she pull from. They were a drowsing, diffused presence under the earth, like something that had been hibernating for so long, it’d forgotten it ever possessed a shape. Laudna had the sense that if she just tugged on them like the voice wanted, they would unravel like an old scarf.

			“But what if I don’t want to?”

			“May I remind you that we have an agreement,” said the voice stiffly. “I provide instruction and you listen.”

			“I don’t think I agreed to any of that,” grumbled Laudna, even though she had to concede she hadn’t always been in command of her faculties and it very much was possible she had accepted such terms back in the muddled past. But if her dim memories of those first frenetic months were any indication, Laudna had been little more than an animal then. As such, did it count if she’d said yes? That version of her probably would have said yes to anything so long as there was shelter in the exchange. “Does it—”

			“Focus, Laudna.”

			She did, jolted into obedience. Laudna reached down to the soil where the presence was sprawled, spread through the dirt like a lacework of roots. Whatever it was, it was old, old enough to recognize Laudna’s nuzzling touch as innocent of ill intent, for all that the voice might have wished otherwise. Laudna could almost feel the long centuries it had spent in that soft brown loam, feeding the world it—no, they, although it didn’t matter to the thing if it was counted in the singular or described as legion; they were dead and dreaming of the turning seasons—had once loved so dearly, and after a moment, she could feel what the voice was so desperate to find: a lump of red in the dark, like old congealed blood.

			“Take it apart.”

			“No.”

			“If you don’t, we’ll never be able to—”

			“I’ll do it if you tell me what we’re looking for,” snapped Laudna, aware she was being petulant, but it seemed vital somehow that she make this difficult for the voice. “It’s not fair that you keep telling me to do things but never explain why!”

			“You…you child!” Driven to its apparent wits’ end, the voice released a despairing shriek, receding into the back of Laudna’s mind. After a few days of silence, Laudna found, to her surprise, she missed the voice’s omnipresence—although not enough to coax it from its sulk. Without the voice haranguing her toward a goal, she had the freedom to explore, which she took hungrily, following a thin path into the autumn woods, its packed dirt canyoned with wheel prints.

			Two nights of walking led her to a ring of farmhouses, a few plots of fallow land, a single paddock in which an ancient goat wandered leisurely. No shops, no signs of commerce, not a tavern for its inhabitants to while their evenings away. Having learned her lesson, and because of some ancestral distrust for the species—a part of her looked at its ammonite-curl horns and floppy ears and thought absolutely not—Laudna did not traipse directly for the goat; instead she wandered the perimeter of the settlement until she found a vantage from which to watch its inhabitants.

			From a distance, they appeared to be women. A coven of younger human girls, corn-silk-haired, similarly dimpled, their smiles inflections of the same foremother’s; two older women, often wimpled, one tall and lean and meek, the other muscular with a filthy laugh that carried through the air like she’d only ever been taught to take up space; and what Laudna presumed to be the matriarch, a pewter-haired woman who stood with martial straightness despite the weight of her myriad wrinkles. Every week or so, a visitor—a trader, a healer, always travel-worn, men predominantly, flinching and suspicious of all these women living alone and unchecked by husbands—would come, sometimes to stay, sometimes to deliver cargo or bring something away.

			Laudna found she liked the shy, skinny woman best. She towered above her neighbors, a head taller than most, a fact she did her best to hide by rounding her shoulders, stooping, as if embarrassed there was so much of her in comparison to the rest. But then she’d go into the woods, bow and quiver of emerald-fletched arrows strung on her back, and with every step, she’d unfold a bit more, until all that affected docility fell away like an unwanted collar and she walked as freely as a wolf. Laudna followed her whenever she went to hunt, marveling at how still she could stand, how she kept her breath tame and quiet in the hollow of her throat as she took her shot. How every arrow was always the only arrow fired. Her aim was true, her kills immediate.

			Her field dressing, however, Laudna would not watch, especially not after the first time, when the woman, with more strength than her rangy figure promised, hung a dead stag by its antlers on the boughs of a tree. The sight of its massive brown-furred carcass, heavy enough to cause the branches to sag, swaying in the breeze sent Laudna crashing through the foliage even before the woman had begun her work, unaware and uncaring of how the woman had stopped and gazed thoughtfully into the dark with calm green eyes.
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			A month went by before a woman rode into the isolated little hamlet, head bowed, body weighed by whatever cares she’d heaped onto her gelding alongside her many satchels and saddlebags. Her shaggy-maned mount was no taller than a pony, but what it lacked in height, it made up for with a truly heroic amount of width: It was the most muscular horse Laudna had ever seen, its sides rippling with every jaunty step. The woman herself must have been similarly built. The armor she wore resembled a fortress, its pauldrons battlements, the bulwark of its chest plate so thick, Laudna didn’t know how both woman and horse hadn’t collapsed from its weight.

			“Exemplar,” snarled the voice for the first time in weeks. “Just what we needed.”

			As the exemplar, with hair the color of blood, neared the hamlet, the woman left to grow tacky and cold rippling down the back of her armor, called out, and the matriarch swept grandly from her own home. Laudna, watching from the trees, saw the matriarch’s chill features thaw with recognition and warm with relief. Her lips moved, and Laudna could make out the words Finally. You’re here.

			“What is an exemplar?” Laudna whispered to the voice.

			“Tiresome,” said the voice immediately. “They’re stuffy, boring people regardless of the god they worship. The ones devoted to the Betrayer Gods occasionally have a sense of humor, but this one is probably a minion of the Prime Deities.”

			Laudna filed the phrases Betrayer Gods and Prime Deities away for future dissection, as both terms seemed like they might be significant. She understood, in a rather nebulous way, that there were both divine and infernal hierarchies, and in those organizations, there were entities who lorded over everything from winter to frogs, death to verdant growth. (This was a misconception the voice had tried repeatedly to correct, but Laudna would not be convinced that a god of nature wasn’t also a god of small amphibious creatures, and ultimately the truth was merely semantics.)

			“I wonder why an exemplar would be here,” mused the voice before it lapsed into a brief, clenched silence. “What did you do while I was away, Laudna?”

			Laudna thought about the woods. She thought of the honey-haired sisters, so close in appearance and age they might as well have been triplets, and how they’d sat giggling together late one particularly warm night, passing a bottle among themselves; it was the closest Laudna had come to revealing herself, convinced for one wild and terrible moment those girls, with their fanged smiles, would look at her and think kin. She thought of the woman with the filthy laugh, who had no shortage of obscene jokes, to the mortification of the hunter she shared a hut with and the delight of everyone else, and how she sometimes kissed the former like she was something holy. Laudna thought of the hunter too, and how she had stood so very still in the dappled evening light, a wild thing like Laudna, not entirely right for the civilized world. She thought of the dead stag hung from the tree and how she had run then. Laudna knew if she told the voice of the last, she’d be told to leave the hamlet immediately, so she buried the memory as far as it would go, closed the doors, locked the gates, made a sepulchre of herself, and hoped her misstep would stay dead, forgotten.

			“Nothing,” said Laudna.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Of all the emotions Laudna thought the exemplar might elicit, envy was not one of them. Her surprise at its presence was surpassed only by the intensity of her resentment. Worse than that was the fact the voice took immediate and sympathetic notice.

			“People forget everything when they see one of those servants of light,” it said. “Exemplar or healer, it never matters. All thought flies out of their heads, and they scrape and bow and empty their wallets. It’s absurd.”

			One damp afternoon, after a storm had transformed the land into a swamp, the voice had said pensively, “Empty promises. That’s all they rule over and all they offer. When the desperate come seeking actual succor, the gods and their servants simply turn them away, saying there’s nothing to be done for it. If you want miracles, you have to look elsewhere.”

			All this made a cruel kind of sense. Except Laudna could not imagine the exemplar turning anyone away, especially not after watching the woman wade into the floodwater in breeches and a discolored tunic to help retrieve furniture from inside the three sisters’ cottage, her hair squeezed into an abbreviated ponytail. To be fair, Laudna couldn’t picture the exemplar executing miracles either, but that had everything to do with her sourceless belief that divine work was the province of individuals who couldn’t bear dirtying the hems of their robes in mud.

			Laudna, over several eventful days, watched the exemplar do very—according to the voice—un-exemplar-like chores: all responsibilities she herself had taken on a lifetime ago in Turst Fields. It wasn’t fair. The hamlet had not called a mob—not that it could, what with its very sparse population—upon the exemplar over her arrival. When the exemplar took a morning to sit with the resident goat and her own horse, people had brought her fresh fruit to feed the animals. That Laudna should be run out of a town and the exemplar be immediately embraced seemed arbitrary, prejudiced, and, frankly, quite mean-spirited.

			“People fear powerful women,” said the voice quietly one night. “And there’s nothing we can do about that.”

			Laudna felt her sororal tenderness toward the voice deepen. Acid as the voice sometimes was, merciless in its observations and its demands that Laudna do better by them both and also by the standards to which women were purportedly held, Laudna knew from fleeting exposure to its memories that the voice understood what it was like to be seen as monstrous.

			“Better to be feared, though, than to be rendered a womb or a beast of burden like that one. Sure, they love her now, but they only love her because she is of service. It’ll stop if she ever gives up on fixing their homes.”

			And Laudna thought she could live with that so long as she was loved.

			Slowly, her resentment died away, and in the vacuum something else began to grow: curiosity. For all of the voice’s critiques of the exemplar’s vocation, the woman seemed sincere in her behavior. She did not comport herself with any of the airs her kind were supposed to have, nor did she express any annoyance when the hamlet approached her to fix the same roof tiling for the umpteenth time. Instead, she did as asked with laughing enthusiasm. The voice pettishly noted the exemplar was probably there for evangelical reasons and this was why she was so helpful, but Laudna recalled how the matriarch’s face had softened at the sight of the woman, like she was a prayer finally answered.

			There was a trick, Laudna decided, to being loved by people, and it was one the exemplar knew. So, lacking any knowledge of better alternatives, and in mimicry of the woman herself, Laudna set off to do the only thing she could think to do, which was to be as helpful to the visiting exemplar as the exemplar was to the hamlet.

			Sleep, Laudna discovered early, was an indulgence more than a necessity. She slept when she was bored and when she wanted the voice to cease in its lectures on poise. Occasionally, Laudna slept because she was tired, although those nights were rare, as she knew she’d inevitably wake up screaming from strange dreams of an enormous tree. Often, she meandered instead, until the fatigue gave up and wandered elsewhere. The exemplar, however, slept with clockwork regularity: She was dead to the world before the moons reached their summits and awake again by first birdsong.

			Laudna took advantage of this. Initially, she used those empty hours to meticulously arrange the exemplar’s tools, ensuring they’d be within reach when the woman woke to resume her labor. Then, when the exemplar showed no signs of being unnerved or even aware of the act of tentative charity, Laudna’s daring grew. Soon, she took to finishing the exemplar’s work for her, proudly slinking back into the forest to watch for when the hamlet stirred to see a ruined wall, a broken fence, a cracked saucepot miraculously restored overnight. Hardly anyone exclaimed over their discoveries. They murmured instead among themselves, inspecting Laudna’s handiwork, which had improved and would have been garlanded with bird skulls if not for the voice.

			“They’re pretty,” said Laudna.

			“They’re ominous,” said the voice. “If you’re going to insist on taunting an exemplar like this, at least do it wisely. No skulls.”

			This only mildly dampened Laudna’s excitement. Encouraged by their ambivalence to her presence, she began then to gather scraps of fabric from where a skirt caught in the briars and threads of hair convolved around grasping branches. Laudna took straw from the goat’s enclosure, which it allowed only after she’d bribed it with a skirtful of too-ripe summer apples. Then slowly, painstakingly, Laudna stitched dolls in the image of the women of the hamlet: the three sisters, their matriarch with her cold-steel glare, the lovers, even the exemplar, though the last gave her extraordinary trouble. You couldn’t make armor without a forge, Laudna discovered, and dry leaves went only so far.

			But they were a happy diversion. With them, Laudna could pretend she understood the interiority of these women, and that she was loved enough to be privileged to the sight. Several times, the voice attempted to dissuade Laudna from her project, hissing that they’d been safe because Laudna had been cautious, and they could easily forfeit their safety if she didn’t rein in her wantonness. But Laudna would not listen. It had been several weeks since she began watching the settlement and its people, and her fear of the villagers was beginning to erode despite the voice’s chastisement. The women must know about her. The fact no action was taken suggested to Laudna that she was, at the very least, tolerated. After another stretch of arguments, the voice relented, declaring such effigies could be useful, and if Laudna insisted on being stubborn, she should daub each doll with the blood of the one it was meant to represent.

			“No,” Laudna had responded, mortified. “It’d be rude to just take some blood.”

			“I’m not telling you to stab them. Leave a thorn at their doorsteps, a nail in their doorways. We just need a light pricking—”

			“No,” said Laudna, and the voice sighed.

			Though Laudna could not tell if she was happy living in the liminality of these other people’s lives, for a time when she slept, she did not dream, and when she dreamt, the dreams were kind.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			“I’d not move very quickly if I were you.”

			Laudna flinched awake at the voice, and the steel weighing on her throat, her pulse rabbiting against the metal. Above her stood a figure silhouetted in the salt-white moonlight, its features obscured, its oxblood hair paled to something closer to fresh gore. Very slightly, it moved, adjusting its stance, its grip on the braided pommel of a longsword, and Laudna saw it was the exemplar who stood above her, her expression one of clinical interest. Suddenly, she understood what it was like to be a meat animal sized by a butcher; she was being weighed, and whatever decision the exemplar arrived at, it would be utterly removed from any thought of Laudna’s personhood. Still, hope trembled like a cowed animal. The exemplar had not run. She had not screamed at the sight of Laudna. Maybe if Laudna tried hard enough, if she was honest enough, open enough, she might convince the exemplar of whatever part of her innocence was being called into question here.

			The tall, fat woman was an imposing sight there in the silvery dark, her muscled shoulders straining against the linen sleeves rolled up to her elbows, the dusky gold skin of her forearms stippled by old scars. Up close, Laudna could see what looked like badly healed claw marks, deep troughs swooping down her brow and across her cheek to the mangled nub that was all that remained of her right ear, as if something had thought her skull a pot and her face a stubborn lid to work free. She was gorgeous despite all that, or maybe because of it: clever black eyes, a rose bloom of a mouth that was pursed now with wariness.

			“You stink,” she said in a voice more musical than Laudna could have ever anticipated, the faintest rasp in its consonants. Her cuirass shone in the moonlight, the Lawbearer’s heraldry emblazoned on its front, marking her as an exemplar of a Prime Deity, goddess of law and judgment. “Of dark magic, but I don’t see it in your manner.”

			(“This isn’t good. She can sense me.”)

			“Devil-possessed, maybe?” She adjusted her grip, uncertain, head cocked first to one side and then another, like she could just about hear the voice but couldn’t make out its words and saw doing so as a divine command, a decree she wouldn’t shirk for anything, not love or sainthood. “What are you?”

			“I’m—I don’t know,” came the guileless answer. (“Good. Don’t tell her your name. The less she knows, the better. Wait until she drops her guard, and then we run. Make any excuses and run to the trees. We need to get out of here.”)

			“You don’t know?” said the other woman tonelessly, for all the natural mellifluence of her voice. “You have no idea if you’re a hag, a changeling, a forest-thing wearing a dead girl’s skin like a cloak?”

			Laudna considered the question, the last example giving her pause. Some days, that felt like it could be a truth. Her memories, outside those from the last few months, had a hand-me-down quality, ill-fitting, even uncomfortable. Part of that was of course because at least a few of those belonged to the voice and, as such, were poisoned by its grief. But she had no explanation for the rest of them, why she flinched whenever they surfaced. Maybe they did belong to someone else, a girl whose ghost was still clawing to take back what she’d been robbed of. Laudna didn’t know.

			“I don’t know,” she said again with a take-it-or-leave-it shrug, a loose ripple of her shoulders. The exemplar’s blade scraped over her skin, and she did not bleed.

			“Do you crave living flesh? Both werewolves and undead often do.”

			“No.”

			“Blood? The souls of newborns?”

			The only newborn Laudna had ever beheld was a crèche of baby squirrels, so young they were still rat-tailed and pink-skinned. All she had wanted from them was that they have a future.

			“No,” said Laudna. Then she rucked her brow, aware that there was a narrative she was failing but not how she was doing so. “Should I?”

			The exemplar sobbed out a noise that could have been either a laugh or a curse.

			“You’re a puzzle,” she said, shaking her head, eyes half-lidded with concentration, a wolf with a scent almost too old for it to track. “Lawbearer help me, you’re either going to rip out my throat the moment I lower my sword, or you’re somehow truly an innocent.”

			She sheathed her blade. Laudna ignored the voice’s hungry implorations to strike, strike now, her skull aching with its fervid instructions. The truth was, there was nothing the voice could have done to convince her to violence. Here stood someone of flesh and bone, blood and warm honey-colored skin, and she was not screaming. She was looking at Laudna with a guarded curiosity, yes, a coiled tension like a blade held at the ready, sure, but she hadn’t invoked a mob. She had even put away her sword. Laudna wasn’t naive enough to think the exemplar trusted her, but there was something better there.

			Faith.

			No, short of euthanizing them both with an aneurysm, there was nothing the voice could do to keep her from talking to the exemplar. Here at last stood an opportunity to realize Laudna’s greatest wish. Here was someone who might become a friend.

			“Why have you been stalking the hamlet?”

			“I haven’t,” she said earnestly, wringing her hands. “Watching, yes. But I haven’t been stalking anyone. Unless you think watching is the same as—”

			At the exemplar’s expression, Laudna lapsed into a brief and embarrassed quiet. Clearly, her actions absolutely counted as stalking. But she brightened a moment after, continuing.

			“I just wanted to be helpful.”

			“To be helpful?” asked the exemplar. “What are you talking about?”

			“I want—I want to be like you,” said Laudna, surprised in that instant at how much longing felted her voice, aware she had exposed something tender to a stranger who had only just been threatening her with a sword. She should be afraid. The voice certainly was; its apprehension knifed through her. But like a beaten dog offered up to a new owner, she couldn’t help but indulge in hope.

			“I saw—” The words knotted in her throat. Laudna felt suddenly shy. “I saw what you did at the village. They were so happy you helped them. I’d like that. I want people to be happy to see me too.”

			“And these?” The exemplar held out one of the dolls, its bright hair lapping over her wrist like a votive. “What are these for? Do you plan to hurt the villagers?”

			“No,” said Laudna. It looked so shabby in the exemplar’s hand, she thought. A button-eye had already loosened; the dress, which Laudna had been proud to stitch together, did not at all resemble what the golden sisters would wear. In fact, it barely resembled a dress, being more a hodgepodge of dirty fabric wrapped around a straw figure. “I—I was lonely.”

			It wasn’t a lie.

			“Lonely,” echoed the exemplar, her voice dropped to a mutter. “You’re lonely,” she said again, voice anguished, looking at Laudna like she was seeing her for the first time. Her expression softened. Then, to Laudna’s dismay, it began to fill with pity. “Lawbearer help me, you’re serious.”

			“I am,” said Laudna, unsettled by the woman’s sympathy.

			“You can’t,” said the woman, and those two words, spoken so quietly and with so much kindness, were worse than if she had elected to cut Laudna’s throat. The exemplar squeezed her eyes shut, rubbing her thumb and forefinger over the lids.

			“You can’t,” she said again with a terrible kindness. “I mean, you can, but it’s—it’s not going to work.”

			And Laudna thought, This is what it sounds like when someone breaks your heart in half with their hands.

			Merciless, the exemplar continued, sinking to her knees like they were sisters seeking comfort with each other, or Laudna a child to soothe in the wake of her parents’ deaths. She gently extended a hand, palm up, to Laudna.

			“They’re not going to understand,” said the exemplar when Laudna set her hand in hers. “They’re going to see you and they’re going to want to hurt you.”

			“Why?” said Laudna even though she did not want the answer, even though the pity in the woman’s face made her want to bolt and never look back.

			The exemplar patted the back of Laudna’s hand. Silver wisped through the dark red wreath of braids she wore atop her head, and Laudna wondered with a pang she could not explain if the woman was someone’s mother.

			With that same cruel gentleness, placing her hand over Laudna’s knuckles, the exemplar said, in stops and starts, like every word hurt to birth, “People have a tendency to hurt what they’re afraid of. I wish it was different, that Exandria was kinder. But it isn’t. Even if you were still alive, I would tell you to tread carefully. Once people have learned to fear something, they forget its humanity.”

			“That isn’t fair,” said Laudna hopelessly. “I just want—”

			“No,” said the exemplar. “The world isn’t fair, but it isn’t only darkness, I promise. I am sure you’ll find people who will take joy in your presence, who will love you the way you seem to deserve. But those who live here—they’re afraid of you.”

			“No, they’re not! I’ve seen them. They’re so brave—”

			“They have given everything to build this life for themselves. They won’t risk losing it.”

			“You could tell them I’m not something to be afraid of,” said Laudna, clutching at the woman’s hands with a sudden hungry desperation. “If you say I only want to be their friend, that I’m not a danger, maybe they’ll—”

			The exemplar untangled her fingers from Laudna’s (“What have you done, Laudna?”), rising to her feet, and Laudna could not tell what was worse: that the pity in her expression (“Oh, child. You should have run when I told you.”) deepened or that the woman, with the same monstrous kindness, said, “There is a darkness to you that I still do not entirely trust.”

			(“I only wanted to save you. But you wouldn’t listen to me, again.”)

			“You seem sincere, but I have no guarantee that whatever lives in the core of you won’t break free and hurt those who have asked for my help. All I can do is offer you a choice: leave”—she rested the heel of a hand on the pommel of her sword, the meaning clear—“or die.”

			(“Run, Laudna.”)

			Monster, thought Laudna, clambering onto her feet, thankful for how her hair veiled her face. For all the compassion in the woman’s voice, for all that she made Laudna feel seen, she saw only a monster—one that could be reasoned with, but a monster nonetheless.

			(“I told you.”)

			The last of Laudna’s hope died as all broken things did: with barely a whimper and with something almost like relief. Her heart was gone; it might as well be ash in a long-abandoned hearth. Laudna was disgusted. With herself and with her maudlin misplaced fantasies. With the fact she’d allowed herself to imagine the hamlet open to the idea of integrating her into their community. (“My girl, my poor child. This is why you should have stayed away.”) But mostly she was revolted with how much she had wanted the exemplar to nonchalantly offer her name (“They’re all the same. Meet one exemplar and you meet them all.”) and in return ask for Laudna’s (“She did not deserve that knowledge,” said the voice, and there was a ferocity there, an honesty of emotion Laudna could not have anticipated.).

			Small courtesies. Small, thoughtless rituals. Small ways in which Laudna could assure herself that she was a person and not something so wretched even death didn’t think her worthwhile enough to keep.

			The only mercy was that Laudna had not yet begun to cry, although she could feel her chest tighten with the need to do so. Tears needled at her eyes. Her grief was a bright and airless thing that bled white through her vision. She wouldn’t allow the exemplar to see her weep. Laudna stumbled back: one wobbling step at first, and then longer strides, before she turned and fled into a night now mercifully moonsless, the shadows hiding her grief from the sky.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			“Laudna.”

			Was there a way, she wondered, that someone could hide from a voice—kind, knowing, prescient, who’d only tried to save her from herself—that dwelled in their skull with the rest of their thoughts? If not, would there come a time when the voice would tire of repeating her name and allow Laudna to slowly deliquesce into the forest? Let her rot, she thought, huddling against the ancient tree that lay dead now on the loam, its leaves long since fallen away. That way at least she could be of value to something. The soil wouldn’t judge her inadequate. The plants, the seedlings, the wide-brimmed mushrooms fruiting from the rain-sodden bark weren’t, as far as Laudna knew, inclined toward discrimination. Every dead thing fed the woods the same way, and so she would be of use here.

			Wanted, at last.

			“This is honestly rather mawkish behavior,” said the voice. “You’re acting like you were spurned by a lord instead of an overdressed priest and a peasant boy.”

			Laudna could not conceive of even speaking to a lord, much less being subjected to his gentle rebuff: It seemed unthinkable she would ever enter one’s orbit—and, for some reason, it seemed like it’d be a terrible thing to be noticed by one. The thought, once it had time to settle, both depressed and frightened her. A light drizzle pattered down from above, and it felt almost like pity, a gentle hand patting her shoulder, which left her heaving with sobs for another minute.

			“I wouldn’t let it happen. If we were at court, I would ensure you were so loved, there’d be a crown for you by the end of your debut.”

			Laudna did not, in fact, want a crown. Rulership terrified her. She barely understood the conceit of hair. The notion of being installed on the throne of a country and being responsible for the byzantine work of ensuring it continued to function for generations to come, of convincing people to like one another (because surely, that was an essential component of the position), seemed almost worse than trying to make friends. Of course, this was all conjecture. Laudna hadn’t met nobility before. Not in this afterlife, at least. Although Laudna was certain, in the way a body might remember the weight of an amputated limb, that before her premature death, she had once spoken to a lady—

			“She didn’t deserve your kindness,” said the voice very gently, and Laudna was ashamed of how viscerally she wanted there to be a body appended to the voice and for that body to enfold her in its arms, hold her until she stopped unspooling into tears.

			“She was right, though,” said Laudna. “I am a monster.”

			You have no idea if you’re a hag, a changeling, a forest-thing wearing a dead girl’s skin like a cloak?

			“I’ve just forgotten I’m a monster.”

			What few birds were awake to drowsily chirp at their neighbors quieted uneasily as Laudna’s confession, too loud in that quiet forest, rang out. In its wake came silence, and then more of the same, an enveloping nothingness that Laudna would hold for the rest of forever and into which she could sink, and sleep, never to be a nuisance to anyone ever again. The thought of decomposing into mulch, and of whatever flowers might rise from her remains, quiescent at last, filled her with an unexpected comfort. Laudna uncurled enough from where she sat to drag bony fingers across the trunk of the dead tree, its putridly wet bark, almost spongy to the touch, staving at the contact. In the hollow that remained, she found the sorry cadaver of a large rat, dead of something, although Laudna could not be sure of what. It seemed at peace, however, its little face quiet; its death had been gentle. For that, Laudna realized she envied it ferociously.

			“There’s nothing wrong with being a monster, Laudna,” said the voice after an age. “We all have our roles to play. For there to be heroes, there must be villains—”

			“I don’t want to be evil,” said Laudna dully.

			“A villain isn’t always evil. A villain is someone in opposition of the heroes, and what are heroes but the ones who write the story? To a hunter, his favorite hound is nothing short of a beloved legend. To a fox, however, to a vixen who just lost her reynard to its jaws, that same hound is a villain, a monster.”

			Laudna stared down at the dead rat, so recently deceased it hadn’t yet been set upon by insects; she would have believed it asleep if not for how rigid its small body was. Maybe it was poison that had claimed it, something gentle and paralytic that kept it asleep as its heart juddered to a stop. The rain thickened to a soup, slicking the hollow. It didn’t take long before the rat was bobbing in an inch-high puddle.

			“The exemplar—” Laudna began and stopped. The memory of the exemplar was a wound still, one she’d barely staunched. If she wasn’t careful, it would bleed again, and Laudna wasn’t sure what she’d do then. A physical injury, she assumed, you’d eventually die from—not that she would know, having failed miserably at the endeavor—but a broken heart felt like something that’d persist until all you knew was to beg for it to stop.

			Laudna badly wanted it to stop, and for the voice to stop comforting her.

			She wanted the sight of the exemplar’s pitying expression to be gouged out of her mind and put to rest somewhere she would never see it. She wanted gone the memory of how the exemplar had so very calmly presented Laudna with her options, looking for all the world like she regretted the necessity, that she was sorry for the brutality of the situation and for pulverizing Laudna’s heart—but not sorry enough to shirk the duty she’d been given. And certainly not sorry enough to not run Laudna through, had Laudna chosen to stay.

			Laudna scooped the rodent from its watery grave and set it on her skirt, struck by the notion that at least one of them should have some dignity. If she was properly dead, she wouldn’t want to float around until she melted into a virulent stew. It seemed graceless. Cruel, almost.

			“She was your monster,” said the voice, and for once, there was nothing of its clenched-knuckle grief, its bitterness so like a draft of venom; there was only a pensiveness, a terrible sense it understood better than Laudna could ever know.

			“Stop,” said Laudna. “Stop talking.”

			For many, a woman is either a maiden or a monster, something to control or destroy.

			“I was that, once,” said the voice. “Long ago. When I asked too many questions, when I told my teachers it was unfair, that there had to be something they could do to make the world just again. All they said was I was wrong. That there was nothing to do but grieve and hope one day I’d stop feeling like I’d been disemboweled.”

			“I want to be alone,” said Laudna.

			A memory offered up like a hand: a vision of that singular dark-haired man shivering in an enormous bed with a priest there by his side, the priest’s leanly beautiful features and expression of useless pity a perfect mirror of the exemplar’s. All loves end. Be glad that yours was true and that you had as many years as you did. Not many are as blessed.

			“They called me a monster because I wanted to save him,” said the voice, the memory disintegrating, leaving a rawness in Laudna’s throat like she’d screamed herself bloody and then went on for a few hours more. “They wanted me to watch him die and say thank you for the privilege.”

			“It isn’t fair,” said Laudna. “It isn’t fair you won’t stop talking. I don’t want to talk to you. I just want to be alone. Please go away.”

			“Someone has to look after you.”

			“I didn’t ask you to take care of me. I didn’t ask for you at all. Why are you here? I don’t want you in my head.”

			“If it weren’t for me, you wouldn’t be alive. I warned you that the exemplar was coming, didn’t I? I told you to run when the villagers came for you,” said the voice, a certain slyness coloring its words.

			Laudna shook her head. “No, no, no. You didn’t do any of that. Liar. You’re lying—”

			Except she wasn’t certain of that either.

			“Darling, just because you don’t remember it happening—”

			“I don’t want to remember,” said Laudna, her own voice fraying. She was tired from crying, tired from being afraid. She was drowning in her exhaustion, her lungs and throat silted with a cold heaviness. All she wanted to do was lie down with the little rat body she’d recovered and die. “I don’t want to, I don’t—”

			“Enough,” said the voice.

			Laudna dug at the mud with her fingers, careful not to dislodge the little body nestled in her skirts, aware that anyone who saw her now would be affrighted by the sight. Part of her wanted someone to see her, though. If all of Exandria insisted on being afraid of her, it should at least be on her terms. As if it had been listening to her internal blathering, a raven croaked in laughing agreement from somewhere above. Either way, Laudna decided to bury the rat there, close enough to its original nest that there wasn’t any risk its spirit might be homesick forever.

			“She chose to be your monster, you know?” said the voice.

			“But I didn’t choose to be theirs,” said Laudna with more viciousness than she thought herself capable of, the battered animal of her heart tired enough of its abuses that it intended to bite, consequences be damned, before it endured any more hurt. “I didn’t choose to be alive like this. I didn’t choose to be here. I—”

			She swallowed the rest of her words before they could unravel her.

			“You can decide, however, if you’d rather be afraid for the rest of your life or become something they know to respect for centuries to come.”

			Laudna understood what the voice meant, heard in its stiff notes a challenge to take the harder road, to sink her teeth into those who’d hurt her and tear her own legend from their bones. Still Laudna said, stubbornly, “I don’t want to scare people. I want them to like me.”

			“I know your heart, Laudna,” said the voice. “I know you want to be good. That you want to be loved. That you want people to see you for what you are and care for you as you care for them. Sometimes, that can be accomplished through fear.”

			This, Laudna wasn’t expecting.

			“What are you talking about?”

			“When I was a child and the year was growing late, I would ask my parents for frightening stories. Tales of what moved through the night when the sun itself was too afraid to emerge for more than a few hours. Surely, you must have done the same.”

			What memories Laudna had of her childhood were stowed deep in her subconscious, packed down where its edges wouldn’t cut her, but she nodded nonetheless. It seemed like something a child would do.

			“We repeat these stories to one another and pass them down through the generations because we love them. Because we delight in being frightened. And you can be a monster they love, Laudna. It’s easier than you think.”

			“I won’t hurt anyone,” said Laudna, aware that by saying I won’t she had tacitly made her choice.

			“Whoever said anything about hurting someone?” asked the voice with a laugh that dripped silver, triumph simmering under its bright surface. “You could be what keeps them safe. You could be the legend that warns children from getting lost in the woods and young lovers from drowning in lakes. A monster who eats useless husbands, whom the weak call to when they need the strong devoured.”

			Sensibly, Laudna noted, “Devouring a person probably hurts them.”

			“A metaphor,” said the voice without so much as a beat straying out of order. “Don’t worry too much about the semantics.”

			Laudna was worried, however. As worried as she was for the dead rat in her waterlogged skirts, its fur black in all that rain. The burial she had planned for it was running into complications. Its makeshift grave was filling rapidly with rain, and the thought of squelching the rat into a muddy hole seemed almost as terrible as leaving it in a rotting tree. It also seemed worryingly easy to scare someone slightly too much. After all, Laudna had already scared one person to violence, and she’d done nothing but be very nice to a triptych of cows. The logistics of being a folkloric horror were daunting.

			“It’s why you have me,” said the voice. “I will care for you.”

			“Go. Away,” said Laudna.

			The voice did not swear, but in the ensuing silence, there was definitely the impression of pursed lips and a sharp-drawn breath.

			“We are all we have. You know this. I know this too,” said the voice, very carefully, in the same glass-brittle tone it might have used to ask, Did you just take a shit in the corner? “So tell me I heard incorrectly. Tell me I did not hear you tell me to go away.”

			“We don’t need you. I have my new friend and he has me,” said Laudna, dizzy with a fierce new love for the matted body she held now in the bowl of her dirt-encrusted hands, smaller than she’d thought it was with its fur slicked down, its belly slightly distended. It looked vulnerable. More than that, it looked poignantly alone, and Laudna realized that if she had ever had the stomach for abandonment, she had lost it with the last of her hope of being loved. So, the rat she would keep close no matter what followed. Laudna would not cast it aside like she’d been.

			But there was still the worry it’d be homesick if taken far afield—

			“And he needs a hat, so we’re going to go find a hat and you’re going to go away,” trumpeted Laudna with the ceremony of a minister announcing a knighting. The rain had begun to dull again into an inconsistent drizzle. A weird, green-tinted, mustardy light fed through the cracks in the foliage, soaking into Laudna’s skin.

			“Why, pray tell, does a dead rat need a hat?”

			A flutter of memories, like a desperate animal writhing in a snake’s belly, like being at a ball with eyes closed, listening to the lord and the ladies chuckle, the bright clink of wineglasses, a scent of florals, of rust and—

			“A hat makes one distinguished,” said Laudna with conviction enough to surprise herself, feeling like she’d wrenched herself back from a ledge.

			“Dead rats, distinguished hats. I feel like I’m in a bloody children’s rhyme. Fine. If you believe yourself capable, you’re welcome to rot with the other corpses,” said the voice, and Laudna felt its presence shrink to a memory. Before Laudna could say anything in response, she heard a loud crack explode through the air: the unmistakable sound of a bone broken, of a body shattered against something much more unyielding than ribs and skin and organ meat.

			She felt an immediate pang, a grief for a life so abruptly ended; it was a perilously familiar situation. Rat cradled in the crook of her arm, Laudna walked—stumbled, really—to where another tree stood whole and massive and alive. At its base was a wretched spill of black feathers and gore, the only consolation being that it was clear the poor raven had broken its neck and everything else on impact. Death would have been instantaneous.

			Laudna needed it to be.

			She stared down at the unfortunate corpse. Hesitated. Again, the feeling of a memory experienced through closed eyelids, this one even more abstract. No words, no voices, nothing but a jumble of ideas and the sensation that she’d once known someone who would have gently de-fleshed the raven, pared feather from broken bone, made beautiful its death. This person would have expounded loudly about debts owed to the dead and the necessity of showing them respect, a thing that could be accomplished only if you did the grisly work by hand. Inexplicably, Laudna worried this person, whoever they were, would be ashamed of her.

			Unlike that person, she didn’t have the tools. She didn’t have anything, really. Save perhaps for a haze of memories. The oldest of them always seemed briary: It hurt whenever they surfaced. It was beginning to feel like someone had set an awl to her brow bone and was probing for a point of entry. Still Laudna reached for them. There was an answer there, a solution that she could use now, surely.

			Nothing emerged. Wordless, she sunk onto the wet soil. The raven was a worse sight up close, and Laudna would have apologized to its crumpled, ruined body if she thought her words were worth anything. There would be no hat for her new friend and nothing but decay for the bird, a slow disintegration as the forest claimed it for its own. But perhaps that was a thing to envy. The dead raven at least had a purpose. It had a place that welcomed it. Laudna, on the other hand, had nothing, not the voice to guide her, not the earth to sleep in; she was unwanted, alone.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, uncertain who she was addressing, only that she was truly, pathetically sorry about everything. She tried not to look at that feathered wreck of a corpse so close to her or the liver glistening through its ribs, wishing with every molecule of her being that the rain hadn’t made the ground so terrible for burials. Still, she could make it presentable.

			Laudna called up that first spell the voice had taught her, and the magic came with the scent of oudh, the smell so strong it drowned out the stink of fresh death. What followed wasn’t anything Laudna had expected. The feathers stayed disarrayed; the body continued to gape like a startled mouth. But the skull all but leapt clear of its meat, whole and white as it landed on a comb of unspoiled ferns. Laudna stared. No, she had not been expecting this at all.

			Gingerly, she retrieved the skull and set it on her new companion’s head. It was just—only by an inch or so—slightly too large for the rat, which would be less of a problem if the rodent’s head weren’t so brittle, the skull concaving under Laudna’s gentle touch. She frowned. That wouldn’t do. Laudna decided then to pack the skull with what she could: ooze and leaves and whatever else she could find. But the skull, too heavy, wouldn’t stay still, so she unrolled a ribbon from her sleeve and wound it around the skull. A memory of a girl hunched over an embroidery circle rose in her thoughts; she’d been humming something, a song, a melody to guide the stitches, keep them from unseaming. Laudna sang it in unison, feeling again a stir of magic in her veins. The ribbon tightened, smoothed until it was a collar and a support both.

			“You’re so pretty,” she crooned. If the rodent had seemed dear before, it was possibly darling now to Laudna, this small talisman of hers, this proof she could be good to something, even if that something was a corpse in a preternaturally clean skull. “But what’s your name?”

			This is so good. What is it?

			It’s just pâté, madam.

			“Pâté,” said Laudna abruptly. She placed the rat in her skirts, slightly awed still by the ferociousness of her affection. “I really liked pâté. They served it at the—”

			The doors of her mind slammed shut again. No, that needed to stay where it was buried, locked up and kept safe in the dark. But Laudna could almost hear again the murmur of voices, almost see again a hall so lavishly appointed, she’d felt like an intruder in its glory. How she had loved being there anyway.

			“It was the de Rolos, I think, who gave me the pâté. And it was very good. You’re very good too. Why don’t we name you for all the good things that happened?” said Laudna softly. “Pâté de Rolo. Doesn’t that roll off the tongue?”

			Laudna ran her fingers down Pâté’s spine, tracing each vertebra under its fur. As she did, an oil-slick light spread from her skin and coiled over the rat’s limbs, over its neck like a noose, over the tip of its bird skull, until the ropes of iridescent shadow resembled so many marionette strings and Laudna could move her new friend with a ripple of her fingers.

			“Pâté de Rolo,” said Laudna. “Yes, that sounds right.”

			Pâté bowed low with the kind of grace an aristocrat might have spent years refining. Laudna laughed and applauded, entirely in love now, almost sick with the feverish, frantic enormity of it.

			“Pâté de Rolo. It is very good to meet you,” she said softly for the third time, comforted somehow by the resonance and the ritual of it. “My name is Laudna. And I’ll be a monster for you if I have to. Anything to keep you safe.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Pâté de Rolo soon became Laudna’s best friend and the voice’s least favorite thing in the world. It wasn’t that the voice disdained sharing Laudna’s attention; more than once, it explicitly stated the opposite, stiffly at first, and then with increasing quantities of aggravation as Laudna, speaking as Pâté, continued her relentless teasing.

			“C’mon.” Laudna had developed a virtuoso’s aptitude for controlling Pâté and was now having the rat elbow her temple in a salacious eh, ehhh? gesture. “You know you like the girl. No shame in admittin’ it.”

			“My regard for Laudna is separate from my regard for you, you—Bloody hell, you have me talking to the rat now too.”

			“ ’S’cause I’m unbearably charming, roight?”

			“No,” said the voice. If it had teeth to clench, they would all have cracked. “You are not.”

			“Wot?”

			“You are—Laudna, please, for the love of everything sacred to the grave, can you put that thing away?”

			“Pâté is his own rodent,” said Laudna in her normal voice, seating the raven-skulled thing in question on her shoulder. She wiggled two fingers, and Pâté kicked his feet in answer, eliciting a grin from Laudna that would have sent an onlooker running. “He gets to decide when he wants to go nap in my pocket.”

			Her skirts hadn’t begun with pockets, but their traipsing across the continent had put them in the path of what looked like an ill-conceived robbery, the would-be criminals gathering flies on the road. Laudna had taken slices of fabric from one of the corpses’ shirts, liking the richly embroidered indigo, what little could be seen through the crusting of gore. Having nowhere to put them, she sewed them onto her clothes, granting herself pockets.

			“Well, does he want to go nap anytime soon?”

			“That is a question only Pâté can answer,” said Laudna rather smugly.

			A mortified silence grew between them. Pâté’s creation had been timely. Without the rat, Laudna might have sunk into bleakness after being run out of the hamlet’s borders by the exemplar. But Pâté became a consuming obsession: Laudna whiled away days inventing his characterization, his mannerisms. Some mostly faded memory insisted that Pâté would never suffer being repudiated—he was small and innocuous, after all, soft-furred—so Laudna made him brash because she could not be, and she made him bold because she decided that Pâté knew she’d keep him safe.

			The last of that wretched autumn—Laudna would forever associate the smell of woodsmoke and frost with the exemplar—had laid itself on winter’s altar, and from there sprang a spring as cheerless as the preceding cold, with snow velveting every surface, spurning the green world’s every attempt to push out new life. Laudna somnambulated through this landscape without particular thought, allowing the voice to lead her in one direction and then another. Occasionally, its directions found Laudna at a crypt so old and forgotten, it was mostly crumbled stone and dead vines; a moldering door recessed into the side of a hill; a graveyard trellised with ghosts that bowed at the sight of Laudna or, perhaps, the voice enthroned in her mind. From these places, she would gather curiosities: tortoiseshell jewelry boxes, which gleamed in the dark like they were fresh-made; rusted steamer trunks creaking with age; bones thorned with unsettling extrusions, their surfaces crawling with runes; a forest of dried botanicals; rings and necklaces and tinctures in onyx vials, cracked gems and slivers of metal that drew a nostalgic sigh from the voice when Laudna ran thoughtful fingers across them; taxidermized paws and mummified tails, leathery things that reeked of musk.

			And letters bound with crimson ribbons, the silk smelling still of rust and smoky vetiver. She was not permitted to read their contents, but Laudna would leave with her cheeks wet from someone else’s ancient grief. For hours after, the voice would be quiet, and Laudna would think to herself how strange it was that all hearts broke the same way.

			Because Laudna had no place to hold these artifacts, the voice had her ferrying most to new locations, burying them under strict conditions. A rare few it bade her to wear on her ears or stitch into the unspooling fabric of her dress, to keep on the belts from her funerary garments. The voice would not explain why these were of special importance, too valuable to lay to rest in the dirt and dark, but Laudna suspected it had to do with the man the voice was in mourning for, a suffocating agony like death strung around one’s throat.

			Another year had crawled past, then a second, a third. The world shifted imperceptibly from season to season. Trees grew taller, foliage deepened; the animals that Laudna would sometimes trail for her amusement changed too, becoming stronger or sicker, antlers flowering, muzzles silvering. The luckiest of them found mates, mothered children, fought and survived and flourished. The more unfortunate ones died to predators or hunger, but those too Laudna—in stasis, forever displaced—envied. If not for Pâté’s companionship, she might have lost herself to despair again. But the rat kept her sane, or at least as sane as someone like Laudna could aspire to be, and for that, and because she was manacled to the voice, Laudna had decided early on that Pâté would have his own damn sense of agency.

			“I’m not asking the rat,” gritted out the voice. “It’s a puppet.”

			“Actually, I’m a Pâté,” said the puppet in question. “You know, like the fancy liver them rich people like eatin’.”

			Laudna was secretly quite proud of her talent at ventriloquism.

			“No,” said the voice, a world of threat in the curtly spoken syllable.

			“Whot do you mean ‘no,’ love?” said Pâté. Laudna wondered if there was any way to simulate twitching ears through a raven skull and decided it would be aberrant of her to do so. “We saw that lady at the—”

			“Fine,” said the voice, smoothly cutting in. “Fine, fine, fine. Do you want to take a nap, Pâté? I’m rather hoping that you do. You have been jabbering on for hours.”

			“It’s called makin’ conversation.”

			“Do you or do you not want a nap, Pâté? It’s a simple question.”

			“Depends,” said Pâté, and then in her own voice, Laudna said, “Are you going to teach me how to be spooky?”

			Spooky was the word that Laudna and the voice had compromised on when they discovered the former could not, even when willing, terrify people for cruel pleasure. She’d tried once, spending a fortnight terrorizing a homestead, but when she loomed up against a window and saw a young girl inside weeping from raw terror, Laudna had left in self-disgust. Though her heart was only really beating as a courtesy these days, it could still ache. So, the voice walked her back to an idea that Laudna would not carve herself open over: She’d be spooky. Spooky wouldn’t traumatize children. Spooky unsettled. Spooky didn’t drive people to fling themselves into chasms, or to drown themselves to get away from what they dreaded. Spooky was safe, the voice assured Laudna, and would not have Pâté shrinking from her, whispering in his caricature of an accent, Wot have you done?

			Had Laudna anyone else in her corner—if she weren’t so grievously alone—they might have told her that trust had to be earned. The voice had done none of that. It had simply spoken, expecting Laudna to follow, like its words were a rope to which Laudna was tethered, and she would follow because how could she not?

			“I don’t think spooky can be taught, Laudna. I’m not even certain you need instruction. You already are.”

			“That’s not helpful.”

			“It is,” said the voice, its patience spent, “what it is.”

			With that, it receded. Laudna had become accustomed enough to the voice to know what this quality of silence heralded: a few days, a few weeks of being left alone to think about what she’d done. There was a version of Laudna who might have dreaded the isolation, but this one had Pâté, and, more important, she had a new project.

			The woods, Laudna discovered, were rife with hunting lodges and herbalist shacks, little homesteads, isolated farms, and, best of all, the inexplicable bands of roving travelers who camped without discrimination, often colonizing old ruins or spaces too close to the lairs of things that took very poorly to their presence. They were the delight of her days, these bickering, eccentrically armored, variedly hygienic, entirely motley crews of the most random assortment of individuals she could dream of. Whenever she crossed paths with such a group, Laudna would linger, stalking as close as she dared, just for the pleasure of listening to them quarrel about another impossible story.

			But Laudna’s project then did not involve any adventures: It involved instead a cottage. The building was as ancient as its owner, an elderly half-orc woman so stooped, she was nearly bent double. Still, she tilled the mean plot of land beside her home. Still, she limped after a languorous flock of equally geriatric sheep, inching through the hills with them, from the gilded mornings to the blackly jeweled nights.

			What fascinated Laudna was not just the old woman’s utter dearth of fear, but her contentment in her isolation. Laudna had the vague sense she was supposed to dread a life such as this. This loneliness, some poisonous half memory purred, was terrible. Nonetheless, there was a peace there in the woman’s quiet that Laudna could not help but long for instead. The very first night, when Laudna had drifted past her window, little more than a reflection of chatoyant eyes in the dark, the old woman had simply, lips pinched and face severe, walked up to the windowsill and poured a line of salt along its length. Then she went to bed. The next three nights went precisely the same, with Laudna appearing and the old woman salting her window before sinking into sleep, the inside of her cottage amber with candle-glow.

			On the fourth day, a talisman greeted her at the woman’s door, hanging just before the entrance: a string of carved vertebrae, cracked blue glass, black feathers, and a symbol of the Dawnfather inscribed on beaten gold. Below it, on the floor, was a card saying, Leave me alone.

			It was a very no-nonsense way of addressing a haunting, which even the voice appreciated, so Laudna had been left alone to play. The voice had only one commandment: Whatever she intended to do, do it well.

			This, of course, meant jack shit to Laudna.

			Afraid the shepherdess would pack up her flock and go, Laudna, after a week of small vicious mischiefs, took to ensuring the sheep’s troughs were filled with grain when the old woman awoke, and the fire in her hearth was lit when she returned from her meanderings. At first, this was met with the same puckered-mouth suspicion the half-orc had shown when Laudna began appearing, a wraith just outside the edge of vision. Shortly after, it was met with a saucer of milk outside the door.

			Laudna had no idea what was going on.

			“Superstition,” the voice had said drolly when Laudna asked. “She must think you’re a forest spirit.”

			“Do forest spirits drink milk?”

			“In my experience,” said the voice, “forest spirits mostly drink blood.”

			The proclamation had Laudna devolving into a frenzy of questions—what kind of blood, why blood, why not something else, would it have to be given with consent—and the voice going away in disgust, leaving Laudna to conclude she would have to do something before the old woman decided to leave out blood instead of milk. So, Laudna guzzled the latter and filled the saucers with whatever had interested her that day: mushrooms in a rainbow of deadly colors, tumbled rocks, dead flowers, pine cones, acorns of unusual size—an exchange. These offerings were received with the starched sour expression that Laudna was beginning to believe was the sole trick in the old woman’s repertoire.

			Laudna, who before had only ever thought of home as something that happened to other people, as removed from her understanding of the world as the inner lives of kings, wasn’t in a position to recognize when a sense of home wound its roots around her heart and anchored her to that place. Though she went where the voice instructed, Laudna always came back, drawn irresistibly to the cottage and its curmudgeonly keeper, its malcontent herd of sheep that never seemed to grow older, only louder, more assertive with their desire to roam and never cease; this was home even if she didn’t understand it as such. Whenever she returned, she would make a light bob outside the old woman’s window, and the next day, there’d be milk in a saucer waiting for her. Eventually, it would come accompanied by clotted cream and a fresh-baked scone, a treacly jam the color and shine of the freshest blackberries.

			“Is this what happens when you’re very good at being spooky?” asked Laudna once, nibbling on a sandwich that was mostly bread, with a rime of butter and macerated tomatoes.

			The voice had laughed and laughed, but it did not tell her no.

			“Sometimes,” said the voice when it had exhausted itself of its merriment, “fear makes people bring you tribute.”

			At this, Laudna’s mind went silken with memory, and through the luster, she saw a parade of frightened souls holding up votives: old coins and swords, relics from wars so ancient history had forgotten them; beautiful earrings and necklaces, heirlooms meant for some distant generation; and rings, so many of them, wedding vows and promises to love so incandescently that death would be shamed into waiting, forged in circles of gold. All of it had been offered up to the temple of the voice’s desires. All because these people were afraid.

			“One day, they will love you the same way.”

			But Laudna couldn’t imagine sitting atop a pyre of other people’s lives. If this was love, she wanted none of it; she’d take globs of cream and grackles in the leaves instead. Not for the first time, Laudna wondered about who the voice had been to be able to look fondly back on so much fear, shining from rubbed-raw faces, and not think, What have I done? Perhaps, Laudna reasoned, that was what happened when you had too much stripped away: You grew yourself a new happiness from whatever you had left, and if that was terror, so be it.

			Except that didn’t seem right either.

			Laudna finished her sandwich. Joy incubated in someone else’s despair was wrong. It was parasitic. She turned the thought over in her head as the noon light blazed pitilessly, a white heat that sharpened every shadow into something physical. No matter what angle Laudna took, she arrived again at the same conclusion: It wasn’t right to be this happy at someone else’s dread.

			“Happy isn’t the word I’d use,” said the voice, who seemed at times to have an inordinate amount of access to Laudna’s private musings. Her tone was unperturbed, tolerant. “Avenged, I think, is the better option. They wanted to burn me for what I was. Because I had power. Because I wasn’t a maiden in their eyes, only a monster.”

			“It was still cruel,” said Laudna seditiously, regretting the words almost immediately, the accusation there. She was shocked by her own audacity. “It was unkind,” said Laudna before the voice could reply, her own lowered in shame. “You don’t do unkind things because they were done to you. That’s when bad things happen.”

			“Then what do you do?”

			“You—”

			Run, thought Laudna. You run and you blunder into the woods and hope to the Hells that the wolves aren’t telling stories to their prey of the foolish, wailing specter crashing through the foliage. You weep until it becomes as natural as breathing. A solution, now illuminated in that hot afternoon, that felt equally inadequate to the voice’s own. Still, Laudna could take grim satisfaction in one thing at least: With her method, silly and self-flagellating as it was, the hurt was cordoned off and kept from eating up anyone else. Sometimes, a sacrifice had to be made.

			“You’re a better person than I ever was and could ever hope to be. I hope you know that. It takes a special person to be willing to take on pain on someone else’s behalf. Not everyone is as strong.”

			Laudna flushed, too startled by the voice’s warmth to hold on to the unease wriggling through her, the duskily spoken words like a blessing. She licked her fingers clean of crumbs.

			“We can work on that together,” said Laudna, feeling like a reply was owed. Thanking the voice felt too hubristic, too much like a blatant acknowledgment of her own apparent superiority, which seemed an uncouth thing to do. So, she offered up a shy munificence instead. “We can teach each other how to be stronger.”

			“You’d do that for me?”

			“We’re friends, aren’t we?” said Laudna, with more raw hope than she intended, the whole of her bared in that question. “I am quite certain that’s what friends do: They help each other improve.”

			“Ah, the old girl will sort you right as rain, poppet. Sure did with me,” Pâté croaked encouragingly from the vicinity of Laudna’s waist, where he hung head-down from her belt. “Might even teach you how to do a better accent.”

			The voice ignored Pâté. “We are. And we will always be friends. If you’d have me, at least.”

			“Of course,” whispered Laudna. “Always and ever.”

			A prong of swallows struck the blue air, a sudden flutter of wings and birdsong, the flock singing to itself. Somehow, the open sky seemed bigger than she’d ever seen it, an unbroken celadon like a polished bowl turned onto its head. Something in the purity of the color made it seem less like sky than ceramic, and Laudna stretched her hand up, half sure for a moment her fingers would brush forever and it’d feel cold and smooth under her skin.

			“Bit rude that my head looks just like ’em, but I don’t fly,” said a very morose Pâté as Laudna marched him up to perch on her shoulder.

			“Your head’s more raven-shaped, really.”

			“Ravens fly, though,” said Pâté. “Same deal.”

			Laudna settled into another playful row with the rat, whatever unease that had bubbled up in her gone now, erased by Pâté’s braying laughter and her own triumph at ventriloquism. She’d really become quite good. Laudna had developed a trick for making Pâté seesaw a paw rather realistically while heaving his shoulders in a caddish shrug. She wondered if the old woman would deign to smile for Pâté if she saw the rat promenading over her windowsill like a dancing girl, kicking his legs up as high as they would go—or soften at the very least, which seemed more realistic for the ludicrous sight. It seemed plausible. Laudna had seen the woman’s face gentle for a newborn lamb, cauled as it still was in afterbirth, a pinkish horror of mucus and wriggling limbs. Pâté, in contrast, was fluffy.

			So, maybe. Just maybe.

			The day reddened to an eerie dusk as the two argued on, first with each other, then with the voice on a topic Laudna would not remember, except that she had laughed as the voice sighed at their mischief, and it was good for a while, a whole year even, a breathless string of perfect days and nights.

			But joy, like autumn, like childhood, like the kind of love that brought worlds to ruin, never seemed to last long enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			One day, Laudna came to the old woman’s window, and it was dark inside. Laudna had never seen the interior of the cottage dark before, not this early, not ever. But the woman was practically primordial. Laudna had never met anyone so old in her life. What did she know about the habits of the elderly?

			“Probably need more sleep when they get older, eh?” Pâté gently patted her elbow with a paw. “Winter’s a time for dreamin’, innit? Bears hibernate. If you’re in your dotage, you prob’ly do too.”

			“Maybe,” said Laudna, who had sat herself under the window and was now leading Pâté into a pirouette atop a bony knee, the mechanics of grace still slightly beyond her: The rat whirled about like a drunk. It was colder than it had been this time last year, the first frost having already fallen, much to the consternation of all the geese who’d yet to evacuate for the winter. Maybe she was sick, Laudna thought, a notion that did less to settle her heart than she’d hoped. Worry had sunk its teeth deep.

			She laid her head back against the wall. Her breath fogged in the air, just a little.

			“You scared she died or somethin’?”

			Laudna almost said yes. She was very much afraid there’d come a day when there would be no more milk outside the woman’s door, no more curt notes thanking her for mending a fence or a shingle, no more glancing through the foliage to see the elderly half-orc glaring steadily into the woods, like she could see Laudna. Like she almost approved. Laudna was terrified, so much so that she wouldn’t give a voice to that fear in case speaking it aloud might call it into being.

			“Maybe,” said Laudna again, because outright lying was anathema to her. “I like her.”

			“Like isn’t enough tho’, poppet. Much as it should be. It won’t let you tether a soul to the world. Just makes ’em feel worse on the way out,” said Pâté gently.

			To which Laudna said nothing, unable, unwanting. Her breathing feathered. For a year, the world had felt infinite, boundless, like it could never end; there’d always be another wet green summer, always another winter pale and perfect as a skull, always another autumn waiting with its wealth of foliage and woodsmoke in the air, a sliver of pie outside the door, still warm from the oven. There for as long as she wanted them, which would have been forever if Laudna had her say. But now it felt like someone had folded her into a casket. The air thinned with every inhalation, and before she knew it, Laudna was gasping, the future heavy on her chest.

			“How about we go look for some berries for ’er, huh? Remember last winter? She made a pie out of it and left you a slice. Maybe she’ll put some old clothes out too. Get you a wardrobe or some such.”

			Laudna fumbled after the idea like it was a torch-glow seeping through a cave-in, throwing herself toward it. That pie had been Elysium in her mouth: better than the milk, which was always fresh, better than the cream, the bread, the jam. Better than anything Laudna could remember ever tasting, and if it weren’t for the voice, she might have erupted through the front door, bargaining for more. But that pie required that Laudna first scour the woods for every berry that had survived the local fauna, a task that would require all of her focus, leaving nothing to feed the fear spreading through her.

			“Capital idea, Pâté,” said Laudna. If she seemed more shrill than normal, if her voice broke as she laid out her strategies for their foraging session, if she talked too fast, too much like someone who thought if she stopped, the world would too, Pâté was gracious enough not to comment, saving his breath for use in a barrage of happy praise instead.

			And this was how Laudna spent that night: in diligent search of the last of the autumn berries, talking so loudly with Pâté that neither of them could hear the whispers of the worry following after Laudna like a shadow.

			The truth, however, could be outrun for only so long. Soon, morning splattered over the lavender sky, the mauve lightening as the hours took their turn. The sheep bawled for their caretaker, anxious to roam. But the old woman would not emerge. She did not appear at her door, cursing the air blue as the afternoon. Laudna stood at the trees until the sun climbed to its perch, gleaming berries cradled in her skirts, murmuring pacts to whatever would listen: She would trade her labor, the remaining black in her hair, her right pinky, her right eye, a cut from her liver, anything at all, so long as the old woman limped out of the door in the next minute, the next hour.

			Still nothing.

			Like a sleepwalker, Laudna stumbled toward the cottage, only half aware that she was moving, the berries falling away in a jeweled cascade. Be okay, she thought. Be alive. No longer was she trying to barter pieces of herself; it was a free-for-all for whatever deity or demon was listening. They could take everything so long as they made sure the old woman was all right.

			Just made sure she was alive.

			Despite the tragedies of her recent existence, Laudna was intrinsically an optimistic person. As such, she was almost surprised by the quiet when she stepped into the cottage. Nothing moved. Nothing breathed. Though it was early afternoon, the shadows that filled the cottage were thick as a snowbank, swallowing the noise of Laudna’s clumsy arrival. Be alive, she thought with increasing desperation, eyes coming to rest on the figure gently tucked into the cot on the far side of the cottage.

			Laudna knew the half-orc was dead long before she was close enough to see the unmoving chest, the sightless eyes, but she ran nonetheless, cried out nonetheless, begged the air and the nothing for signs the old woman was all right. This was what happened when you held the world in enough regard to think it still had the courtesy of miracles. You believed, maybe, if you were sincere enough, miserable enough, it could be shamed into putting your heart back together. As such, when Laudna looked down on the woman’s slack face, it still shocked her to see the old woman inert, still dead, still lost.

			Even in death, she wore her habitual look of dissatisfaction, like she’d seen her end arriving and was dismayed to see it inadequately dressed for the occasion. The cottage smelled thinly of sheep and the vestiges of the stew she’d finished the night before, of dried herbs and the last bouquet of autumn, fresh laundry and old wood; of a life that’d been rich in its loneliness, a life now guttered out. It didn’t look like it’d hurt, which Laudna was glad for. She didn’t know what she would have done if it had.

			There was something so unceremonious about how the old woman had died: quietly, in her bed, unaware save for that last moment when she opened her eyes and scowled at the prospect of leaving this life. Perhaps, this was what she had wanted. She had lived alone all these years, after all. Laudna had never seen her seek out company. Yet at the same time, Laudna could not help but think there should have been someone else here, some biographer to eulogize the death of a woman so cantankerous, she never smiled for anything but would walk the mountains every day in her old age because her flock wanted to graze on the grass there. A woman who made peace with a haunting and nonchalantly left it milk each night before bedding down for ten hours of unbroken sleep. She’d been kind. This had to be worth something.

			The notion it might not be frightened Laudna to no end.

			Stranger than seeing the old woman dead was seeing her hair undone. Whenever Laudna had seen her, the half-orc had worn her hair in a single martial braid, every strand of white coerced to shining order. Now it was just everywhere. Laudna threaded her fingers through the coarse white strands. What was she supposed to do about it? About any of this? If not for Laudna, what would have happened? Would the old woman have simply lain there in her bed until the carrion eaters had their fill and the beetles had rendered her to sludge? Would she have simply rotted away to a stain on the rough linen?

			And the sheep, what would have happened to them?

			Laudna cast a wild look about her, hoping to see instructions stashed somewhere indiscreet: a banner staked to a wall somewhere, or a folder labeled concerning the sheep in expansive letters, with footnotes on their individual personalities and, maybe, advice on how to convince the elderly animals to like you. Because surely, that had to exist somewhere. There had to be something like order here, a sense of reason. The old woman couldn’t simply have gone. How could she? It was—

			“Unfair,” Laudna said aloud and was struck by the weight of her grief and how easily it smashed through all her coping mechanisms, all her subconscious efforts to stem the despair. Her voice sounded terribly young.

			“She was old,” said the voice out of nowhere. “Death happens when you are old.”

			“But she died alone.”

			“Most do. In their beds, in the forests, on the battlefield with their entrails in their hands, or in a hospital room so full of the sick and dying, no one gets any attention. As such things go, though, she was luckier than most.”

			The voice, Laudna decided, was absolutely dismal at condolences. The dreary explanation did little to assuage Laudna’s sorrow. It killed her—only metaphorically, much as Laudna would have preferred otherwise—to think this was luckier, this was good fortune, this was getting the better end of the bargain. Because it wasn’t enough.

			“No, it is not. None of it is fair. I would not have done what I did if it was,” said the voice, its bored tones only softening at the end, and for a moment, Laudna saw again the blurred figure: dark hair, arms out, waiting for someone to come into his embrace.

			Laudna stood by the dead woman’s bedside, holding her stiff graying hand, until evening buried them all in a bloody light. Then she said, “I’ll tell the sheep you were sorry too.”

			It was a rather nonsensical epitaph to her time with the old—she wasn’t old any longer, Laudna corrected herself, just dead—half-orc, but what cleverness Laudna possessed, it had been cannibalized by her grief. She was just empty now, a dead tree with a hollow core. But the sheep were calling again and a corner of the roof oozed moisture into the cottage and the pot needed cleaning or it’d begin to reek. There were a hundred small chores around the cottage that required attention. Tomorrow, the sun would come up and Laudna would find more still to do, and the old woman would still be dead. Which didn’t seem fair at all, but Laudna was of the growing suspicion that life never was, and because it wasn’t, this would be her life forever: picking up loose ends, making sure provisions were made for the sheep because the dead had failed to account for their own mortality, doing all of this alone because no one ever taught her how to stay down.

			The realization nearly took Laudna to her knees, the breath wrestled out of her.

			But she could hear a lamb calling amid the chorus of complaining sheep and the persistent drip caroming off the wooden floorboards, and Laudna thought of the old woman walking her flock through even the worst storms, wrapped in her oilskin cloak. She’d never broken, no matter the circumstances. Laudna decided she owed her the same.
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			Having nothing else she could do, no next of kin she could reasonably reach, no knowledge of what prayers to read, Laudna took it on herself to at least tie up the loose ends of the old woman’s life. She strapped bells around each of the sheep’s necks before setting them loose near a settlement, hoping someone would assimilate the orphaned animals into their own flock. Then she made sure all the repairs were done, that the cutlery was washed, the crockery spotless; she swept the floors, folded the laundry. The old woman she buried under the tree where Laudna had seen her so often nap, her staff used in lieu of a tombstone.

			Sore, grief-sick, Laudna returned to the cabin for a final sweep only to discover one last tragedy. As she glided up to its door again, the sight of her, wild-haired, feral in grief, startled a raven from its flight path. The bird careened into the cabin, and there was a sickening crunch. It dropped like a stone, its neck broken. Laudna staggered toward the corpse, aware it was too late, but there was already too much senseless death recently; she couldn’t help the instinct to try.

			“It’s dead,” said the voice simply, as Laudna hugged the raven to her chest, feeling its head loll over the crook of her elbow.

			“No, no, it’s not fair, none of it is fair.”

			“Death takes the best of us,” said the voice. “And the least of us too.”

			If there was something daggered about the second half of that sentence, Laudna paid no attention to it, preoccupied with the limp form in her arms. It was late enough by then that the sky was gory with the death of the day, and the dusk lathered those obsidian feathers with red, like it was bleeding onto Laudna’s pale arms. She stared down at the body with abject misery, wishing something would give, some mercy in lieu of all this loss and terror. Because she was tired of it all.

			“Poor girl. Maybe you should come with us,” said Laudna in a low, exploratory tone, hunting for grace in the thought. “You can keep Pâté safe for me.”

			Despite her efforts, her rat companion had struggled with keeping his literal head. More and more, Laudna found herself administering fixatives, none of which seemed to last. Pâté was coming apart—just like everything else in the world. But there was an opportunity here, maybe. That soft-spoken man in Laudna’s memories would have agreed. It would take work, however, and time. Time enough to strip away feathers, to boil flesh from bone, simmer it so muscle could be pared gently away with a knife. Time enough to make an accident into something greater than itself, a death into something more profound than bad luck.

			Fortunately, time was the one thing Laudna seemed to have no shortage of.
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			The oldest of the half-orc’s flock, a bowlegged piebald creature who was mostly ribs and only very little wool, was arguably more ancient than the woman herself had been. To the best of Laudna’s knowledge, it almost never moved, save for when the old woman insisted on shaving it during the peak of summer, content to wallow in what sunlight it could find. But now it came trotting from the dawn-splattered woods, bleating like it was outrunning the butcher’s cleaver.

			Laudna’s attention ricocheted up from the bubbling pot. Too late, she saw the silhouettes weaving through the woods behind the animal. Too late, she heard the scrape of boots at the entrance of the cabin. The door kicked open, and in the threshold stood an older blond man, mustached, a longbow slung over his back. Small tusks protruded from behind his lower lip.

			“What did you do with my aunt?”

			Before Laudna could speak, his eyes wafted to the stewpot where the raven’s skull bobbed and turned in the foaming water. His oak-brown face grew blanched.

			“You killed her.”

			“No, I’m just—” Laudna, far from accustomed to concise explanation, found herself stammering, her words spilling over themselves, tumbling out of order. “No, it’s just—I wanted to clean her skull.”

			The man’s expression grew more stricken.

			“Run,” snarled the voice.

			This time, Laudna did not hesitate.
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			Two days later, when the search party had tired of stalking the forest for their prey, a shadow came slinking up to the cabin and slipped inside. The interior was far barer than Laudna recalled. What few keepsakes the woman possessed were gone, most likely taken by her nephew. The pot, however, remained. It squatted over the dead fireplace, filled still with water, though two days had left the surface scummed with mold. But through the murk, Laudna could see empty sockets, and she sighed in relief.

			“Thank goodness,” whispered Laudna, reaching in.

			“No,” said the voice. “You cannot be serious. Put that back.”

			“But Pâté de Rolo needs a new hat.”

			“I still cannot believe you named that thing after that bastard—” The voice seemed to shake itself. “Regardless, a rat’s corpse does not need a hat.”

			The voice sighed, shudderingly, aware perhaps Laudna had stopped listening before the end of the first sentence, busy instead with thoughts of the river. The skull would need to be cleaned again; Pâté deserved shining white bone. And there was something reassuring in the thought of labor ahead, the honest tedium of it. At peace for the first time in days, she hummed to herself and thought nothing at all of the legends that might grow from the sight of her kneeling by the water, singing as she cleaned a skull by the moonlight.
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			With Pâté de Rolo adequately outfitted, Laudna moved on. What she did at the old woman’s cabin soon became an unexpected habit. In the years that followed, she’d find homesteads and hunting blinds, cabins and isolated farmhouses. If the owners seemed particularly elderly, she’d linger for a few months, waiting to see if they would die—and if they did, Laudna would enter their homes and tidy up their affairs, ensuring their stories ended neatly. She did this all without thought, of course, of what would happen if someone else were to stumble onto her work: how a lost hunter or an exhausted shepherd might react to the sight of an empty but pristine home in the middle of nowhere, everything perfectly in its place despite the lack of an owner, how they might start extrapolating from what they saw, and how their hypotheses might merge with the stories of those who might have sighted Laudna—long-haired, disheveled, whispering to herself and Pâté as she loped through the dark—in their travels. What a pastiche of those disparate elements might become.

			By the time these mutterings were canonized in folklore, Laudna was gone.

		

	
		
			Act 2

			
				[image: Dripping blood]
			

			Once there was a girl who became a monster. She was a nothing-girl: born to nothing, meant for nothing. A girl whom history would chew up and swallow down. Such was the way of the world, cruel as it might be. For one thing to live, another had to die. Most understood this merciless equation, but this nothing-girl did not. This nothing-girl wanted more.

			When her father told her she would be sacrificed, for a sacrifice was needed every year so the village could have its peace, she nodded and said, “Oh, Father. I love you. Let me spend the night making myself beautiful for my death.”

			Her father, who unlike his daughter was good and understood his place in the world, said to her, “Of course. But only this night. Tomorrow, we must make ready.”

			The nothing-girl thanked her father and went to work. She filed her teeth and she sharpened her nails. She stitched blades to the hems of her skirts and, for good measure, she rubbed mud into her hair.

			When her mother came to check on her, she said, “Mother, I am ready.”

			The nothing-girl’s mother looked upon the girl and she shrieked softly in fear.

			“This will not do,” said the mother. “Make yourself beautiful.”

			And the nothing-girl said, “Yes, Mother. I shall.”

			She thanked her mother and closed the door before she went to work. With her nails, sharpened now into claws, she opened her chest and took out her heart. In its place, she put a hunger that could devour worlds, an appetite that would never be quenched.

			The next morning, both parents came to her door and said:

			“Beloved. Are you ready?”

			The nothing-girl said no words at all, having eaten them all.

			When she did not reply, they opened the door, and with a grin she ate them too.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			It’d become a ritual at this point: The overseer would march the women workers into a line and then, when they were arranged in a queue, have their male counterparts walk over and scrutinize them like horses at a fair. None of the women were ever touched; that way lay persecution and furious husbands, angry brothers, and incensed fathers. Leering, however, was different. Testimonials could be deflected. It was easy enough to reframe a crass statement as a compliment, to say any ire was just feminine histrionics. In theory, it might have been possible to pursue justice until it slapped manacles around loutish wrists, but the factory paid more and asked for fewer hours than any of the other establishments in the town. If it were shut down, if the overseer were outed as a very specific type of ringleader, their pantries would starve and their families would suffer. Surely, the women grumbled to one another, some uncouthness could be endured for the greater good.

			The spring light was clear and unkind as a mirror. Under its chilly luminance, the women looked especially haggard, ash in their hair, skin dull, faces so contorted with disgust it was almost impossible to put an age to any of them; they looked old in the way people did after decades of bitter living.

			Laudna grimaced as the man closed on one girl in particular. She was the newest recruit: a sable-haired girl, so thin every bone stood out against her creamy skin like a knife, and beautiful in the way a hungry woodland thing was. (“A girl like that,” said the voice once, “men crave owning. The fact she has bite makes it worse. It makes her something to tame.”) Unlike the others, she wasn’t hunched into herself. She stood tall and willowy, a feral light gleaming in those deep brown eyes. Her hands were balled into fists at her side.

			“I bet anything she is going to knife them,” said the voice in satisfaction.

			Before arriving at the town, Laudna had worried the bigger population would mean a worse time of concealing herself. She had pictured a phalanx of armed guards descending on her one night, and that being finally that, a thought that alarmed with how persuasive it was. Laudna didn’t have any active interest in dying, but she was well aware of her own nature: She was here despite having run out of her allotted years. Every now and then, Laudna thought fondly of going to the forest and lying down, just to see if the woods would have her sleep forever in their roots. (“Let’s not do that. It’s bad enough that I’m just a voice in your head. I don’t want to be trapped under the earth forever just because you do.”)

			The truth was, it was much easier to hide herself here than it had been before. No one looked twice at her because, by and large, no one thought to even look at her. Laudna, bedraggled, still in the same dress she’d been hung in ages ago—really, it was just rags now—was no different to the townsfolk than their home’s population of lepers and vagrants: something to be stepped around, ignored otherwise, unless she dirtied the hems of someone’s clothes. This suited Laudna just fine.

			Emboldened by her new invisibility, she’d wandered the town for a week, looking for people to terrorize. It hadn’t been part of her original plan. The voice had insisted it’d be good for them to develop a reputation and for Laudna to hone her skill at intimidating assailants (“A girl alone in the world is one who lives seconds from a wolf’s jaws. You need to have your own teeth, darling.”), but she found quickly her weak stomach was nothing next to her sense of righteous ire. When a poet had died of respiratory complications after staying out too long during a particularly bleak winter, too eager in his bid to trap the beauty of the sky in verse and therefore leaving Laudna to sort the relics of his life, robbers had taken her for a solitary woman living beyond the care of the authorities. She gave them the fright of their lives, chasing them into the night, every one of their trousers piss-stained.

			And it had thrilled her.

			If Exandria wouldn’t see her as anything but a monster, so be it. She would join the menagerie of horrors, and she would do it on her terms. After all, Laudna had promised Pâté she’d keep him safe.

			“If it had been anyone else,” whispered Laudna, giddy with what she’d understand later as a sense of power. “If it had been the poet boy they might have killed him!”

			“He would have died,” said the voice. “You, however, have given them enough nightmares to drive them into religion.”

			This wasn’t enough to convince her into vigilantism. But her first day in the city, serendipity put her in the exact right place at the perfect time: A man had run straight into her, and between his hunted expression and the woman screaming behind him, Laudna understood immediately that a mugging had taken place.

			It did not go well for the man.

			“It saved me. It was soaring with the eagles as only heroes and our dreams do,” the incredulous woman, an older halfling with a shock of ivory hair, would tell the city guards a little later. Her mugger was still on the floor where Laudna had left him, shivering with so much abject terror, the guards had called for a physician at first, thinking the man was experiencing a seizure. “I-i-it was a shadow-woman, a ghost, maybe, yes, I think. Except it was seven feet tall. It rose up from the ground, and he dropped my bag.”

			“I told you,” purred the voice as Laudna slipped away from the scene, the mugger now apprehended, whimpering about skinless rats who jeered at him as their horrible master bore down. “People can love frightening things.”

			After that, she began prowling the town for ne’er-do-wells, as the voice amusedly described them. Here, said the voice, was the perfect place to practice being a monster. Laudna quickly developed a trick for sauntering Pâté out from the gloom of an alley and, once he’d caught the attention of a puzzled onlooker, luring her target into the back street where she would then leap out at them with a wild shriek. Sometimes, she didn’t even bother. Sometimes, she just sailed out of the gloom herself, a wrong-shaped hallucination of distended maw and dripping shadows.

			Laudna still didn’t derive any real enjoyment from the act, which seemed to irk the voice, although not enough to inspire a lecture, something Laudna in turn was exceedingly grateful for. But while it was novel to have agency, to be in a place where she could choose who ran screaming from her, Laudna did not appreciate the burgeoning rumors. Gossip billowed through the town of a ghoulish hag who stalked the alleys looking for someone to eat, complicating life for the town’s unwanteds, a description that simultaneously offended and upset Laudna, who was actually rather protective of derelicts, being very much one herself. And while vanity wasn’t one of Laudna’s salient qualities, she was still hurt by the descriptions of the so-called hag. Murmured with varying degrees of macabre excitement and gleeful horror, bantered by lords and lowlifes alike, these reported sightings grew more grotesque with every passing day. It didn’t take long before Laudna was alleged to be nothing more than an ambulatory mound of boils and abscesses, with vestigial limbs and a second head bulging out from the bubonic horror of her neck.

			“I don’t think that I’m that ugly, am I?” said Laudna, trying to gauge her appearance in a smoked windowpane. The claims of a second head, Laudna found she could forgive, positive that it was a misunderstanding of what Pâté was. “I’m quite certain I don’t have warts.”

			The warts she took disproportionate offense at.

			“If you ever develop warts, I’ll have you pry them out with a spoon,” said the voice with considerable finality, its gelid tone a peculiar comfort.

			So, Laudna spent a few months antagonizing petty criminals before the voice let it be known it wasn’t sated with her work:

			“We need bigger prey.”

			“I don’t like when you call people prey,” said Laudna. Three days before that conversation, Laudna had found an abandoned hovel in the meanest part of the town. At the time, it had held a contingent of brigands and their not inconsiderable amount of misappropriated fortunes, but the former abandoned the latter when Laudna slithered in through a window, welts of shadow boiling up and over every surface, like the arms of tortured souls clawing after them in voiceless need.

			“It’s a perfectly good term when we’re talking about criminals,” said the voice, having learned it could convince Laudna to do far more when it phrased its approach correctly. “Not to be distracted by semantics, all I’m trying to say is that it’d be a great deal more effective if we broke down the systems of power. Hunting the by-products is all well and good. But change can only be affected if one goes directly to the source.”

			“I didn’t know we were trying to effect change,” said Laudna, brow rucking with concentration. The voice had an unfortunate pattern of contradicting itself. Sometimes, this occurred in the middle of conversation, with the voice piously swearing it had only ever meant one thing and Laudna was in desperate need of improving her listening skills. “I thought the idea was to convince people to love me.”

			“People love those who can change the status quo.”

			This was becoming more professorial than Laudna was accustomed to.

			“What’s a status quo?”

			“A status quo—” For a disembodied presence in Laudna’s head, the voice excelled at communicating body language. She could almost see it massaging fingers into its temples. “Look, it’s very simple. To be a good monster, you have to kill other monsters.”

			“Like dragons?” said Laudna, who periodically enjoyed being difficult. Slowly wandering around the perimeter of her newly acquired hovel, she took in her environment. The hovel, she suspected, had been a carriage house once, when the district had been seen as wealthy. Now the building was much like her: alive despite its best attempts to die and looking all the worse for it.

			“No, not like dragons. Like evil kings ruling over innocent people or—or that overseer in the factory.”

			Which was how Laudna had ended up at the factory every day for a month, cataloging its myriad exits and its menagerie of characters, thinking up punishments for the overseer that wouldn’t involve actual death or lasting trauma. (The voice had noted prudently then that these criteria would make it very difficult for the overseer to learn an enduring lesson, and Laudna countered with the fact that death meant there would be absolutely no potential for growth, only for the voice to note that Laudna was functionally dead but still capable of an admittedly slow education and could she please stop being so frustrating.) What upset her was how many of the overseer’s misdemeanors were being committed in blatant view of the public.

			Yet no one ever spoke up. They would instead glance surreptitiously over, shake their heads, and continue on with whatever menial errand they’d assigned themselves to. Once in a while, Laudna would catch someone—most often an older human woman in a tidy dress with tidy hair and a starched posture and a shrewish voice—murmuring, “Well, they’re not complaining. I suppose they might like the attention. You never know with these youths.”

			“Some people find it easier to accept that horrible things will happen than to actually fight them,” said the voice bitterly, and Laudna wondered how many doors had been shut in the voice’s face before it chose a different option.

			(“All of them,” said the voice one night out of nowhere, as Laudna stared sleeplessly into an orange-lit night, the sounds of the factory churning lowly in the distance. “Every door was shut. Every one of them told me to dig him a grave instead.”)

			The sable-haired girl was not such a person, however.

			“I’m worried,” said Laudna now.

			“She can take care of herself,” hissed the voice.

			Laudna had little doubt of this. The girl might have been starved to brushstrokes of bone under skin, but all that had really done was illuminate the kind of animal she was. Anyone with eyes could tell this was someone who’d decided long ago, if she were to hang, her killers would also swing on the same breeze. Her eyes burned with venom, a hand snaking into her pocket.

			Damn, damn, damn, Laudna thought. Heroics were imminent.

			She wasn’t wrong. The overseer, who was as lineated as a half-elf could aspire to be without actually being old, gripped the girl by her jaw, and she spat at him with a snarl. A glob of phlegm splattered him in an eye. He roared in anger and then in pain as the girl’s arm scythed upward and across, a crescent of silver flashing before blood sprayed through the air. Her aim had been true. One of the overseer’s eyes hung now from a strand of nerve, a deflated flap of corneal tissue. The girl bared a triumphant grin as the other men descended on her like a pack, and—

			Gauntleted hands raining down on her, uncaring of where they hit, or how her body staved more under each blow until she couldn’t tell her shoulders from her broken ribs, only that her spine was in fragments, and she wasn’t dying yet, and if her throat hadn’t been crushed, she would have begged for death because there needed to be an end to this, to these blows—

			“I have to help.”

			“Laudna, you can’t. I…oh, fine. You remember the words I taught you. Say them. Focus yourself.”

			“Little pup, little pup, where have you gone?” whispered Laudna. “Down into the dark and gone with the dawn.”

			Later, she would wonder if the voice had rescinded whatever magic it had shared with her, or if it was too early still for anything but the flimsiest of shadows. Either way, the spell came haltingly, like water bled from stone: a dribble of black oil coming from her eyes, a half-hearted gloving of her hands. Not that it mattered, however. No one had been expecting Laudna to erupt toward them, weeping night, clawed hands outstretched, screaming like every demon in the Hells had thought to deliver an ultimatum all at once.

			The men fled immediately, dragging the overseer with them in an unexpected show of fraternal compassion, the half-elf bleeding so copiously that his linen shirt was dyed an unwholesome red. The women did not. Instead, they closed ranks about the still form of the girl.

			“You can’t have her,” said one.

			“If you want something to eat, the men ain’t gotten far,” said another.

			“We won’t let you have her,” said a third, and her words were as good as a signal, the women reaching into their skirts for whatever makeshift weapons they could find: hammers, wrenches, small blunt knives that scarcely had an edge but would still cut if the bearer put enough weight into it.

			Behind them, the girl moaned a hurt animal noise.

			“I just want to know if she’s all right,” said Laudna, her plaintive tone so at odds with her appearance, the women adopted a stunned look simultaneously. “Did they hurt her?”

			The oldest of them emerged from the palisade of bodies, frowning, although her face was so creased, so weathered from long seasons of hard living, it would have been impossible to tell she was scowling if not for how her lips thinned to a bloodless slash.

			“She’s not for eating,” she said, the honey in her accent doing little to warm the ice in her tone.

			Laudna nodded meekly. It didn’t seem to matter that she was standing there abashed as a girl before her queen, as far from hungry-looking as a black-veiled wraith like her could look. She wrung her hands together, her fingers like the shadows of branches scratching at a storm-tumbled window.

			“You won’t do anything to hurt her either.” Statements laid out like stones to be put atop Laudna’s grave if she even thought of reneging.

			“I won’t.”

			“All right,” said the old woman, and Laudna realized the woman wasn’t just worried, she was frightened witless by her circumstances. It was just that she had jammed her fear as far down as it would go and locked the door behind it.

			The women parted reluctantly, most still holding to their armaments, skirts shushing over the cobbled pavement to reveal where the girl lay in a sprawl of limbs, pillowed on a hodgepodge of cloaks and aprons. Her chest shivered like something dying.

			“They didn’t have long enough to do anything particularly bad,” rasped the old woman, her voice carefully affectless, as though reality mirrored her calm; if she pretended whatever injuries the girl had sustained were inconsequential, they would remain minor, easily healed with a few nights of dreamless sleep. But her eyes betrayed her. “But there may be a rib or two out of place.”

			Her assessment seemed accurate enough. The girl breathed in pained gasps, her chest hitching partway through each inhalation and the subsequent exhale. Sweat sheened her blanched face, every shadow more pronounced now in that utter dearth of color. The whites of her eyes were red-veined under her trembling lashes.

			(“If they’re not careful, one of those broken ribs might pierce her heart.”)

			“She’s very hurt,” said Laudna gently, realizing she was contradicting the woman. “I think we—”

			“We?” piped a voice in the huddled crowd.

			“—can help though?” said Laudna, hoping she’d buried the questioning note deep enough that only the voice would hear.

			(“We can certainly help. I have just the thing. It won’t quite heal her, but it’d move things where they should go,” said the voice after a time, almost pleasantly. “It may work. It’s hard to say. It might even do more damage, but it could seal the breaks, at least.”)

			“Can you?” said the old woman with a wrenching hope, her curmudgeonly facade shed for a moment. Laudna could see her fear too, her want for a faith long put aside.

			“It will hurt,” said Laudna apologetically, and in that terse statement coiled the truth: It may not work. It might kill her. It might be a worse choice than freighting her to the local physician—if one would see her, as the town frothed with news of what she’d done to the overseer.

			“Might hurt worse if we move her now,” said someone in the crowd, swallowing around the words. There was a custardy quality to the girl’s breathing, liquid in the rattle of air in her throat.

			“Do it,” said the old woman.

			Please, thought Laudna, feeling how truculent the magic was, how unwilling; it was a cold, sullen weight in her belly, heavy as guilt or memory. Please, I’ll do anything, Laudna begged, not sure why this, of all the small cruelties in the world, ached so wretchedly inside her. All she understood was that it was of paramount importance that the girl, that she—

			She—

			The voice pressed down on the memories with its presence until they slunk back into nothing again.

			(“All right,” said the voice. “But you owe me.”)

			And it did hurt. It hurt enough that the girl rocketed upward, as though a fishhook had been slid around a rib and someone were pulling, and the scream that tore out of her lungs was the baying of an animal being eaten alive, something that’d crawl up to Death and beg for its hands if only it would come to claim them. Laudna could almost see what else tore as she maneuvered the broken halves of a rib back, bubbling strings of calcium together until the bone had mostly callused. Even as she did, she saw the voice was right. This was pointless. The punctured lung would wither and she’d keep bleeding. She was bleeding so much. Laudna could feel the tackiness under her palms.

			(“One of these days, I will ask you to do something, and you will do it without question. That is our bargain.”)

			Yes, thought Laudna without hesitation. What followed was the sensation of hands traveling up her arms like ropes, sinking through the skin of the girl.

			“No, no, no—” The old woman’s voice: half-pleading, half-commanding, as if by sheer force of grief she could reel the injured soul back to its body.

			Whatever you want, Laudna thought desperately, as she felt magic—not hers, not a rainbowed shadow, but an absence like the void of space, its cauterizing cold a boon here, a balm—ripple over torn membrane and mangled tissue, forming a sealant over the damage.

			(“There is a point,” said the voice, “where dying flesh and carrion are almost interchangeable. If you’re as good at what you do as I am, you can use that to your advantage.”)

			The girl went quiet, a puppet with its strings slit. Nonetheless, she was breathing soundlessly, deeply, still a half step too close to dying, but there was hope now, bruised and worn as it might be.

			“Is she—” began the old woman and stopped.

			“She still needs a proper healer,” said Laudna.

			(“And meat. Organ meat, ideally. But as long as it’s plentiful, she shouldn’t devour whoever she calls family.”)

			“And food. Preferably meat. It’d help her healing,” finished Laudna, unwilling to put into words what the voice’s advice insinuated.

			“Meat, huh?” said the old woman, stooping to rest the back of a hand on the girl’s forehead, her own forehead rumpling with suspicion. “Maybe we’ll take her to a healer of the Everlight first. Before we return her to her family.”

			“That would be good,” said Laudna, profoundly relieved at the thought of an actual healer becoming involved in the process. With luck, they’d have a solution for whatever it was that had the girl ravenous for organ meat.

			(“Most likely. Although really, I don’t know what’s wrong with that. She’d be safe from anyone else who dares raise a hand against her, but don’t listen to me—”)

			“Thank you,” said the old woman, unfurling jerkily onto her feet, wincing as she straightened. Her relief made her seem older somehow, translucent almost: her face a map of blue-green veins under mottled skin, the hollows of her eyes lavender with a lack of sleep. “I mean it. If you hadn’t stepped in, we’d—”

			“We shoulda done something,” said one of the other women, a halfling with chestnut braids and eyes half the size of her head. Her accent, like her older counterpart’s, was rural and sweet. She mopped at the girl’s face with the cleanest edge of her skirts. “Shameful we had to wait until an outsider stepped in.”

			“Shame is not being able to feed your children,” said someone out of sight.

			“They’re going to fire all of us,” said a third woman in a shrill, frenzied rush. “When they find out about what happened—”

			“Fire all of us?” said the old woman with a coughing laugh. “They’re not stupid. Sybil might be shown the door, but they can’t do without the rest of us.”

			“It’s not fair, though,” said Laudna, increasingly aware that she stood in a circle of people and none of them were afraid. Trepidatious, maybe; unsure, most certainly, although Laudna could not blame them for their caution. Their first impression of Laudna involved her screaming like a banshee as she rose out of nowhere and thundered down on the menfolk like the wrath of queens. Despite this, no one was panicking. At most, they were fidgeting, glancing at Laudna whenever they thought her attention elsewhere, their expressions politely curious.

			Laudna thought she could live on politely curious forever and never ask for anything else.

			“What’s not fair?” said the halfling, a bloom of gray already spreading through the dark circlet of braids she wore.

			“It was self-defense,” said Laudna.

			“She struck the overseer first,” said the old woman.

			“He grabbed her by the jaw.”

			“No court in Tal’Dorei is going to see what she did to his eye as a proportionate response to him taking her by the chin,” said the halfling bitterly. “They’ll put her in prison for a decade.”

			“I don’t want her to be put in prison. He was cruel to her. She had every right. I saw it. In his face. He—” Laudna’s voice drained away.

			“We know,” said a woman somewhere.

			“It’s not fair,” said Laudna impotently, loathing how childish she sounded, how perfectly ineloquent, how the faces of the women around her were coloring with pity, and she thought again of the exemplar gazing sympathetically down at her, understanding of her situation but still willing to run her through should she have made the wrong choice. Laudna, she was discovering as she metabolized all those sad expressions, hated being pitied. “She doesn’t deserve prison.”

			More women were peeling from the crowd to assist the halfling: One had found a stretcher and was setting it onto the ground, two—the second brawniest people Laudna had seen in her short existence; the exemplar’s pony still put both to shame—were migrating the girl onto the stretcher, a fourth was passing a flask among those closest to her, the silver container inexplicably drawing low, rough laughter.

			“No, she doesn’t. But I wouldn’t worry about Sybil being put on trial. The factory owners have too many bodies in their basements.” When a nervous chuckle floated through the assembly, the old woman added drearily, “Quite literally, in fact. These aren’t good people. I worry about what they’d do to Sybil and her sister, unless—”

			All at once, Laudna was the center of attention, a state she found disconcerting despite there being no hostility in anyone’s gaze, only a very pronounced interest.

			“Yes?”

			“The factory’s goons might be less inclined toward causing trouble if Sybil and her sister had a guardian demon,” said the old woman suggestively, with a twirl of a hand that wasn’t so much flesh as it was wrinkled leather.

			When Laudna kept staring emptily, the halfling sighed and interjected.

			“You. She means you.”

			“Oh.”

			“There’s only one language these bastards speak, and it’s fear,” said the old woman. “So, let them know Sybil isn’t alone, and anyone who fucks with her”—the word fucks lanced out of her mouth like a knife, and she bared a vicious grin—“oh, make them run home to their mothers, begging for sleep that’ll never come.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			Unlike some, Laudna would have been the first to admit her own naivete had anyone asked; she was acutely conscious of the fact she could measure her lifespan on both hands. There had to have been a before, of course. Physically, Laudna looked to be about twenty, if one were to excuse the white in her jet-dark hair. That meant there was a preceding adolescence, a childhood with parents or an orphanage thronging with playmates. She hadn’t simply popped into existence like a reverse soap bubble.

			“Is it possible,” Laudna said one day, “that undead people grow on trees?”

			There was a pause. Then the voice said in the wary tone of someone anticipating an unwanted surprise, “What are you talking about?”

			“I woke up on a tree,” said Laudna, examining the spread of tools on the dusty table. Most were salvaged from the garbage of the various craft guilds operating within the town, which meant few were in serviceable condition, and they required as much repair as Laudna’s many projects.

			Save for the hammer. The hammer was exquisite.

			“I had assumed someone put me there, but what if I had grown from the rope and became who I am now?” said Laudna as she wound her hair through the hammer’s stem, beaming when she was done. Now she would never lose it.

			And the voice said, “That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard.”

			To which Laudna airily replied, “So I am right, then.”

			“Right about what?”

			“Undead people grow on trees.”

			“How did you come to that conclusion?”

			“Because you didn’t say I was wrong,” said Laudna, studying the cobwebbed rafters with their rotting beams. The skeleton of an old chandelier drooped from a chain. “Which means I was right.”

			“I called you ridiculous.”

			“Yes, but that’s not the same as ‘you’re wrong,’ ” countered Laudna, luxuriating in the voice’s growing shrillness.

			“I can’t—” The voice stuttered to a pause, swallowing profanities. “Undead people do not grow on trees. Dead people, in case you were going to ask that too, don’t grow on trees. They’re hung there.”

			“Like me?”

			Lately, it had come to feel as though the memory of that first terrible morning was preserved in cloudy amber, disconcerting still to behold, but no longer overwhelming, like something witnessed through an impenetrable pane of dirty glass. Whatever was on the other side couldn’t hurt her, not anymore. She might have let the memory sink to nothing had it not been for the fact it was the one thing the voice wouldn’t speak of or around. On this topic, the voice was indefatigably silent, resisting even a three-day barrage of come on, you can tell me.

			The voice said nothing, of course, in opposition to Laudna’s words, although she could feel it seethe at having to forfeit the argument.

			All of this is to say that Laudna, for all her innocence, was not at all surprised when she learned she and Sybil were practically neighbors.

			The sable-haired girl and her sister had been orphaned by a conflagration of tragedies, Laudna would learn: their parents drowning at sea, the family fortunes lost by a well-meaning uncle who had more heart than business sense. There were dead relatives by the drove, cousins lost to sieges and the seethe of monsters roaming the countryside. The only mercy was that the sisters were both uncommonly resilient, staying hale and hearty despite poor nutrition. They shared a room in the local flophouse, which smelled often of piss and spilled beer and rarely of blood, together with seventeen other down-on-their-luck women.

			That first day when Sybil was brought home, all eighteen of them were there and immediately terrified for the unconscious girl. Her sister, a tangle-haired whirlwind of grasping hands and begging, wailed for Sybil; the old woman eventually coaxed her away, holding her as the little girl sobbed like whatever mechanism that might have allowed her to stop had broken. Laudna had watched through a window as a priest of the Everlight billowed into the room, her robes dirtier than Laudna would have expected, blotched with stains and freckled with mud, their hems almost black from having been dragged through the muck. She was reminded of the exemplar, who seemed to find holiness in the work of helping others.

			(“Holiness,” the voice reminded her, “is also about driving a sword into someone just because you said you would.”)

			The little priest, a dwarf woman of ample breadth and a perennially worried expression, had sat herself behind Sybil’s miserable cot and prayed until the room swam in golden light, obscuring Laudna’s view of the proceedings. When the luminance faded, the woman was on her feet, face contorted with shock. Slowly, however, the horrified astonishment and the woman’s expression settled into determination.

			She stayed until the dawn crept over the rooftops, yellow as a bruise.

			Laudna did too.
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			“Should we bring her a present?” said Laudna, thrumming with coltish excitement. The fact she’d had an entire conversation at the factory, a conversation involving multiple people, without anyone screaming in inconsolable panic, was edifying. While this was a sample size of exactly one encounter, Laudna was emboldened: Hope didn’t just spring eternal; it leaked from even the tiniest gap.

			“I don’t think you should bring a present,” said the voice.

			“But presents are important,” Laudna insisted, having already decided but craving nonetheless the validation of the voice. Her hovel was bathed in the marigold light of dozens of stolen candles. The chimney was still a wreck; Laudna hadn’t quite figured out how to undo its structural collapse without bringing the entirety of the building down in the process, but luckily, there was just enough space for a very frugal fire.

			“Maybe a home-cooked meal,” said Laudna, whose understanding of the culinary arts stopped at holding meat over an open flame until it blackened sufficiently.

			“Could bake ’er a cake too,” said Pâté from her belt.

			“I don’t have an oven, though,” said Laudna in the tone of someone who saw the absence of an oven as her only obstacle to baking an elaborately tiered confection, and not the dearth of ingredients and foreknowledge.

			“One of ’em girls at the factory might have one you could borrow,” said Pâté coyly, as if Laudna hadn’t been the one cradling the thought, his little hands crossed behind his back as far as they’d go. Side by side, the two paced the length of the hovel’s solitary window, which overlooked nothing but a musty brick wall.

			Laudna raised Pâté to eye level, taking care to have him flap his arms in pretend flight.

			“You’re a genius, Pâté.”

			“You don’t know the half of it yet,” said Pâté when she’d set him atop the house’s sole table, a flimsy square of unvarnished beechwood tottering with the weight of all Laudna’s many projects.

			“I don’t?”

			“Okay, see,” said Pâté, gesturing her closer, signaling for Laudna to put her ear next to the beak of his skull. “Here’s my thought: You go to each of them for somethin’ different. Something savory from one, something sweet from another. Then you put it all together and the old girl would have a right feast.”

			Laudna didn’t quite flinch at the word, although her heart seized for long enough to elicit a tight gasp, as if she’d pricked her finger on a thorn. Ten years ago, this would have yawned into a wound, would have blazed into an infection of memory that left Laudna gibbering nonsense for days, until the voice talked her back into coherence. But somewhere around a decade had gone by, and even a mind as thoroughly fractured as Laudna’s could learn to protect itself. She felt her pulse speed, felt memory well, felt herself loosen from whatever was coming next, detaching even as her eyes fluttered closed. There was no stopping her body from remembering what had hurt it, but she could keep herself cocooned elsewhere: put a wall between herself and the trauma even as it sang through her nerves like a scream.

			She breathed slowly, counting to eight before she exhaled and then to eight again before she drew her subsequent breath. Maybe this wasn’t the perfect solution, but it was the only one she had.

			When the terror eased, she opened her eyes again to see Pâté there, already gesticulating extravagantly, already miming how she should set down this feast before the astonished sisters and how they’d receive her with hugs before inviting her to share in the bounty.

			“They won’t,” said the voice.

			“Oy, did I say you could butt in, you old—”

			“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you really shouldn’t listen to the rat.”

			“Why?” demanded Laudna, tickling the rodent in question under his chin. “Because he believes in me and you don’t? I think you might be a bit jealous.”

			“I’m not—Fine. Even if I were jealous, even if I were—”

			“You’re threatened by me.”

			The voice ignored Pâté, who was slumped on the windowsill now somehow. Hadn’t he been gesturing a second before? Hadn’t he been capering and dancing? “—in any way resentful of the amount of attention you pay to that rotting—”

			“I just need a bath, that’s all!”

			“—carcass, that doesn’t change the fact that what you’re planning is incredibly risky. You have no guarantee the women of the factory won’t decide to call the guards on you. And you don’t know if the sisters will respond as kindly as you want them to. People can misinterpret you, sometimes. Believe me, I’d know.”

			Laudna said nothing. She stared instead at the model of the town she’d been building, detail by painstaking detail, every blemish and pock on the architecture to be eventually replicated in their entirety, because what was the good of loving something if you didn’t love all of it? Last night, she’d fallen asleep in her chair, trying to tease a knot of barbed wire into looking like the blackberry bushes behind a house in one of the nicer sections of the town. The foliage was the hardest part. She’d tried to use paint at first, but the effect was entirely too flat, so she had decided then to make the leaves out of paper before affixing them to the steel. It was a fool’s venture, the voice had pointed out once, but then Pâté observed—was it really the rat who made those observations? Or just her lonely mind?—that it wasn’t like Laudna really slept, and would the voice prefer Laudna improvise new shanties through the night or busy herself with quieter pursuits? The voice had conceded one option was vastly superior to the other.

			“Well,” said Laudna after an indeterminable amount of time. “I think, maybe, it wouldn’t hurt to ask.”
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			It wasn’t that Laudna had meant to stalk the women from the factory. She hadn’t intended to memorize the routes each of them took to return to their respective homes and where else they went when they weren’t toiling in the factory. (The old woman was a prodigious gambler; the halfling lurked by the docks most evenings, an amateur fisherwoman with uncanny luck; the two brawny women who’d freighted Sybil to her sister were unexpectedly also celebrated dancers in the local bars.) She most definitely hadn’t planned on making a ritual of following them to the tavern where they often ate communally, and where she discovered how bawdy those women could be, how loudly they sang and how ribald their material. It had just happened that way.

			Once, the women were even shooed onto the street by the tavern’s aggrieved proprietor, a spectacular-looking elf who was as pale in complexion as their habitual wardrobe. Only that hadn’t stopped the women. They’d just kept singing, albeit with less musicality by the second, eliciting the very reverse of applause from the neighboring tenements: a squawky clamor of half-awake denizens shouting, For crying out loud, shut the hell up. (Laudna would have lopped off her right arm on the spot if it bought her entry to their ranks.)

			Unethical as her preoccupation with them might have been, it meant Laudna knew precisely which door to knock on when she went looking for the old woman who had tasked her with the care of the sisters.

			The door cracked open, bathing the corridor in amber, a thin security chain stretching across the gap. Through the opening, Laudna could see the old woman standing at a respectable distance, a cast-iron wok held up as both possible shield and warning.

			“What?” said the woman.

			“It’s me,” said Laudna hopefully. “Will you let me in?”

			The woman hoisted up the wok a little higher. She was small-framed, a grackle in human skin, but she looked like she had iron under the surface rather than porous bone. Her expression was transparent: She would absolutely cudgel Laudna if given even the ghost of a reason.

			“Don’t know anyone named Me, I’m afraid,” said the woman. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”

			In answer, Laudna wormed a long, graceless ribbon of shadow through the opening and into the old woman’s home. What she could see of the dwelling was crowded with plants, leafy vines spilling from shelves, and picture frames wherever she could have shoved them, each of them containing the image of a grinning child. She heard an imperious mrrow before a black shape leapt at Laudna’s shadow, trying in vain to take it between its teeth.

			“Everlight,” said the old woman, the suspicion draining to something less easily identifiable. “It’s you again.”

			“It’s me,” said Laudna. “Can I come inside?”

			“Do I have a choice?”

			“Miriam, who is that?” A child’s voice floated from the inside of the room.

			“It’s Miss Deboir, damn it. How many times do I gotta tell you to mind your manners? And there’s nobody here,” said the old woman, the words spoken crisply, like a snap of teeth. “Mind your own business.”

			(“See?” purred the voice. “No one thinks of you as anything. I’m the only one who has ever cared.”)

			Laudna flinched. “You can tell me to go.”

			“I might,” said the woman. “Depends on why you want to be let inside.”

			“I wanted to talk about Sybil.”

			The name unlocked the old woman’s face. The threat fell from it. In its place, the tension of a garotte stretched tight. “Did something happen to her? If her condition worsened, I don’t want her sister hearing about it like this.”

			“No, no, no,” said Laudna, flinging her hands up. She was cowled, masked from the nose down, but the motion tumbled the hood from her skull. “There’s nothing wrong with her. I don’t think so, anyway.”

			She paused.

			“Sister?” said Laudna.

			Up went the wok again as the enormous tomcat twined about the old woman’s legs, eyes sly. That was precisely the wrong thing to say. “Why are you here?”

			“I wanted to ask if you knew what she might like as a get-well gift.”

			“You’re joking.”

			“No, I’m very serious,” said Laudna, uncertain why anyone would joke about the topic.

			(“You’re a nightmare come alive asking about what to bring a sick girl.”)

			The wok was set onto a counter with a dull clang. The sound had a concussive amount of weight. The door closed and then reopened without its chain in place, allowing Laudna to step through. It smelled of tobacco and saffron and good earth. Everywhere Laudna looked, there were more shelves, more pictures, more plant life dripping from an array of earthen pots that ran the spectrum between unexpectedly whimsical to blandly functional. In between all of that was a sizable library, most of the contents of which were stacked on the floor in favor of the plants.

			“He eats ’em if I don’t keep the plants out of reach,” said the old woman tiredly, crooking a finger at Laudna. “Bella, I want you to stay quiet while the adults are talking.”

			She trailed the old woman deeper into her apartment, which seemed to be a single glorified corridor with small oblong windows pebbling the upper half of the walls, and sat down on a blue-painted stool after she was pointed to it. A small girl of about eleven sat opposite her, staring with such trembling, incendiary curiosity, Laudna couldn’t help but lean away from her attention, which was beginning to feel very much like a torch held to her right temple. The cat, as though to make up for the child’s shameless curiosity, kept his distance, his interest reserved for Miriam alone. He hopped up onto the modest stove pressed to the back wall after the old woman set a kettle on a burner, settling atop an oiled butcher block that had been polished so often, the dark wood held a mirrorlike glaze.

			“I want to grow up to be just like you.”

			“Hells take you—”

			“I’m telling my sister you said a bad word.”

			“I told you to mind your damn manners, Bella. Can’t you listen for once?”

			“You’re not supposed to yell at me, Miriam. I’ve been recently traumatized.” The word traumatized was offered up with great satisfaction and an immodest amount of triumph.

			“It’s Miss Deboir, you little—”

			“Miriam Deboir,” said Laudna slightly desperately, hoping courtesy would buy her some softness from the old woman. “I’m very glad to meet you. I’m—”

			“I don’t want to know,” said Miriam, a hand raised to stop Laudna. The cat watched her with an unblinking gaze, its eyes the same patinated copper of the stove. “If someone asks, I want to be able to say I know nothing about you.”

			“I want to know, though,” said the girl.

			(“It’s like she was raised by wolves,” said the voice pettishly.)

			“You don’t, Bella. Trust me.”

			Laudna swallowed around the urge to ask her why.

			“That’s fair,” she said. “I think.”

			“It’s nothing personal,” said Miriam, rifling through an assortment of terra-cotta jars, lifting the lid of one and sniffing before replacing its top and moving onward. After some deliberation, she spooned two servings of some dried black leaves into a pair of metal strainers, which were then fitted over the mouths of two matching cups. “Just that there’d been rumors going round of some hag in the town. Don’t need them to think I’m related.”

			“It’s a dryad, Miriam,” said the girl, kicking her feet, her tone exasperated. She had a soft round face and a halo of dark curls, the former ruddy from too much time spent in the sun and the latter wild from a lack of interest in combs. A twig, still with a single leaf, jutted from the dark mass. “Everyone knows that.”

			“Everyone’s wrong,” said Miriam, fishing a wrapped sphere from one of the many jars and placing it into the girl’s hands. “Dryads don’t go hunting people.”

			“This one does!”

			“Does not.”

			“Does—”

			“Eat the damn sweet and let the grown-ups talk.” Miriam wagged a finger at Bella. “Or I’ll tell Sybil about how you keep sneakin’ over here. You know what she’d say.”

			That quieted the child. The light wicked out of her expression and she seemed to wilt, averting her gaze. Laudna almost stretched out a hand to comfort the girl. She’d felt the sensation of a memory, like walking into a room only recently vacated, the air still perfumed by whoever stood there before: There was no detail, no shape to it, nothing but the knowledge that it existed and that Laudna had reached out a hand then, had wanted to comfort someone. Had—

			“Besides,” said the old woman, interrupting Laudna’s reverie, eyes clear and cold as the first frost. “There can be more than one woman-shaped thing the city’s afraid of.”

			If Laudna thought too hard about it, she could understand how such a terrible thing could be true. She could see, if she made herself to, how an old woman, especially one as lined as Miriam, who could make a young man shudder at the thought of what his pretty young wife might eventually become, could be misconstrued as a monster, as something that needed to be immolated. It wouldn’t take much. Similarly, she could see how someone like Sybil, beautiful and ferocious, might be reframed as a horror, a thing that invites lust for its own purposes, so as to spackle the insecurities of someone she jilted. It took just one person for the fires of rumor to start.

			“I have a feeling the city thinks you’re its new hag, by the by,” said Miriam.

			“I tried very hard to be scary,” said Laudna, feeling like something was required of her.

			Miriam grunted. When the kettle whistled, she poured drafts of hot water into both cups, counting out the seconds before she lifted the strainers with their sopping cargo and piled those into a sink. The cat craned his head down to inspect the remains, only to be shooed away. He hissed perfunctorily at her and abandoned the stove, head held high as he sauntered off into the jewel box terrarium that was Miriam’s home. Laudna was sorry to see him go, even if she did have the sense that Pâté probably felt the reverse. The girl said nothing, only sulked.

			“Here,” said Miriam, one of the cups thrust out at Laudna.

			Laudna took the drink and sipped, scalding her tongue, but this was the first hot drink she’d had in her current form of existence, and the sheer unexpected novelty of that overrode any urge to yelp in pain. The tea was very good: malty, almost honeyed, with a note of milk that seemed to have come out of nowhere given Laudna hadn’t seen Miriam include any additives. Laudna decided she would ask for another cup later once the roof of her mouth stopped feeling as scorched, confident it’d be even better then.

			“Huh,” said Miriam. “You’re a strange one.”

			“She’s amazing,” Bella shot back, earning her a stare from Miriam.

			Laudna blew across the surface of her cup, delighting in how the steam rippled away from her breath. Everything in the apartment was a sensory pleasure, from its perfumed warmth to the wet-amber light radiating between the leaves. Even the bickering between the two living people made her happy.

			More than that, it made her feel like she was still alive too.

			“You’re amazing too,” said Laudna politely.

			“I’ve been told,” said the girl, with no small amount of glee. (“Ugh,” groaned the voice, who was in clear disagreement with all of it.) “Are you really here to ask about presents? I heard you talking about it with Miriam.”

			“Yes. They’re very important.”

			“You from the Fey Realm?” demanded Miriam.

			In one of its more indulgent moments, the voice had regaled Laudna with its knowledge of the Fey Realm, which wasn’t substantive but had been enough to incite a frothing curiosity in the matter. The next three weeks after that became an ecstatic pilgrimage through the woods, hunting for mushroom rings, any signs of an entrance into this fabled place, ending with the voice pledging to never again discuss any of the other Planes for fear of Laudna’s all-consuming inquisitiveness.

			“I wish,” said Laudna, the corners of her lips twisting into a smile.

			(“Don’t let down your guard, Laudna.”)

			“Shadow Realm?” asked Bella, with some hope.

			Laudna gave what she hoped was an artfully nonchalant shrug. “I suppose it’s possible that I might have come from the Shadow Realm. Darkness seems to like me.”

			“You don’t say,” said Miriam, mouth crooking into something wry, briefly rendering her gorgeous. “You did a number on the factory boys.”

			“Did they say anything about me?”

			“No,” said Miriam, dragging a third stool up to where Bella and Laudna sat, the girl recovered from her earlier petulance. Unlike Laudna, Miriam allowed her tea to cool to an uninjurious temperature before taking a sip. “Won’t even acknowledge that afternoon. But there’s an awful lot of talismans around the factory now for some reason. Idiots emptied enough salt on the floor to kill the soil for centuries, I swear.” Her smile, if it could be called that, had the warmth of a bared knife. “No idea what that’s all about. Just men being men, I suppose.”

			A small, illicit part of Laudna thrilled at the knowledge. This was power, this ability to drive grown men to childhood superstition. With some finessing, a little bit of work on the details, there was no telling—Laudna caught herself with a lurch, like a woman jolted from sleep, surprised that her thoughts had gone there but too overstimulated to register the cadences weren’t hers, never mind what that new absence of separation implied.

			(“A little more practice and they’ll have nightmares of you forever,” whispered the voice.)

			“But the foreman’s still on sick leave.” Miriam resheathed that cruel smile of hers. “With luck, he’ll get an infection. If he doesn’t, well, one way or another, it isn’t nothing what you did.”

			“I’m glad I could help,” said Laudna, feeling like there was an enormous, walled-off hunger in her, and it had been fed for the first time, although hardly enough. What she’d been given was a pittance, a drop in the abyss: It would be an eternity before it was sated, this need of hers for someone to approve. Daringly, she added, “I’d love to do more.”

			“Well,” said Bella, bright as the sun.

			“No,” warned Miriam. The old woman set her cup down, expression sleeking into one of careful neutrality.

			“I genuinely believe that you want to do more,” said Miriam. “I encourage you to. But whatever you’re planning to do, do it far away from us.”

			(“They’re all the same in the end. They only see us as monsters.”)

			“But I don’t understand why.”

			“A few reasons,” said Miriam, entirely business, her monastic features cold and empty as leadlight. “The first being that if you do something truly egregious—”

			“What does egregious mean?” whispered Bella.

			“Please stop interrupting.”

			“But I want to know.”

			“If you do something truly egregious,” said Miriam, much louder this time, in the tone of someone who intended to increase her volume until she drowned out the interruptions, “like, say, putting that fucking overseer on a pike, we’re going to need plausible deniability. I don’t know if you’ve realized this, but we don’t have powers the way you do. If trouble comes looking, we’re going to be shit out of luck.”

			“What if I promise I won’t hurt anyone?” said Laudna, whose first thought was to pledge herself to the care of the entire roster of women (“Why?” demanded the voice.), but even she wasn’t naive enough to think she had the omnipresence to fulfill that vow. Instead, she tried for something more manageable and was ashamed to hear the child in her voice, the plaintiveness of her words. “What if I keep it to just scaring people. I can do that. I’ll be careful.”

			“You.” Miriam’s eyes flicked to Bella. “Sybil was hurt that day because you were there.”

			“I saved her.”

			“Yes,” said Miriam, impassive, inexorable as truth. “But she was still hurt.”

			It wasn’t an indictment, for which Laudna was grateful. A part of her nonetheless wished that it had been so she could argue against the unflattering reframing of what had transpired, but that would mean the loss of Bella’s admiration, which shouldn’t have mattered but did for some inexplicable reason. Miriam stared at Laudna with a flat, patient gaze, and the latter recalled with stomach-churning clarity how Sybil had screamed. How it’d looked like she’d been run through and lifted bodily from the ground, so in pain she almost tore herself apart to escape the healing.

			What would happen if Bella knew that Laudna had been the one to do that to her sister?

			“I think I need to go,” said the girl in a lost little voice, all the verve gone, the light in her gaze not just missing but broken somehow. “I should see how Sybil’s doing.”

			Laudna’s heart lurched.

			“That’s a good idea,” said Miriam before Laudna could speak, a finger lifted to ward away any attempts the latter might make to have Bella stay. There was a warning in Miriam’s gaze, in the pinched-tight line of her mouth.

			The girl poured herself from her stool, meeting neither of the two women’s gazes, a miserable kicked-animal expression haunting her face. She looked so wretched Laudna almost defied Miriam, would have if the voice hadn’t said then: “She’s not worth it.”

			Not worth it? thought Laudna, indignant, disproportionately insulted on the girl’s behalf. That moment of outrage cost her dearly. By the time Laudna had reoriented herself in the physical world, Bella was gone, followed to the door by the bronze-eyed cat, who looked aghast at her departure.

			“She thinks the men did it to her sister,” said Miriam, several heartbeats into the tense new silence.

			“Why didn’t you tell her the truth?”

			“Because you were tryin’,” said the old woman. “I could tell.”

			“But you still think I’m to blame, somehow,” said Laudna, childishly resentful.

			“Intent is one thing. Actions are another,” said Miriam, too old to be moved by petulance. “You might not have meant to hurt her. But you did.”

			“It wasn’t my fault.”

			“She still screamed.”

			“It was the best we could do. She was so damaged already,” said Laudna, clamping down on the juvenile instinct to break down and start bawling until either the situation improved or she emptied herself of her own pain. “We were—”

			“We?”

			Laudna hesitated.

			(“Oh, Laudna. What have you done.”)

			She knew before she even opened her mouth that she’d lost whatever arbitration was going on here, whatever chance she had of convincing Miriam she was more than an unusually friendly shadow-wight. There wouldn’t be any arguing against whatever decision Miriam had made about her. Her expression had the finality of an execution.

			But Laudna tried anyway.

			“I can explain.”

			Miriam shook her head. Queens might have asked her for lessons in poise.

			“That’s the second part,” she said. “There’s something in there with you. I could tell before, but I wasn’t sure. But then you said—”

			Laudna winced. We. She had said we. Blithely, easily. Like the voice was more than an unticketed passenger being ferried through the world in Laudna’s skull. Like the two of them were in eager conspiracy, bound to each other, so similar in ambition that they existed as a plural.

			“—what you said, and I know for sure now. Whatever’s inside your soul, it comes from a dark place. And I can’t risk it being anywhere close to me and mine. I heard the stories, you know? There are things that move from host to host. Eat up the vessel and wear it like a mask. Like the dryad.”

			A sudden cold frissoned through her. “I thought you didn’t believe in the dryad.”

			Where Laudna could have imagined a girlhood for the half-orc, she couldn’t imagine the same for Miriam. It seemed somehow impossible that the old woman was young once, a naive ingenue with eyes that didn’t glitter like light bouncing on a scrim of white frost. She stared at Laudna, expression undecipherable. “I don’t believe little girls who’ve almost lost everything need more nightmares in their lives.”

			Laudna stared down into her cup, thinking of dirt and worms and darkness, of crawling things burrowing into her mouth, eating through everything she was and leaving puppet strings instead. “Do you think there’s something like that inside me?”

			“I don’t know,” said Miriam. “But I know I don’t want to take chances. What if the thing inside you decides it doesn’t want you anymore?”

			(“If I had the option to find a different host, I would have taken it. No offense.”)

			“And turns its eye toward one of mine? I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if that happened.”

			Laudna decided she couldn’t either. More than once, she’d dreamt herself free of the voice and its endless sequiturs about her intellect and how she was wasting her talent, but Laudna was reconsidering that fantasy. She might not have volunteered to be its jailer, but it was beginning to feel increasingly like its containment was her civic duty. What would happen if the voice were free? If it could take someone sharper in temperament than Laudna? Someone like Sybil.

			Or Bella.

			“I can’t take chances. If that means you won’t look after Sybil—”

			“No,” said Laudna, thinking of Sybil, who’d only just been able to prop herself up in bed without supervision. She looked even gaunter than she had before, barely a stencil of a person, hair lank and greasy. Her dark eyes burned like a banked fire. “I’ll keep taking care of them. I promise.”

			What little Laudna had seen of the sister made her wonder whether the two really shared parents or if they claimed a sororal connection for reasons deeper than blood. Where Sybil’s face was narrow and pale, Bella’s was a woodcut of the moon, her hair voluminous and curly where Sybil’s fell in straight, thin sheafs, her eyes a lightless black where her sister’s glowed like something animal. Whatever their differences, they made up for them with a ferocious affection for each other; the younger sister had spoon-fed Sybil every day of her recovery, always with a zealous pride.

			“Just for a little while longer,” said Miriam, and in that gentle instruction, Laudna heard a secondary commandment: that she leave once the two could fend for themselves.

			Laudna stared down at her tea, no longer as infatuated with its taste. The room had lost its welcoming air, the light its warmth, sallower now without Laudna’s illusions of camaraderie, a sickly, jaundiced yellow that made Miriam look like a corpse.

			“Could we do this again?” Laudna asked throatily, without any hope, the words a reflex, and she found herself surprised by the pain that bled through her. “I liked having tea with you.”

			She hadn’t thought of the old half-orc in the woods for years, but Laudna thought of her now, and what she’d give to have been able to sit with the woman, drinking tea just like she was doing now, while the sheep called for their shepherd and the sky shone blue as a scarf passed down from mother to child. What she’d give to be able to tell her younger self to be bolder, to go up to the old woman’s door and say, Please. Could we be friends?

			Something of her anguish must have shown in her eyes because Miriam’s expression changed. A terrible gentleness suffused her lined face; it was pity, Laudna realized, and the epiphany had her shrinking back, hands balled into fists, knuckles white from the effort of holding her grief. “I understand,” said Laudna before Miriam could speak, preempting any tenderness, any attempt the old woman might make to gently, kindly, woundingly let her down. Laudna wasn’t sure she could survive any more pity. She’d had enough over the last decade to hang from. “I won’t trouble you any longer.”

			“It isn’t personal.”

			“I know.”

			“I am grateful,” said Miriam fiercely, and it was clear she meant it, that nothing she said was intended as a platitude, and truly, she regretted that circumstances had led them here. “In another life—”

			Laudna forced a smile. “I know.”

			She could not say if it was the ghastliness of her smile, badly strung over a jaw frozen in a rictus of shame, if it was the way she could only choke out a terse response in answer to all of Miriam’s remarks, or if it was just that the old woman, so much more adept at social conventions than Laudna, had decided the conversation had reached its natural end—but one way or another, it became clear that they’d passed through the demarcation between the companionable before and the awkward now, and were firmly in the latter. Though Miriam wasn’t harassing her to leave, had even extended a second cup of tea and made overtures toward cooking a light supper for them both, Laudna knew her presence wasn’t wanted any longer.

			“Will you at least tell me what to get Sybil?” asked Laudna as she draped the hood over her head again, standing once more at the threshold, her cup emptied, Miriam’s hospitality exhausted. This was an intimacy she was asking for, she recognized, one that would most likely go ungranted. But Laudna had to at least try.

			“Pastries,” said Miriam before she completely shut the door, the light a thin cord of gold, binding them. “Doesn’t matter what kind as long as they’re chocolate.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			The baker’s newest apprentice was both his greatest boon and a persistent despair. An incarnadine-skinned infernal, with burgundy horns that spiraled like those of a prize ram and an earnest smile that rose crookedly up to a dimple, he was big, genial, handsome, easily flustered: Almost everyone in the town liked him, and those who didn’t tended at least to respect his weapons-grade affability.

			Had the apprentice any talent whatsoever for baking, the baker might have attempted to cultivate him into a second-in-command. Unfortunately, he did not. What he lacked in aptitude, he made up for with enthusiasm, which the baker respected but could not humor after the fifth time the infernal nearly burned the shop down around their ears. So, the apprentice was left mainly to handle the till. He had a middling talent for this. The man—boy, really, given the lifespan of his species, though he was chronologically older than the baker—knew his numbers but was prone toward magnanimity, sending customers off with excessive freebies. If not for the sheer volume of clients he drew, the baker might have fired him after the first month for fear of being bankrupted by the apprentice’s kindness.

			Though best described as simple, he did have one thing: a bear trap of a memory, especially when it came to people.

			And the figure who stood nervously at the threshold, minutes before close, was definitely a stranger.

			“Hello,” he said, mop in hand. His parents had very uncreatively named him Asphodel, one of the few things in life he truly resented. Where he could, Asphodel went by Del, which he liked far better with its mono-vowel cheeriness, the roundness of the sound. “I’m afraid we’re closing.”

			“Do you have,” stammered the figure, “chocolate?”

			There were, in fact, several misshapen chocolate croissants deflating in a cloth-lined basket behind Del and a casket of cinnamon buns swirled through with pecans and chocolate, although those were at least half-burnt—or heavily caramelized, if one wanted to be charitable. Despite his boss’s pleading for Del to give up, the apprentice would not surrender his dream of becoming the best baker Kymal had ever seen. In his defense, he was getting better.

			Marginally.

			“Depends,” said Del, who could barely make out very pale skin and the bow of a woman’s lips under the cowl the figure wore, “on how you feel about slightly stale pastries.”

			“Slightly stale is okay,” said the figure. “I mean, I think so. I don’t think I’ve ever had fresh pastries…”

			Her voice declined in volume until all Del could hear was an anxious thrum, interspersed with fierce hushing noises. It wouldn’t surprise him if this was, in actuality, three imps in a cloak thrifted from the refuse somewhere. After all, it wouldn’t be the first time such a thing had happened during his shift. The figure tottered closer, taking one step back for every two it took forward. Del waited with smiling patience.

			“Is stale bad?”

			“Well,” said Del. “It depends.”

			More hushed mumblings before the figure said, “Depends on what?”

			“Depends on what your standards are.”

			A pause followed. “For two weeks last year, I had bread fresh from the oven of an old shepherdess. It was very good.”

			“Ah,” said Del knowingly. “In that case, ‘stale’ is the very opposite of what you just described. The fluffiness is gone. The texture is different. It remains edible, yes, but only just. I’m afraid what remains in our inventory won’t be up to your standard.”

			“I see.”

			Up until that point in his admittedly brief life, Del hadn’t known someone could imbue the phrase I see with that much forlornness. His very frangible heart very immediately combusted with the need to make it better. There was a reason why the local priests had agreed on a weekly rotation, taking turns to visit Del in the bakery in hopes that their recruitment efforts would—despite two years of very courteous refusals—finally take: Del had an unprecedented sense of piety toward compassion.

			(He did not, as a rule, care much for religion, which seemed to inevitably villainize someone, all so its divinity could have a foil.)

			Carefully, he propped up his mop and accompanying bucket in a corner before advancing on the figure with the same wary gait he might have used to approach a doe with its leg in a trap.

			“Easy,” Del said under his breath. “I’m just—”

			He was close enough now. He—

			“Name’s Del,” said the apprentice, a hand extended.

			When the figure did not reciprocate, Del allowed his arm—but not his smile, no, the baker had chiseled the tenets of customer service into the back of his skull—to drop and turned to find what was left of the day’s stock. There was silence at first and then, to Del’s relief, the soft patter of slippered footsteps.

			The figure was thin, unwholesomely so. He saw it in the flash of its wrists, the angles of its elbows under its sleeves. Even the blousy, dirty, water-gray folds of its cloak couldn’t hide that. Had Del his way, he’d have sat the figure down and offered them food until they couldn’t remember what hungry felt like.

			But all the figure had asked for was chocolate, so chocolate it would get.

			“There’s a trick,” he said with more confidence than he had. “For turning stale bread into something wondrous.”

			There was, but it tended to involve plain croissants, of which there were none remaining, and a passing aptitude for the work, which was equally deficient. He led the figure past the counter to where the ovens were, lifting the basket of stale pastries from their stand, reasoning with himself that they’d have gone uneaten anyway, so why not do something productive with them? Del chattered as he chopped up chocolate for a water bath, talking about nothing, everything, childhood memories braided with frank accounts of his failures; the apprentice was one of those rare few who well and truly saw any setbacks as growth opportunities and could not be convinced any different.

			Once that was done, he sawed the pastries in half, drenched the pieces in chocolate, and added pecans; his employer would have named them a candied horror—there was more chocolate than pastry at this point—if he weren’t drowsing in his bed, unaware of Del’s heretical improvisations. The figure said nothing, only watched with a trembling interest.

			“Do you like chocolate?” asked Del after he’d closed the oven door on his creation.

			“I don’t know,” said the figure. She had a well-bred voice, a finishing-school polish at odds with her tremulous manner. “I’ve never tried any.”

			Del incandesced at this.

			“We’ll have to remedy that.”

			The apprentice made them both a cup of what he described as spiced hot chocolate but was really a dense sludge of seasoned cocoa, which had to be consumed with a spoon. Fortunately, the figure had no complaints. Del continued his blather happily, confiding dreams of opening his own bakery, even a chain of them: He wanted to specialize in truffles, having once seen a dazzling tray of them presented at a competition.

			“Like a king’s ransom. Except edible,” he said. “They painted little fish onto the surface of one, and I swear, you could almost see every individual scale.”

			This went on until he was interrupted by the quiet ding of a timer. Del launched out of his stool and took to the oven, retrieving his creations.

			At which point every light source in the bakery went out as one.

			Later, Del would decide it hadn’t been circumstantial but coordinated by the figure. Later, Del would conclude he’d been technically robbed—property that hadn’t been paid for was removed from the premises without consent. Later, after he confessed to the employer he did, in fact, try the baking thing again, not that he was particularly sorry for the attempt, Del would think, how could she not have realized he would see exactly what she was doing?

			In that moment, however, all the apprentice thought was, Oh. It’s you.

			He had heard the rumors circulating through Kymal but had thought little of them, given how many began with “There’s an ugly old hag.” Del was of the firm opinion any story that included derogatory depictions of women tended to be mean-spirited fiction. Nonetheless, it still surprised him to see how young the woman was.

			And how dead-looking.

			Del would wonder later if what he saw was a failure of his sight. After all, it did render the world to gray scale, leach away color. It could well be that the woman had the blush of youth in her cheeks and an irrepressible springtime vibrance in her eyes, and Del had missed all of that because the darkness was often a liar. Regardless, all those thoughts would come later. Right then, all he could do was stare transfixed into the gloom as the girl wrenched the tray—there was so much chocolate, how would she finish the batch before it spoiled?—from his hands and crashed toward the door. A tool belt hung loose from her waist, perfectly ordinary save for the rat that dangled there too, jouncing against her hip. Del could have almost sworn it waved as she sprinted past.

			“Wait,” he tried, too late, just as the girl reached the door. She almost turned at his voice, her spine contorting—she was so thin, he could count each vertebra through her clothing—in readiness. But then she cocked her head sharply to one side, like a fox waking to the baying of hounds, and was gone.

			“I would have given you the cinnamon rolls too,” finished Del sadly.

			Later, he’d wonder if he should have been more up-front and said, You don’t have to pay me, you just have to eat, and if that might have convinced that wild-haired, frightened-eyed girl to let him help. For now all he could think of was the smell of smoke boiling through the air.

			Somewhere in the city, a building burned.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			The flophouse was still on fire when Laudna returned, the air a violence of purplish-black smoke so thick it left a crust of soot in the mouth and nostrils. Each breath was caught in Laudna’s lungs like spines. Her eyes burned from the smoke. Every instinct said to shy away from the inferno roaring up from the kindling the flophouse had become, but Laudna pressed forward, fingers loose around the rim of the baking tray, its contents littering the alley behind her. She’d promised she would care for the two sisters; she intended to keep to her word. The night sky was glazed with bright orange light and through the smoke, Laudna could see a daisy chain of silhouettes ribboning into the alleys, all of them coughing as they passed buckets up and down their ranks with military efficiency. There was plenty said about the destitute of the city, most of which was cruel and untrue, including that no one in the slums cared for anyone else, and its inhabitants would turn an indifferent eye to their neighbor’s murder.

			This was patently untrue. Everyone in the vicinity was out in full force, working to quench the fire. As Laudna moved closer, more bodies poured from the tenements, the side streets, stumbled from the bars, the brothels; they came singly, in pairs, in frightened knots of three and more, shouting at one another and those who had assembled, adding their hands to the work. With so much smog in the air, with the blaze reflecting gold on sweat-slicked hair and shining faces, it was impossible to separate one person from another: The crowd might have been from the same assembly line of dolls.

			Laudna pushed through the mob. At least nineteen women lived in the flophouse. Laudna would have preferred for all of them to be alive, but selfishly, she’d have settled for two. Be okay, she thought. Be alive. It was the only prayer she knew. Laudna peeked around a string of guards freshly arrived, reflections of the fire rippling like grease across their armor. They bellowed without effect and were handed buckets. To their credit, not one objected, falling smartly into lockstep. As they parted for their new duties, Laudna saw at last what she’d been hoping to find and let out a sharp breath:

			Survivors.

			There. No telling of their number—one, two, six, nine…only nine, not counting the people standing, passing them water, disinfecting their burns. Only nine, and Laudna didn’t know her heart could break this hard for people she’d never met—but the pain told her she had a heart, that she was more than a corpse death had forgotten.

			“Don’t.”

			The voice: soft, stern, a premonition carried in the single syllable.

			Laudna hesitated. “I just want to make sure they’re all right.”

			“You’re wasting time you could use on better things.”

			In the chaos, especially after one end of the flophouse let out a groaning laugh and collapsed into itself, no one noticed Laudna hissing to herself. Shooed aside by an aproned woman with arms to make a man blush in envy, Laudna hid herself behind a wall.

			“What are you even talking about?”

			“Where there’s fire, there’s always a match,” said the voice.

			“Or a kitchen accident,” said Laudna. “Or—what do you mean, ‘match’?”

			“I meant this could have been premeditated.”

			Her blood cooled to syrup. “You don’t think—”

			“He has cause.”

			Laudna could picture it. That was the problem. She could envision it so clearly: the half-elf and his men spreading pools of kerosene over the flophouse, drenching the walls. It’d take a single spark. Just one. Thrown onto the oil, which would glimmer gold and blue as the fire snaked up toward the flophouse, hungry as hate, and the cheap untreated wood would be eaten up like a heart.

			“She took his eye,” purred the voice.

			Revenge. That was easy enough to imagine too: the half-elf staring into the mirror, a pink frothing of scar tissue where an eye had been socketed. Even if Laudna thought the loss of it was merited, even if he was a bastard who owed organs to a dozen less ferocious girls, she could see why he might have dreamt up a punishment for Sybil.

			“Do you think he might have laughed as their home burned?”

			Someone else had laughed too. A boy from when she was about twelve whom she’d adored wholly, whom she’d loved for his uneven teeth and frizzy red hair, particularly this one curl that dangled between his knife-straight brows, making him look so very dear and curious about the world: He—what was his name?—had laughed at her.

			A woman too, and a man: their laughter velvet, adorned with so much contempt. They’d laughed. They’d chuckled as she—

			Behind Laudna, flame geysered upward, a roar of light so brilliant the ruins of the flophouse were briefly an effigy, the remnants of its foundation like a chewed-up comb of ribs: The fire had found the oil-kegs in the basement. The shouting renewed, fletched now with panic. Bells clanged and tolled in a warning, and all of Kymal woke, alarmed to discover itself in danger. It’d be easy for a man to vanish into this chaos, for him to solder an alibi together, find corroborators whom he could pay with a smirk, all while the city had its eyes stung closed by the smoke.

			The idea of the overseer eluding justice, of him in a myriad of taverns carousing without thought of what he’d done, or, worse, with a perennial glee at having evaded judgment, of the man on his deathbed, years from now, being comforted by the knowledge he’d burned down nineteen damn lives and gotten away with it—it seethed through Laudna like a poison. With every half second, the notion worked itself deeper like shrapnel in an artery, and she could have almost died from the rage that shimmered through her.

			How dare he.

			“He doesn’t have to get away with it,” said the voice, entirely nonchalant. “We could make him pay.”

			It was as if a door had been opened or a key had been turned. Something went click in a room in Laudna’s mind, and what gushed forth was an understanding that if she so chose, she could make the man wet his bed each night for the rest of his life. She could hurt him. In a thousand ways, for as long as she wanted. And if Laudna grew bored of those methods, she had the power to invent more. The knowledge writhed in her, red and alive. Eager. All it would entail was her acquiescence, and her education in this could begin in earnest, her first lesson guaranteed to be an exhilarating pleasure after what he had done. The shadows would hold him, bind him, keep him displayed as she cataloged the ways she could make a man shriek for a mother who’d long since consigned him to the Hells as a lost cause. Laudna, reeling, suddenly dizzy with these endless possibilities, her breath shortened to panting gasps, said:

			“That might be a bit much.”

			An ownerless disappointment echoed through her as the red tide ebbed away, replaced instead by the slight but insistent worry over the possibility of collateral trauma: who’d be hurt if they walked into such a tableau (“You’d be amazed by how many care not a whit about these things.”), who would go to bed equally frightened despite their innocence (“Everyone, I think, is guilty of something.”), who would cry for the half-elf because they’d thought of him as only a man and not a monster because surely, there needed to be someone (“Likely no one. Men like this do not accrue friends, only victims and accomplices.”). Laudna, jostled from every side as more people streamed into the battle with the fire, rolled these oppugnant ideas in her head for a moment longer before she settled on a decision.

			One way or another, the overseer was owed a visit.
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			If the physician had had his way, he would have kept the half-elf in his care for another week. Despite the latter’s vaunted ancestry, the man was healing at a mediocre pace, in large part because he wouldn’t stop scratching at the socket. There’d been no saving the eye, only mitigating infection. If the half-elf had been less repellent, a priest might have deigned to extend assistance, but the religious orders thought of him as a dick. The physician and his modest clinic—really, just a room staffed by his sibling, who functioned as both receptionist and nurse—might have turned him away too, but the half-elf and the doctor were distant cousins, and the latter was entirely too decent for his own good.

			Laudna watched as the doctor and his assistant hurried out of the clinic, draped with a dozen gladstone bags between them, and toward the distant fire. They did their work from the back room of an abattoir, which seemed both ironic and inappropriate until one considered how many injuries could be sustained in the course of such businesses—to say nothing of the fact such a place came pre-equipped with the facilities for medical waste disposal. It wasn’t without its disadvantages. Even through all the smoke, there was a rusted-penny whiff of old blood and the earthy fecal sweetness of decay.

			“The door isn’t locked,” murmured the voice silkily.

			She didn’t ask how the voice knew, creeping closer. A single candle bravely flung its light out into the darkness, the shadows cast in its wake long and etiolated and strange. Through a window, Laudna saw a narrow bed. It was occupied by the half-elf. He lay propped up against a wall, a pillow thrust between the small of his back and the timbered surface, one knee raised and the other leg straight under a colorless blanket. In his hands was a much-dog-eared paperback with a title Laudna couldn’t quite make out. He looked at ease, even happy, monocled and squinty. As she watched, he licked his finger and delicately turned a page, and for some reason, that infuriated Laudna to see.

			“Nineteen lives destroyed, and he’s reading a damn adventure novel,” said the voice, almost in explanation. “What a little psychopath.”

			If the voice seemed more amused than chagrined by this observation, Laudna did not notice, struck by the rightness of its statement. How dare he. How dare he sit there looking so blissfully relaxed while the city burned. A feeling seeped through Laudna: something a little like anger, something too much like excitement. It flowed to her hand, and she realized she was quivering with adrenaline. She clenched her jaw to keep her teeth from chattering.

			“People in the city are afraid,” she whispered.

			“People in the city are very afraid,” affirmed the voice.

			“Everyone’s worried that their lives are going to go up in smoke,” said Laudna, moving with a boneless, unthinking grace.

			“And there he is, just reading.”

			“Reading,” said Laudna, thinking how much this exchange reminded her of an old rhyme, with one party asking if the other was a wolf, and the other saying, No, my darling, your eyes are lying, come closer and let me see you better.

			She raised an arm, like a lady waiting to signal to her guards. Laudna could barely feel the limb, like it was a slab of marble carved to resemble flesh and then affixed to her elbow in the middle of the night. As she turned her hand, studying her fingers and the crescent moons of grime under her nails, she saw how the bones protruded and how they were blackening under the skin. How the darkness wept from the lines in her palm, growing outward, spreading like the negative of a fire.

			“He needs to pay.”

			Laudna could not tell if she was the one who had spoken or if it had been the voice. It was possible too it could have been Pâté, murmuring from her waist. For a single dizzy moment, Laudna wasn’t sure if whoever had spoken had actually said “He needs to pay” and not “She needs to pay,” but the latter made so little sense, she nudged the thought aside. Laudna inhaled, feeling a deep cold settle through her. When she released her breath, a shadow unfurled upward from the cobbled stones and scratched its fingers against the window beside the half-elf’s bed.

			“Nowhere to go, nowhere to run, no one to hear you scream,” Laudna sang, and she was pleased when the man sat bolt upright, the paperback thumping onto the floor.

			“The fuck?”

			“Shadows, shadows everywhere. You’re all alone and no one cares.”

			“Who’s there? Show yourself.” The half-elf groped the nightstand beside him and then the space under his bed. Finding nothing, he stood and balled his hands, taking a pugilist’s stance. He shook a fist in several directions, face contorted into a snarl. But Laudna could see the fear gleaming wetly in his eye. How she wanted to make it worse.

			“You’re like a runty little pup. Only brave when you’re surrounded by your pack. When you think you’ve got the strength of numbers,” hissed Laudna, oiling closer.

			(“The door. Don’t forget the door is open.”)

			“You’re so different when you’re alone. When there’s nothing but you and the dark. I can hear you whining for your mother, little pup.”

			She took care to drift conspicuously past the vast floor-to-ceiling window with its wrought iron muntins and smudgy glass, aware how she must have looked: a thing stolen from a bad dream, her rags trailing behind her. Laudna heard a foreshortened yelp, a crash. She grinned. A hunger had been whetted, sharpened like teeth. Laudna thought she could drink up the sound of the half-elf’s fear and never be sated, never want to be sated. That red thing woke anew in her, and together they sang:

			“Little pup, little pup, where have you gone?”

			Laudna pushed past the door like it was nothing but silk, the wood swinging open so her shadow could pour over the threshold. Framed in the candlelight, the half-elf looked diminished, smaller than she recalled, his missing eye eclipsed by a wad of bandages. Under the gauze, Laudna could see a faint bloom of russet, like a fading bruise.

			“Down into the dark and gone with the dawn.”

			“I’m not afraid of you.”

			“Little pup, little pup,” said Laudna, taking a reckless pleasure in the rhyming and its effect. “What have you done?”

			His eye surprised Laudna. It was soft and green under a shelter of long lashes, utterly at odds with his weathered appearance, like he’d won it from someone else in a wager. It was hard as glass, however, as he stared at her.

			“Now it’s too late for you to run.”

			As little unsettling couplets went, there were many that were better, but Laudna was disproportionately pleased with her improvisation: Unpolished as it was, it still menaced, which was all she truly cared for. For all his bravado, the half-elf was leaching color from his skin. He looked desaturated, a lithograph in charcoal.

			“Takes more than nursery rhymes to scare me.”

			“Really,” said Laudna. “I’ll think of something else.”

			There was a route out to the abattoir (“It’s locked,” said the voice with a laugh.) that Laudna hoped he would take, but to the half-elf’s credit, he stood his ground, fists still raised like they meant something.

			“I heard there was a hag in the city. Didn’t think I’d get a personal visit.” He cocked his head. His hair, previously a tumble of curls, had been shorn close to his skull, giving him a raptorial look. “You don’t look half as frightening as they say.”

			“I assure you that I’m worse.”

			“The Hells do you want with me? I haven’t done nothing.”

			His courage, as it turned out, was at its limits. He tumbled ass over teakettle when Laudna shot forward, banging into the wall behind him with such force, she was surprised there wasn’t a fatal-sounding crack in the mix.

			“Shit,” he said, scrambling upright, kicking away from Laudna only to slam again into the wall. “Shit. Fuck. Get away from me!”

			“You burned them.”

			“Burned who?”

			Here Laudna’s act tore, her voice broke like a scrim of ice, cracking apart as her heart seized with cold grief. “The flophouse. You burned the flophouse. Did you forget already? How dare you lie to me? You burned them. Nineteen women who had done nothing to deserve the fire.”

			“The what? The flophouse?” A parade of emotions twitched through the half-elf’s features, settling at last on naked horror. “You mean the one by Rat-King’s Way? No, no. A mate’s sister is there. I wouldn’t—” His voice trailed away, his eyes wide and afraid. “Is that what’s burning? Is that what I’m smelling? Shit, I have to—”

			He staggered forward, Laudna forgotten, a wild-eyed terror shining from his face like a light. She saw a very different man illuminated then: someone who might be more than a bastard, more than the caricature sketched into her mind. Laudna felt a tremor of doubt. Had she and the voice been wrong? In answer, the voice only laughed, only said:

			“He could be lying.”

			He could be, she thought. Except for his eye. Except for that little-boy stare he was wearing like he’d wake up if he could. The wretchedness of his expression. He’d need to be a virtuoso of the theater, a liar better than any devil, to wring so much false fear from his face; somehow, Laudna suspected he wasn’t. Nonetheless, it was possible: He could be lying. And the red heart-wet thing said, Make sure he isn’t.

			Laudna had him in her hands before he could take another step, fingers digging into the fabric of his shirt, bearing down on him although she weighed no more than a sack of grackle bones, a scream unbottling inside her, a howl like loneliness itself coming in from the woods, demanding its seat at the table. The half-elf toppled in a flail of limbs, and Laudna saw herself reflected in his eyes, no maiden at all, only a monster.

			“I didn’t say you could leave.” Her voice was a mass of whispers, coming from all directions. “You will not go near any of them ever again. Do you understand me?”

			“I got to help—”

			“What you have to do is leave,” said Laudna, glad for the black veil of that other form slicking over her face, hiding her. She thought of the exemplar from so many years ago, her pitying stare, how very sorry she was and how very unyielding she remained as she gave her ultimatum. “Or die.”

			The half-elf exhaled, sharp. “I’m not afraid of you.”

			“You should be. After everything you’ve done to those women, you really ought to be.”

			His face hardened at those words, and Laudna almost sagged in relief, her faith in what he was and what she suspected thankfully renewed. His expression slid from loss to leering contempt.

			“A little fun between coworkers never hurt anyone. No one’s ever touched the girls. Not without their enthusiastic consent.”

			“You hurt Sybil.”

			“Sy—Who?” Recognition sparked. “You mean the new girl? She cut out my fucking eye, in case you haven’t noticed. You think my mates were going to accept that? Of course they were going to beat the shit out of—”

			“Shut up.”

			“Which of the fucking Hells did she summon you out from? Because you can go straight back there.”

			And with such a roar, he tried to shove Laudna off him. It was almost enough. Except that Laudna had been in pain for what felt like a thousand years, for longer than she’d been alive. All the loneliness of the last ten years was tamped down, bandaged tight so it wouldn’t leak its rot into the rest of her. All those memories of being run out of villages, of being chased, of a mob baying at her heels, and the voice hissing at her to keep moving or die. All those nights of waking up strangling a scream in her chest, hunted by memory. All those times someone looked at her with pity and only pity, which was the most worthless emotion in the world because pity did nothing. Pity was platitudes and a sad look and then a sword held to Laudna’s throat. Pity was her being told to go or die. It didn’t matter that the half-elf had fifty pounds on her. Not when she held so much in her it was a wonder she didn’t break. Staring down at the man, Laudna thought how badly she wanted someone else to understand what she carried.

			How badly Laudna wanted someone to hurt like her.

			If he was going to make Laudna a monster, she’d give him what he wanted.

			“Only if you come with me.”
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			The next day, fliers spread across Kymal. They were rolled up and placed into satchels, packaged with mercantile goods, slung into saddlebags, given to whoever showed so much as a glimmer of interest. The city, hurting from the fire and its emptied mines, still scrounged up enough to pay for a few messengers to ride out with an inventory of them to disseminate throughout the bigger cities, the more populated taverns, anywhere an answer might ride in from.

			It would take another week before Laudna realized that every streetlamp and every spare wall was laminated with the same straightforward poster:

			adventurers wanted

			And Laudna wondered if it was her fault.

		

	
		
			Act 3
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			Once there was a girl who would not listen when her mother said to stay home.

			“But Mother,” said the girl, “the evening is still bright. The sun is still playing. I can see my friends outside and I can hear them laughing.”

			“There is a crone in the woods,” said the woman. “She will eat you alive if she catches you.”

			“No, Mother. No, she won’t,” said the girl. “Because I won’t taste good. I’m going to play so hard that I’ll be covered in mud. I will stink of sweat and be covered by briars.”

			“Then she’ll take you to her cottage,” said her mother. “And she’ll peel your skin away before she holds you to the fire and roasts you until you’re done.”

			“Oh, Mother,” said the girl. “That will never happen. I’m too fast and I’m too smart.”

			The girl’s mother, who had six more unruly children, sighed and left it at that. If there was one less mouth to feed, perhaps that wouldn’t be so bad. She would miss the girl, who was clever if not wise, who had a smile like the sun come out in the night.

			“Go on, then,” said the girl’s mother. “Be foolish. But when she catches you, do not say I did not warn you.”

			The girl went then to play, and in the woods she found a cottage. In the cottage, she found a bed. She thought perhaps this was where the crone lived, but there was no one in sight. The girl was tired from her games and the evening was shading to night. Perhaps she’d sleep here with her back to the door. Surely, it’d be fine.

			So she did, but when she woke, she was the crone.

			No one had told her that was what happened to little girls who didn’t listen: They wake up one day no longer the maiden but the monster instead.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			The next few weeks saw a slow trickle of adventurers wending into the gates of Kymal. Despite the fact its main export was bankrupted gamblers, much of its liquid assets existed in private coffers, the owners of which had a propensity for miserly behavior, being businessmen of a certain repute. As such, those who answered the city’s call were often ramshackle ruffians themselves, much to the chagrin of the guards who found themselves split between their usual duties and careful surveillance of the new arrivals, the latter proving themselves more a problem than a solution, picking fights and finding trouble with clockwork regularity. The resulting chaos left the city on edge, furtive, suspicious of anyone and everyone. But with everyone suddenly suspected of some ineffable crime or another, it became uncustomarily easy for Laudna to move through the city’s sleazier quarters, another face among dozens, unremarkable in her dishevelment.

			The freedom of movement bewildered her at first, Laudna having become almost comfortable with her fugitive existence. It was disorienting to see eyes pass frictionlessly over her, to be looked upon and dismissed as everyday. The first week of this, Laudna relocated herself to the outskirts of the city, paranoid that this was an effort to lower her guard. Her fear wasn’t helped by the voice’s persistent silence; she couldn’t tell if it was angry or if it too was afraid.

			But a week passed without event, and halfway through the next, Laudna crept back inside the city for a pocket of hours, ready to bolt at any sign of ambush. When none came, she returned the next day, and every day after that, lingering for greater spans of time until it became clear no one cared. Initially discombobulated by her anonymity, Laudna soon found a bright joy in it.

			“Just because they’re willing to arrest everyone now, it doesn’t mean they won’t arrest you,” whispered the voice. “You still need to be careful.”

			“I am,” Laudna whispered, swaddled in an oversized cloak the color of ash. Though it was nearly a fortnight since the fire, the air still seemed flecked with debris. This wasn’t helped by the overcast sky, which was gray and grimy and had been so for days. There was an ambient sense of anticipation, an impatience, like the moment before the flint strikes the kindling. “When have I ever not been?”

			The voice made a frustrated noise. “Often, Laudna. Exceedingly often.”

			Thanks to the efforts of the city, the fire had been contained before it could lick outward to consume the more affluent wards, but the damage to its poorest sections wasn’t insubstantial. Businesses were razed to the ground, including a couturier’s shop that sat on the very edge of the district. The owner was a driven young woman with a talent for dressmaking but distinct ambitions about her later years: She wanted a husband. A wealthy one. Kind, handsome, and pliant. Her business was, in many ways, a means to an end. Unlike some of her peers, the young dressmaker wasn’t threatened by competition. No, she saw it as an avenue to available brothers and unattached cousins, correctly assuming that her clients would go out of their way to ensure their favorite clothier had exactly who she wanted.

			The fire proved a boon to the couturier. She’d been waging battle on the heart of one young man in particular, and with her business obliterated, she finally had the excuse to swoon into his arms. As such, she did not return for whatever had survived, leaving Laudna the spoils. The cloak had been one of them. Her new wardrobe was another: She now had a torrent of earrings; a black skirt only slightly singed, its material still lush and webbed with lace; a purple blouse with red and yellow trimmings. Though the clothes were perhaps less inconspicuous than her previous rags, even the voice had to acknowledge it was advantageous to look a little less like a walking corpse.

			Laudna puttered along through the marketplace, too pleased with her new circumstances to understand she was, for the first time in years, happy.

			“I’d like to try hot food,” she informed the voice under her breath, squeezing between two hulking men, one overdressed with swords and the other in simpler celadon tunics. Neither paid her any heed. The market thronged with life. It smelled of incense and perfumery, of fresh-baked bread and the briny reek of fish that had been left in the sun for too long, of food from across the continent: richly spiced, vinegary, almost overwhelming in its intensity. All around Laudna, there was the sound of people talking, haggling, arguing, laughing, their voices intermingled in a near incomprehensible chorus. Now and then, however, she caught snatches of gossip, all spoken in tones of salacious delight.

			“—haunted, didn’t you know?”

			“I was out in the woods the other day, and I could have sworn something was watching me—”

			“Probably a hag, whatever it is.”

			“—something diseased.”

			“I heard there was a dryad there.”

			“A dryad? Aren’t they—”

			“Something was wrong with this one. Think it was being eaten alive—”

			“Pretty sure it’s just a hag.”

			“I bet you it’s something come back from the grave.”

			“Probably what sorted out the boys at the factory. Husband’s been nicer since that thing attacked—”

			They were talking about her. The epiphany hit her like a blow to the stomach, startling the air from her lungs. The voice had not been lying. Stories of her had indeed spread, had wound through Tal’Dorei like a vine or a noose, circling so tightly Laudna herself could feel their grip. A reckless new hunger quickened in her. Laudna wanted more.

			More stories. More reasons for people to tell those stories. More people to know she existed, even if they only ever knew the version of her told in folklore: this fractured, sideways mirror of the truth.

			“There can absolutely be more, darling,” purred the voice, the conspiratorial pleasure in its tone like an arm draped over Laudna’s shoulders. “These stories have a way of growing and growing until they gain a kind of life all on their own. And they last. They survive the fall of kingdoms and the death of worlds. Myths remain when all else is forgotten.”

			“Will they remember that I was lonely?” said Laudna. The desolation in her own words surprised her. She had not been thinking of loneliness. It’d been the furthest thing from her mind. Laudna had been luxuriating in the uncomplicated joy of standing in a crowd without being set upon by it. She’d been happy. But the words, drawn from deep inside her, from somewhere soft and aching, had her swallowing hard, eyes wet with a sudden pricking of tears. She was lonely. Morbidly so. If not for the voice and then for Pâté, there was no telling what bleak roads that emptiness might have walked down. She—

			A scent broke her from her melancholy: the decadent odor of beef cooked in an herbaceous stock of onions and carrots, simmered for hours until everything caramelized. It was a familiar smell, a beloved one. Like home, she thought, drinking in the scent like it could fill the hollow at the core of her, like if there were enough distractions she wouldn’t drown in it.

			“No,” said the voice before she could even speak.

			“Why?”

			“You will not compromise our lives for the sake of some stew.”

			“I’ll just steal some and go,” said Laudna, already prancing down a side street, her every maudlin thought not forgotten but put away to make room for her new compulsion, this exciting development that was the prospect of hot stew being ladled into a bowl just for her. “It’ll be absolutely fine.”

			“In case you’ve forgotten, your oeuvre is terror, not stealth.”

			“I’ll scare them away,” said Laudna, something fever-bright in her laughter, which rang shriller than it normally did. Her hood rippled from her shoulders as she passed a merchant’s store, but he offered Laudna nothing but a dreary glance: Even in her scavenged vestments, it was clear she didn’t have money to spend on his inventory, which seemed to consist entirely of viscous fluids of some jeweled color or another, all jarred in little ornate glass bottles.

			The scummed cobblestones snaked between a glassblower’s shop and a boarded-up wreck that might have once been a grocery, past two rows of tenements that traded laundry lines between their windows, the air smelling briefly and powerfully of soap, before the street widened into a square. There, sagging against the back of an old tower, propped up by rosebushes and a few leafless trees, stood a two-story building with sorry facades and paint flaking from its walls, something that might be worthy of pity were it not for the fact it was so noisome here, and every balcony held too many laughing people, and every door streamed patrons.

			The Dirty Rose was a glory of affordable drinks, cabaret, union whores, ample portions, and beds with linens washed at least twice a month. It had been some nobleman’s manor an indeterminable period of time ago before an obsession with the occult ran his fortunes into the grave. There were rumors the nobleman had fallen in with disreputable company: a dark-haired couple who themselves had eldritch connections, and who’d done business with a dozen others here, all of whom died within the same inordinately warm winter. Most residents of the town said it was a drinking habit. Either way, after a few years of wasting to mildew, the building was purchased by the proprietress of what would become the Dirty Rose, refurbished with new furniture, and opened to an initially skeptical but then exceedingly enthusiastic public.

			There were various reasons for its popularity. It wasn’t just that the pours were heavy and the bartenders had a penchant for experimenting with what they called “cocktails,” libations that entailed an alchemy of liquor and odd ingredients like tamed smoke, or that the music was good and the acts had actual narrative and were more than a bard in poofy breeches singing of his escapades with a noble’s daughter. It was that the management had very explicitly structured the Dirty Rose so that it would be through here that all rumors eventually flowed, and if there was a job that needed doing, you could be assured a posting would be yellowing on a wall somewhere in the tavern.

			It was also a lot. Too much, if Laudna had the heart to be honest to herself then, but the alternative was being alone with her thoughts, and that seemed more frightening than this crush of strangers.

			“You comin’ or going?” bawled a human woman with bouffant hair, shouldering past Laudna, who realized she’d been standing at the entrance for too long.

			In answer, Laudna ducked to the right of the door, hoping the cloak would disguise her abject discomfort. Perhaps this was a mistake. No, this was most certainly a mistake. The terrorized half-elf overseer no doubt had acquaintances who thronged places like this. They would see her and they’d know and there’d be no place to run as the tavern-goers closed on her like wolves—

			“Move,” howled a red-cheeked dwarf who looked like he’d been drinking for hours and was dead set on drinking for more, barreling into her en route to more beer. Such was his width and such was Laudna’s shock that she was herded into the Dirty Rose before she knew what was going on. By the time Laudna recovered, it was too late, and she stood pincered by a makeshift stage and a scatter of tables.

			“There’s a corner near the fireplace. Go there,” urged the voice.

			Laudna obliged gladly, stumbling through the crowd, leaving a trail of whispered excuse me and so sorry as she slunk to the alcove. The dingy gloom was a relief. Laudna sunk to the ground, huddling as deep into her cloak as she could, hoping no one would see her hidden there. Golden shadows splashed over the walls of the tavern, and the beveled silhouettes of its clients rose taller than their owners as people continued to talk, to eat, to argue, and to dance—although no one gambled. That was entirely the purview of the casino.

			Any other evening and perhaps a waitress would have come to shoo her out, shouting the premises were exclusively for paying customers. But that day also saw the arrival of an unexpected sight.

			Nothing short of another Calamity would have silenced the patrons of the Dirty Rose. Nonetheless, the volume of the clamor did lower, if infinitesimally, just enough that if someone were paying attention, they’d hear the cold clink of good steel on the weathered floorboards, the swish of fine velvet, and grudging half-slurred mumblings of “I could take ’em.”

			The subjects of interest stood at the entrance: One was a thin feygiant in wizardly raiments, a belt of pouches over a bony hip, one a halfling with a fur capelet and a longsword strapped to her back, and the last—

			It had been years, but Laudna still knew the woman on sight. She heard the voice sigh and mutter, but Laudna had eyes for only the exemplar, dressed exactly as in memory: in full armor, with a nodding weariness to her bearing like she carried tragedy on her back as a shield. The years since she’d last seen the woman hadn’t been kind, Laudna thought as the exemplar strode inside, the firelight tracing deep lines along her face. Some of it was hunger’s fault, it seemed. The exemplar was no longer as cherubic as Laudna remembered, her cheeks having lost their meat. There was a new angularity to her visage, a new chill in those placid gray eyes, like the sky over an old woman’s lonely grave. A new scar flowered up from her chin, spreading across her upper lip, the bridge of her nose, almost to her right eye. The scar had healed loathsomely, the skin around it purled and lumpy. Laudna wondered distantly how that’d all come about.

			She wondered if the exemplar remembered her.

			She wondered if the exemplar was here for her.

			At that notion, everything but a numb animal terror fled Laudna’s mind. It seemed impossible. She had done as the exemplar demanded: Laudna had left those familiar woods for the foothills of Ironseat Ridge. For a wild moment, Laudna was convinced that that hadn’t been sufficient and the exemplar’s idea of leaving involved Laudna migrating to another continent. Her breath thinned to agitated puffs. Maybe this was the exemplar coming to collect on the other side of the bargain now that so many years of grace had gone by.

			“Breathe,” said the voice.

			Laudna sucked down a gulp of air, trying her best to keep hold of her composure before it juddered apart. Every time the air cracked with someone’s laughter, she flinched, burrowing into her cloak, hoping the noise wouldn’t guide the examplar’s eye to where Laudna was cowering like a fawn in the briars.

			It did not.

			The exemplar was either an exceptional actor or truly oblivious to Laudna’s presence. She and her companions conferred with a busty aproned waitress, who pointed them to the bar where a man stood next to a patinated register, cheerily ringing up a swaying queue of drunks. He was tall and friendly-looking, with a bawdy smile and nice eyes—the kind of person you’d immediately trust with your money for better or for worse, which was likely why he was serving as cashier. Laudna watched as the exemplar and her retinue ambled up to him before settling into a rigorous discussion that involved the feygiant gesticulating wildly.

			“See? They’re not here for you,” said the voice.

			But if the exemplar was in the city, she might still eventually take umbrage at Laudna’s presence.

			“Correct.” Then gently, so gently it almost seemed loving at first, the voice added, “And this is why it was wrong for you to stay. We should leave.”

			“Soon,” said Laudna in promise.

			She waited as the exemplar’s entourage was led upstairs by the affable-seeming man, the four taking their time ascending a very ostentatious stairwell, its railings gilt-lined and made to resemble a procession of nubile angels, staring lustfully at the plain gray ceiling. Something about the spectacle left the exemplar’s brow permanently indented. When the trio entered their prescribed rooms, Laudna stood and slunk back out of the Dirty Rose, chin held high with a confidence she did not feel.

			“Move quickly,” whispered the voice. “Something’s watching.”

			If a small shadow unbraided itself from the crowd to follow after, Laudna did not notice, too preoccupied with running.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			The voice was exasperated, but Laudna wasn’t sure she cared.

			“You can’t be serious,” it said. “Tell me you’re not serious.”

			Laudna beamed audaciously into the nothing. Night had come and, with it, silver light slanted into the cluttered room, illuminating the almost viscous amount of dust in the space. The air was diamonded with it, and, not for the first time, Laudna thought there were benefits to being at least partly dead.

			“Deadly serious,” she announced. “Serious as an execution.”

			“I understand you’re trying to be funny, but you really aren’t.”

			“Serious as a funeral,” said Laudna with an almost drunken jubilance, giggling as the voice groaned, the sound rattling through her head. She was more tired than she would have liked, the whiplash of the day’s emotions having left her depleted. Ordinarily, this would be one of those rare occasions when she elected to sleep.

			But there wasn’t enough time. Though she wouldn’t admit it out loud, Laudna was in agreement with the voice. With the exemplar in the city, it was past time she packed up for less fraught waters. She didn’t want to leave, however, until she’d done something for Sybil and Bella, her last attempt at bringing them a gift stymied by the fire. (“But you already have,” purred the voice. “You hurt the overseer.”) Now the pair was ensconced in a dismal halfway house run by one of the city’s more generous madams. Laudna was convinced the two would rebuild somewhere, as the down-on-their-luck always did: There’d be a future, a better home, one less redolent of loss. Sybil, with her hungry eyes and her feral grin, would carve these things from the world if it resisted.

			Nonetheless, Laudna couldn’t go without leaving them an assortment of presents: something of use, something to remember her by.

			“I don’t think making dolls of them is the right idea.”

			“Nonsense,” said Laudna. “They’ll love them.”

			“They will not.”

			Laudna flapped a hand dismissively. “That’s just because you don’t know them as well as I do.”

			She gutted the couturier’s shop of its sewing supplies, including an assortment of satin-bright buttons in the exact hues she wanted. With care, she threaded red string through a pair of luminous buttons, stitching them onto the face of the rag doll. There was no capturing Sybil’s wolfish menace in burlap, however she rendered the mouth. She had to trust the girl would recognize herself, as would her sister, whose doll had been much easier to make.

			“Do you think I should still bring them chocolate?” asked Laudna when the buttons were in place, the dolls set aside in a nest of yarn, torn-up scraps of fabric, and the wigs she’d cannibalized so her creations could have hair.

			Only silence followed, tinged with incredulity. An old stove sat against one of the walls of her home, eggshells rotting in a cast-iron pan that’d been in disuse for so long, it now wore a rime of mold. Laudna wondered what it’d be like to have a fully functional kitchen, an oven that wasn’t gory with filth and rust, and friends for whom she could cook, could bake. If she should have made an effort to prepare meals for herself—fry eggs or make pancakes, any of those things she’d seen through other people’s windows—and if that would have softened the knot in her belly. But there was something embarrassing about dead things that wouldn’t die. Laudna would know.

			But embarrassment wasn’t half as bad as handing herself up to despair. She remembered the bottomlessness of it, a chasm with no end, an ocean in which she would drown forever, unable to die. From somewhere in the burnt-down streets, a woman’s voice raised itself in trembling song. As the singer gained confidence, Laudna hopped from her chair and set Pâté on the table.

			“May I have this dance, my dear rodent?” said Laudna, bowing low.

			“You know I’d never say no to one.”

			They spun in haphazard circles while Laudna thought on next steps: A part of her did long for the woods, for the specific happiness that came in finding an old shack, an old cabin, an old hunting blind to repair. It had felt at times that by doing so, by patching roofs and mending walls, by rehabilitating these little buildings no one else would see again, she could rebalance the world, make up for the fact she couldn’t stay dead. It was, at the very least, something to do that wasn’t just decay. If she was going to insist on being in the world, she might as well be of use.

			The singer’s voice faltered as another one rose, this voice male and brassy and annoyed: It hollered at the first to Shut up, people are sleeping, and that in turn set off a cascade of new demands for quiet, stirring every dog in earshot into a cacophony of barking. It said a little about the participants and a lot more about how much Laudna had compartmentalized away that her first reflex upon hearing this din was to crawl under her table, shivering, hands plugged over her ears. Only when the dogs lost interest did she slither back to her feet, panting, Pâté splayed in a corner, a black rope of magic tethered to a paw. As Laudna stood, he dragged over the floor, accumulating dust.

			“Pâté,” Laudna breathed out in horror when she noticed.

			“Quite all right, poppet,” said Pâté with a cackle. “I’m dead, after all.”

			Laudna wanted to be anywhere else after the word dead had floated through the air. Tonight, so close to leaving forever, she couldn’t bear thinking about death. It tasted like grave dirt in her mouth, like waking up that first terrible morning to the tree and a sky full of corpses. Smoothing down Pâté’s fur, kissing it clean of dirt, she pressed her brow to the smooth, cold surface of his skull and tried to breathe as the voice had told her so many times before. Breathe and think, instead of just bolting. Breathe and remember she was safe, or at least as safe as she could be in these circumstances. Breathe, Laudna told herself, forcing air into her lungs, her every thought locked around the sensation of bone against her forehead: its faint chill, the familiar ridges where it sharpened into a beak. Laudna stood there in silence, just breathing, until the world quieted again to the soft noises of a city turning over in its sleep.

			Then she said, “Maybe we should see if the bakery has something else.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The bakery was closed when Laudna arrived, its lights shut and its doors conspicuously bolted. However, something unexpected waited on its stoop.

			There were brown-wrapped bags of pastries gone stale from an entire day of waiting, still edible, just not as impressive. There were croissants sandwiching thick slabs of cheese and wafer-thin, garlicky cured meats; Danishes with every variety of topping; cupcakes, strudels, and, to Laudna’s delight, three whole chocolate croissants.

			“Jackpot,” said Laudna. She had no idea what the word meant, only that it was something of utmost importance to many of Kymal’s inhabitants.

			“I don’t like this,” said the voice listlessly. “Businesses do not make a habit of leaving their wares outside.”

			“Maybe it’s what they don’t sell.”

			“Businesses,” said the voice again, more pettishly, “do not make a habit of leaving their wares outside. A sensible business owner would sell all this the next day for a lower price.”

			“I don’t think he is a sensible man,” said Laudna, thinking again of the devilkin and his puzzling kindness. “I think he’s a nice one.”

			“Who are you— Oh. No, there’s no way he was the owner. That boy barely had a brain.”

			“I don’t think someone that nice needs one. I bet people go to this bakery and give him extra money just because they like him. I bet people let him stay wherever he’s living for free because he’s nice.”

			“You’re a fool,” came the voice’s irked rejoinder.

			“Well, you can’t taste food,” Laudna shot back. In many ways, she was beholding her very first gift horse and couldn’t care less if it had a mouth full of false teeth. “It’s quite good.”

			“Spit that out. You don’t know if it’s poisoned!”

			Laudna did not do as told and might not have even if the croissant she had already half devoured was poisoned; it was upsettingly delicious. She finished what remained and then a Danish slathered with cream cheese and bits of chopped scallion before prying herself from the stoop, the bag of chocolatines tucked in her arms.

			“It wasn’t,” she said, dabbing at the crumbs around her mouth. “That’s all that matters.”

			The voice didn’t quite swear, but Laudna could tell it would have if it thought it’d have any effect on her. The night was quiet again. Even the casinos shut their doors at some point, turning out the gamblers so they could recoup from their losses and think about what else they could sell. A few drunks wobbled unseen along another side street, slurring about what they’d do when their fortunes changed. Some part of Laudna yearned to give them a scare, for no other reason than there was a pleasure in being known. But she tucked away the miscreant urges, promising them reprieve on another night. Laudna had work to do, one final thing.

			Having acquired her harvest, Laudna made her way to where Sybil and her sister now lived, a trip that would have taken no time at all had Laudna not needed to duck around the casinos’ myriad employees, finally allowed to stumble home. Despite her irreverence, Laudna did understand why the voice was so afraid. She appreciated it too. The two of them, like the sisters, had no one else but each other.

			“Unlike them, we will never have to worry about losing one another. They’re mortal. We’re not.”

			Laudna said nothing in answer, preoccupied by a pervasive sense of being watched. Twice, she thought she heard a second set of footsteps underpinning her own, but when she turned, there was only the crash of a trash bin being knocked onto its side and a one-eyed tomcat triumphantly investigating its kill. The sensation went away after that. Soon, Laudna was at the halfway house.

			Really, it was just a house. It might have been a nice house if the madam hadn’t decided to repurpose it into both a hospital and a halfway home. Because there wasn’t any shortage of strays in Kymal, the building was packed to its gills, overpopulated and understaffed. But it was safe, and that wasn’t nothing if you had emptied your pockets of luck. The front door was open that night, flung wide in a way Laudna hadn’t seen before, not in all her weeks of careful observation. There was a trickle of people coiling out of the entrance, their faces earnest and hopeful.

			“I can smell her,” hissed the voice. “Fucking exemplars.”

			“Do you think she—” The rest of the sentence died in Laudna’s throat. It seemed perilous to finish the thought, like it’d cause the worst to be true.

			“Oh, I don’t know. It’s possible. More likely, she’s here to show off in her god’s name. They do that, sometimes. Visit the sick, cure what ails them. Hope it’ll bring their deity more worshippers.” The voice sniffed. “It’s crude.”

			Though Laudna had no love for exemplars, especially not this one, the voice’s contempt still troubled her. Crude wasn’t the word she’d use to describe what she saw through the windows: the exemplar moving between sickbeds, stopping long enough to waft a hand over the inhabitant, the air shining gold for a few minutes before she went straight to the next. It looked exhausting. Even from a distance and through the unwashed glass of the windows, Laudna could see the mauve veins under the woman’s skin, gathering like sleep under her eyes. Still the exemplar toiled with the grim determination of someone working off a debt. No, crude wasn’t the word she’d use.

			Politely, because it felt like the voice expected an answer, she said, “Does that often work for exemplars?”

			“More often than I like,” said the voice. “But don’t worry. I won’t let that happen to you.”

			Had Laudna been less focused on evading notice, on moving from awning to awning, always keeping to where the shadows were deepest, she might have wondered about the ownership in the voice’s words and what it implied. But there was a crowd squeezed into the halfway house, and Laudna would have bet every button on her new blouse that each member of that mob wanted a miracle of their own. It’d be easy enough for the exemplar to say, Yes, but only after you’ve killed the monster. And there’d be a mob and nothing to do but go away, which Laudna would prefer to avoid until she had given the sisters their gifts—avoid forever, if she were being honest, but she would not while inside the panopticon of the voice’s attention. So, the voice’s possessiveness went unnoticed, and Laudna crept to the window overlooking the sisters’ cots.

			She peeked in. Sybil sat with her back to the window and the posture of a soldier, straight-backed like her body itself was a sword she could draw. A much-abused paperback lounged on her lap, and she had one leg folded under herself. The bed next to hers was empty save for rumpled, discolored sheets haphazardly drawn over the barely-there mattress and a small and exceedingly flat pillow on the floor beside it. Gingerly, Laudna set her gift atop the windowsill and shimmied down out of view. Her breath had lit with the beginnings of a spell when she heard the exemplar’s voice, placid and empty as the winter sky.

			“I am very sorry for what happened to you.”

			“What?” came Sybil’s voice, smoky and belligerent. She had the diction of thoroughbred nobility, a surprise given Bella’s louche drawl, which, to be fair, could have been the result of purposeful cultivation.

			“But you know better than to lie to me.”

			“None of it was a lie,” said Sybil, but there was a challenge unsheathing itself in those words. “Unless you know something I don’t.”

			“I know everything that you do, I suspect,” said the exemplar. Laudna heard her lower from a standing position, mail sliding over armored plates with a slither of iron. “But I am not here about that.”

			“Good for you,” said Sybil. Laudna could hear the teeth now in the woman’s low, calm voice, a warning there. “What do you want?”

			“What happened in your past cannot be mended,” said the exemplar, and this peeled a bark of laughter from the injured Sybil. Her defiance cost her, however. Seconds later, she was wracked by damp, painful-sounding coughs. “And for that I apologize. Someone should have come for you then. When it was still possible—”

			“Keep your sympathies. I’ve learned to love its company.”

			Laudna could understand how the overseer might have been drawn to the poetry of her face, how it portended beauty even in old age, because bones like that knew how to survive time’s worst vulgarities, but she could not understand how he’d look at Sybil and think she was someone safe to hurt. If Sybil was a wolf in sheep’s clothing, that rime of wool was threadbare at best. Here was a predator, something dangerous as the woods.

			(“If only you’d been someone like her instead,” said the voice, and Laudna was too mesmerized by the exchange to be hurt.)

			“That new thing in you, I can still cure,” said the exemplar, indifferent to the scorn being meted out. “I can feel it twisting within you. Half dreaming, waiting. Ernesta told me she did what she could to remove its presence, but you had not returned for subsequent treatment.”

			Sybil spoke the next words so quietly, Laudna almost missed them.

			“I like how it tastes.”

			Laudna filed the answer away inside her, tucking it next to the memory of how cold noon light had pearled in brown eyes, made them flash too bright and then too bloody, iris and pupil and sclera briefly the same arterial red.

			When the exemplar did not reply, Sybil said, “I can handle it myself. You, however, should be continuing your rounds. We’re good here.”

			“At least tell me what happened to you.”

			Sybil sighed with theatrical gusto. “I’d just been beaten unconscious. I have no idea. Ask Miriam. She saw the whole thing.”

			“Miriam?”

			“Oldest nag at the factory. She knows the story.” Sybil syruped her voice for the next part. There was enough honey in it to drown in when she said, “Now fuck off so I can continue reading.”

			Laudna swallowed, trying and failing to hold the leash to her terror. Her pulse rabbited in her ears, all sense of control vanished with the mention of Miriam’s name; her breath shallowed into a knife, leaving her to wince with every panting gulp of air. She’d made a mistake talking to Miriam, going there, seeing her, letting herself be seen by the old woman. Laudna was reasonably sure that Miriam had no idea where she had made her hideaway, but reasonably sure was enough for fear to alchemize into certainty.

			“I told you,” said the voice very sadly. “I told you, didn’t I?”

			Laudna didn’t answer. She was already running.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			The old woman reared from the door at the sight of Laudna. She stood in an unexpectedly pink nightgown, oil-lamp in one hand, hair bonneted, and stared at Laudna for a whole bewildered minute before she said, “I already told you—”

			“I know,” said Laudna, fingers worrying at a corner of her black dress. “I know, I know, but something’s happened.”

			“Whatever is going on, it ain’t my business. I thought I was clear.”

			“Someone wants to hurt me,” Laudna blurted, aware that what she said was an oversimplification, that if she had divulged anything else, had said she was here because she was afraid, Miriam could shut the door in her face. How easy it is to lie when you need something, Laudna thought uneasily before a want for survival overrode everything else.

			“Please,” she said.

			Miriam only kept staring at her, with the expression of someone who’d discovered an animal had come to die at her door. There was a certain wretchedness in her eyes, and Laudna could almost read Miriam’s inner turmoil in how the fretwork of wrinkles around her eyes, already so very prominent, deepened. Then the old woman groaned, muttering under her breath, “I can’t believe this,” before she said loudly, with an almost lurid amount of exasperation, “Come inside, then.”

			Laudna was inside and almost to the kitchen before Miriam could close the door, kicking over a pot of some wide-leafed fern, to the delight of the resident cat, who appeared from seemingly nowhere and had to be ousted from the dirt pile by the old woman, chased off with a loud huagh! The feline trotted out of reach and gave Miriam a perfunctory hiss before slithering his way to Laudna, whom he sat calmly in front of, fixing her with a penetrating gaze. Miriam, righting the pot, ambled after, Laudna noting with a twinge in her chest that the old woman was moving with considerable stiffness. Too late, she registered the time, the impossibility of someone like the exemplar banging on Miriam’s door. Unlike Laudna, she probably would have come during a more civilized hour, bringing gifts.

			“Sit,” said the old woman, limping to her kitchen. Gracelessly, she rifled through her cabinets, pulling out two cups, a potbellied container full of tea, and a kettle much older than the one Laudna remembered. The noise set the cat running again and Laudna wondering if the use of that dilapidated kettle—the shine gone from it, its color indistinct—was Miriam’s way of telling Laudna precisely how annoyed she was with the intrusion. It’d make sense, Laudna decided gloomily, shifting on her stool like a chastised toddler.

			There was an uncomfortable silence as the water boiled and the tea brewed, a silence that went on until Miriam settled a cup in front of Laudna with a meaningful clink, fingers spidering around the pink ceramic of her own.

			“You gonna tell me what the hell is going on?”

			“There’s—” Laudna stopped herself. It was one thing to wedge the door open with a lie, another to invent a whole disaster.

			(“Stopping here could be fatal,” the voice whispered, feline, amused. “Do you really want to risk everything for the sake of ethics at this point? After all you’ve done?”)

			“If someone comes asking for me, will you promise to not tell them we’ve spoken?” Laudna managed after a swallow of tea. It had a light, grassy, almost intangible flavor: less a taste than the idea of summer.

			“Depends on what you’ve done.”

			“Nothing,” said Laudna, locking both hands around the cup. “I swear.”

			“No smoke without a fire, though,” said the old woman with a glassy serenity, her gaze unwavering. “What did you do?”

			Laudna shrank from her relentless scrutiny. “Nothing. You have to believe me.”

			“I—”

			Whatever Miriam was going to say next was interrupted by three precise knocks on the door. A lull, and then they came again: three knocks, spaced perfectly apart. Laudna rose from her chair, feeling a tug in her chest, as though of hands fastening around her ribs and pulling. She retched black ichor, to the alarm of the old woman, shadows waterfalling into Laudna’s palms. An apology was halfway to her lips when Miriam rested a finger against her own, eyes ticking between the door and her guest as a decision coalesced in her eyes.

			Stay here, she mouthed, standing. Then, reconsidering, Miriam whispered, “Panel behind the fern over there. Move it and get inside.”

			Laudna didn’t question the old woman and all but flowed to where she was directed, what little of her that was still her, that wasn’t just a panic of animal instincts hidden somewhere beyond even the voice’s reach. If she curled tightly enough, if she buried her head under her arms, hunched more, kept her face from being exposed, perhaps the blows would not crush her skull like an eggshell. Perhaps she wouldn’t die. Except there was no one hitting her, only an old woman gazing at her with naked worry and another three knocks on the door. An old memory, Laudna thought with a sudden frightened clarity. From before, from when— Self-preservation suffocated that epiphany before it could do more damage, and Laudna crawled up to the panel and pried it apart. The space wasn’t enough, but she was desperate: Laudna felt a wet rip inside her shoulder as she forced herself inside. A warm ache washed over her back, warning of worse later.

			“Stay,” said the old woman as she reattached the panel, enveloping Laudna in darkness.

			She heard hushed footfalls and the door clicking open, a creak of hinges, smelled the night air.

			“I am looking for a woman by the name of Miriam,” said the exemplar in calm, professional tones. Laudna could almost hear the faint docile smile she was wearing. (“They practice that voice, you know? The temples never admit it, but they do.”) “Might you be she?”

			“Maybe. What’s it to you?”

			“My name is Meghan. I am an exemplar of the Lawbearer. My companions and I were in the city—”

			Meghan. It was such an innocuous name.

			“Whatever you’re buying, I’m not selling.” The sound of the door being pushed shut again. “I gave up on gods a long time ago.”

			Laudna heard when the exemplar caught the door, the rattle of her gauntleted hand making contact with the wood. “I am not here to evangelize.”

			“You sure sound like it.”

			“That may be an unfortunate habit of speech. Something about all that time spent in temples and listening to the priests,” said the exemplar serenely. More footsteps, these louder, weighed down by steel. “I’d just like to ask some questions.”

			“Ask,” said Miriam. “We’ll see if they come with answers.”

			(“She pissed off the old woman. Good,” said the voice.)

			“There was a girl. Sybil. I spoke to her in Madam Garnet’s halfway house. She recently had an encounter with something evil and told me you might be able to provide context to the situation, as she herself was unconscious.”

			“Did she? What do you want to know?”

			“I’d like a description of whatever force it was that came into contact with her.”

			Laudna closed her eyes, surprised at how bitter the thought of betrayal was, like ash on her tongue, like smoke. She swallowed around the taste. Inside her, something woke, and an image crystallized in her mind, whole and perfect and alien: Laudna erupting from the crawl space, more shadow than woman, and swallowing the two whole. If she was fast enough, if she began with Miriam first, she might be able to unsew the exemplar into blood and splatters of pink gore. So luminous was the image, Laudna could almost taste the rust in the air, the sourness of a body torn beyond even the rescue of a god. She swallowed again.

			No. She wouldn’t allow for this.

			(“Fool.”)

			“Fucking men, that’s what,” snarled Miriam after a beat and with so much force, it knocked all thought from Laudna for a moment. “They beat the shit out of her because she carved out the overseer’s eye.”

			“That—”

			“Do you know they make us stand there like cattle every other evening? Just so they can ogle at something. So what if Sybil lost her temper?” Miriam continued, banging—a cane? Laudna wasn’t sure—against the wooden floorboards, her voice losing whatever urbanity it had the longer she spoke, a harsh drawl snaking through every syllable. Consonants shook away. Vowels lengthened. “They lost their shit. That’s the force she dealt with. They beat her until her ribs broke.”

			“I meant more—”

			“You mean how she stayed alive until Ernesta found her?”

			“Indeed,” said the exemplar, patient as a hound waiting for its command.

			“A lot of goddamned luck, that’s what,” snapped Miriam, and Laudna could hear the discreet noises of an unwanted visitor being bullied out the way they came. “Now get out of my house.”

			The door slammed shut. After that came a silence that stretched for so long, Laudna began to worry that she’d been forgotten, that she’d eventually decay into wainscoting or maybe into something useful for the adjacent fern. It wouldn’t be the worst fate, Laudna decided. Either way, she’d be of use. Laudna was settling into an acceptance of that future when the panel was jiggled loose.

			“We’re even, you hear me?” said Miriam as Laudna poured herself out and back onto her feet, the pain in her shoulder a dim flicker, hardly worthy of attention, not with this surprise of a situation before her. “Get out of the city. The next time I see you, I’ll do what I should have done.”

			Laudna nodded and fled.
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			A small shadow dragged over the threshold of the fabric shop like an interjection as Laudna frantically attempted to stuff what she could into the few pockets she possessed. Shortly after, when it became clear that Laudna was paying the presence no attention, too preoccupied with her own woes, the figure raised a balled fist and coughed, politely, into the dusty gloom of the abandoned house.

			“Ahem.”

			The voice was very young, high and cherubic, although what it lacked in age, it made up for in gravitas, that single exhalation infused with mayoral authority. Laudna cocked her head and whirled about, feeling the shadows puddling at her feet stretch up, ready for whatever fight was to come.

			“Whoa.”

			Laudna froze. While there was indeed an intruder in her home, the trespasser was…short. Exceedingly short. Stupefied, she could only stare at the diminutive silhouette, her brain racing to catch up with the circumstances.

			“You,” said Laudna, sitting herself heavily on a chair, her belongings everywhere, like an explosion had sent them flying. “I know you.”

			“Well, obviously,” said the figure, stepping into the stuttering glow of Laudna’s oil-lamp. Her lashes, Laudna thought distantly, seemed unnaturally long, and it took her coming closer for Laudna to realize the young girl had ferociously, if imperfectly, raccooned both eyes with kohl.

			(“Not her again. Get rid of it.”)

			“You’re…” The name ran from her tongue.

			“I’m Bella. We met at Miriam’s place, remember? I really hope you do. Because that was barely any time ago, and if you’ve already forgotten me, you’re not as cool as I thought you were,” said the girl, who at a glance was different from her sister as night was to the afternoon, but she smiled, and there was a familiar challenge to the expression.

			“By the way,” said Bella. “Bella is short for Belladonna.”

			“Oh,” said Laudna with great intelligence, struck by a sudden horror. Was this what people did? Had she forgotten her courtesies? Did people, upon meeting each other again, gingerly ask about what their names might be abbreviations for? Or was that something reserved for a first encounter? Was this what the voice had once acidly described as “becoming too familiar”?

			(“Yes.”)

			Laudna ignored the voice. “I see, I think. That’s very good to know.”

			“Well, my mother used to say it’s short for Adorabelle.” Bella made a disgusted noise, nose scrunched like the sound was a rancid smell. Despite her current discombobulation, Laudna had enough wherewithal to be pleased by Bella’s rather bombastic disgust at her given name. Why she was so pleased by this, Laudna could not say. “Which is a stupid name.”

			(“She isn’t wrong,” said the voice with a sniff. “Adorabelle reeks of sentimentality.”)

			“It is not a name that suits you,” said Laudna after a moment, deciding that was the most diplomatic response she could offer.

			Bella seemed to grow an inch in height, a fierce light kindling in her eyes. She lisped through any word longer than two syllables, except if the word was egregiously long. Laudna made a mental note to ask her why sometime. “Which is what I said to my sister. I’d have told my mother too, but she’s dead. Anyway, my sister said Belladonna is an awful plant, and people would be scared of me if I shared a name with a plant that can kill people. But I think it makes me an interesting person.”

			It took four tries for young Bella to enunciate the word interesting, and when she did, she fixed Laudna with such a haughty look, Laudna had to smother her laughter. The situation had escaped her scant understanding of social norms, but Laudna couldn’t bring herself to care.

			“I think it does,” said Laudna, elbows propped on the table, invested now in the situation. She made a hammock of her fingers and settled her chin atop them, mesmerized by the child’s conversation and how Bella was now strutting around Laudna’s little home with her hands behind her back, like she was here to grade the structural conditions of the building. Now and again, the child stopped, brushing stubby-nailed fingers over the myriad of dolls dangling from the ceiling, her expression one of genuine wonder.

			“What are those?”

			“Dolls.”

			“Whose dolls?”

			“Mine,” said Laudna.

			“Do you play with them?”

			Laudna considered the question and how much she wanted to admit to the habits she’d developed in her isolation. “Sometimes. Mostly, I make them so I have something to remember people by.”

			“You know a lot of people,” said Bella, gesturing expansively.

			“I do,” said Laudna, who thought it uncouth to lie to a child but acceptable to omit long-winded explanations about the specifics of her personal relationships.

			She watched with considerable interest as Bella continued her circuit, the conversation laid aside for more interesting things. Laudna’s tools were sifted through, her projects examined. This went on for several more minutes before Bella, as if she hadn’t lapsed into abrupt silence, asked, “What’s your name?”

			Laudna, so used to being told things—whether it was to leave or be of service, that she was foolish or too frightening, that she was a monster—was stunned speechless by the question. No one had ever asked. They’d named her instead, called her a monster, a hag, any of the many things a woman who wasn’t a maiden might be labeled. The closest anyone had come to asking for her name was when the voice sought a way to address Laudna, but she wasn’t sure if that counted. There had been no curiosity there, only self-interest.

			But here, now, was someone who truly wished to know.

			“Laudna,” she said.

			“You’re nicer than most adults. Except Miriam. Miriam gives me hot chocolate.”

			“Thank you,” said Laudna, a hand flitting to rest on her sternum. “I’m afraid I don’t have any hot chocolate, though. But I’m very grateful for the compliment. I don’t get many of them.”

			Bella gave her a look that said that statement would be dissected later, before noting with a pensive expression, “It’s okay. I mean, you don’t have to give me hot chocolate. You actually treat me like a grown-up. Most adults just pet me on the head and tell me to go sit down. They won’t even let me show them any spiders I find. They say they’re pests, which is stupid. Because spiders keep the flies away, and flies are the real pests.”

			Laudna, who preferred furrier companions, decided she could see why someone like Bella might gravitate to arachnids: Both of them were small, easily underestimated. (“And deadly. She was amusing, at first. But I’m beginning to worry. Perhaps this is a trap.”)

			“Do you like spiders?” asked Bella.

			“I like them quite a bit. They’re spooky.” Laudna raised her hands and wiggled her fingers for effect. She acknowledged that there was every possibility this was a trap, that even now the guards were closing in, that any second a voice would roar up in the darkness to tell Laudna she was under arrest. But this was the first time anyone had actually been interested in her as something more than a monstrosity or a perpetual failure. (“I do not think of you as a perpetual failure.”)

			“Do you like spooky things?” asked Laudna, thinking viciously at the voice, You’ve definitely implied such.

			“Yes,” said Bella. “When I grow up, I want to be a problem.”

			“A problem?” It was increasingly difficult to maintain a placid face.

			“Mhm,” said Bella. “When I am older, I am going to find a way to be something scary so I can live in the woods and make people give me their babka.”

			The word babka, so very rounded with an edging of consonants, was what finally broke Laudna. Not Bella’s precociousness, not her inability to pronounce the word interesting, not the threat in her expression at the very idea Laudna might make fun of her for that, not even the declaration she’d be a problem one day. It was the word babka, or rather, the triumphant way she said it. Laudna sunk her face into her hands, shoulders quaking with barely muffled laughter.

			“It’s not funny.”

			“Why babka, specifically?”

			“Because it’s my sister’s favorite. Well, chocolate babka’s her favorite. The rest is so-so.” Bella seesawed a hand for emphasis. “Anyway, we had an aunt once and she died, but before she died, she let us use her oven to make babka. It didn’t turn out well, though. I burned one”—the child jabbed the air with a finger—“just one loaf, and my sister said I couldn’t help her make any more. But then the aunt died and we had no more oven. My sister now has to buy babka from the baker—”

			“Del?” said Laudna, entranced by the deluge of story.

			“Uh-huh, him. But it’s still expensive. If I can make people give me babka, that’ll all be fine. And then,” said the girl wickedly, “she’ll have to accept calling me Belladonna.”

			If this was, in fact, a ruse, Laudna decided they deserved the pleasure of dragging her away. The non sequiturs were amazing. Bella was amazing. Laudna felt slightly like she should be giving Bella an ovation. Instead, she said, “Is your sister craving organ meat by any chance?”

			“Not more than normal. She says that you should never waste any part of an animal”—her voice dropped to a hoarse whisper—“because it’s rude.”

			“You’re very wise.”

			(“For the love of— Don’t encourage her.”)

			“That is because I’m eleven.”

			Laudna nodded. It seemed fair enough, and who was she to question the properties of being eleven? She ran her gaze over her surroundings, hoping to anchor herself to something, anything, before Bella could begin another story.

			“Your sister,” said Laudna, thunderbolted by inspiration. “Does she know where you are?”

			“She thinks I’m sleeping,” said Bella with immense satisfaction, staring at Laudna, who’d never been looked at that way before, never been autopsied with a stare, studied and cataloged with so much purpose. “I found a bedroll and a spare pillow and tucked them under the sheets so it’d look like I was still there. That’s what happens when they give us separate beds.”

			Her chin, Laudna realized, bore the faintest cleft, adding to her face and rambunctious appearance. Slowly, it began to dawn on Laudna that Bella might want her approval, that her triumphant posture was, in fact, Laudna’s cue to clap.

			“You’re very clever,” said Laudna, completely out of her element but utterly delighted to be adrift. The thought her opinion mattered to someone was a striking novelty. “I wouldn’t have thought of that.”

			Bella fixed her with a bright, black-rimmed eye. She had extraordinarily long lashes, the tips slightly caked with whatever she’d used for makeup. Each time she blinked, bits of ebony flaked onto her tan cheeks.

			“You know,” said Bella, very severely. “I’m eleven. I am old enough to know when an adult is lying to me.”

			She intoned the words as though the most reprehensible sin anyone could ever hope to commit was lying to Bella.

			“I do think you’re clever,” said Laudna very honestly, increasingly convinced that the exemplar with her pretenses could not be in conspiracy with this peculiar whirlwind of a child. “And I’d love to keep talking more, but I have to”—she made a gesture toward the mess—“prepare to go.”

			“You can’t,” intoned the child.

			Any other day and in almost every other situation, Laudna might have pointed out that the whims of an eleven-year-old, no matter how precocious she was, generally did not dictate the actions of adults, especially not those who weren’t related to them by blood. But enough had happened that all Laudna could do at this proclamation was gape at Bella.

			“And why ever not?”

			“Because you’re my new best friend.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			The revelation that she was apparently a small child’s best friend and therefore could not depart from Kymal was not one Laudna had been expecting. If she had been adrift before, she was now out at sea without so much as a piece of driftwood to her name. Laudna stared at Bella, briefly convinced that if she did so with enough conviction and for long enough, the situation would dissolve like a peculiar daydream.

			When it did not, Laudna said, “I don’t think I knew I was your best friend.”

			“Well,” said Bella, somewhat smugly. “Now you do. And best friends don’t leave best friends behind.”

			There was an inarguable and impermeable logic to the declaration, even if it was predicated on the idea someone could elect to call someone else their best friend and make it true by sheer force of personal conviction. The only consolation Laudna had in the situation was that it was now amply clear that Bella was no plant. She could not imagine an adult coercing her into doing something she did not want.

			“I suppose that’s true,” said Laudna, fearful of having her understanding of the world further deformed. “But best friends help best friends, don’t they?”

			“Yes,” said Bella with great suspicion.

			“If you are truly my best friend, you will consider letting me leave the city, as I am currently in danger.” Laudna’s voice turned sly. “You wouldn’t want a best friend to be harmed, would you?”

			“No, of course not,” said Bella, but before Laudna could exhale in relief, she trampled on. “Which is why I’m going to teach you how to be better at hiding. If you know how to hide yourself, you won’t have to worry about being in danger.”

			Laudna decided it was a credit to the child that she had not asked why Laudna was in danger and had instead pivoted immediately to coming up with a solution, her loyalties as absolute as her temperament. That she was eleven and offering an adult (“You are not that much older than she is, I will point out,” said the voice, who went immediately ignored again.) advice on stealth was a different topic entirely. Feeling as though she wouldn’t be impeded from packing so long as she held on to the conversation, Laudna cautiously resumed putting things into her pockets.

			“I suppose this means you’re an expert.”

			Bella’s expression darkened. “I’m eleven. I’m not stupid.”

			“You’re— I’m sorry,” said Laudna, wincing.

			“No, you’re obvious,” said Bella, her expression moving from wounded to critical. She began to pace in impatient circles, one hand curled into a fist behind her back, the other stabbing at the air in punctuation. “And you don’t pay attention to what is going on around you.”

			“I most certainly do.”

			“Do not,” said Bella, sounding properly eleven for a moment. “I’ve been following you for weeks now and you never noticed.”

			That brought Laudna up short. She thought again of the crash in the alley as she ran to Miriam’s, desperate to intercept the old woman before the exemplar arrived with her questions. She thought of every other moment she had paused, convinced someone had been following just out of sight, only to find nothing behind her. That pervasive sense of being watched—or being watched more than she already was, what with the voice ensconced in her head—had not begun until she had saved Sybil. Back then, Laudna had brushed it off as paranoia. Now she was less certain.

			“Why?”

			“Because you’re not terribly good at hiding. I’ve seen you sneaking around outside. You’re”—Bella grabbed at the air with both hands, as though trying to catch the word she wanted—“obvious.”

			“Go on,” said Laudna.

			“You’re scary,” said Bella. “Scary things are incredibly”—here, she stretched out her arms to their fullest length, the word incredibly lightly mangled by an unexpected h sound nestling in the middle of its syllables—“obvious. You don’t not notice nightmares. Although I don’t think you’re scary-scary. You’re fun-scary.”

			“Fun-scary?” Laudna hadn’t considered that concept before.

			“Correct,” said the young girl, who was old enough to be precociously articulate but not old enough to not need to lisp through words she’d clearly only ever read in a book. “You’re not phobia”—she enunciated the word with the care of someone who didn’t entirely understand its meaning, but who was confident it was not only the perfect one to use; it was also direly important to deploy it here specifically—“scary. You’re ‘jumping out of a bush and going boo!’ scary.”

			Laudna drummed long fingers against the surface of the table, digesting the delineation between the two faces of terror. Fun-scary. The phrase had such a childish lilt to it, not that Laudna blamed Bella. After all, the girl was eleven. Nonetheless, it appealed. More than that, it resonated. For years, Laudna had struggled to reconcile her dichotomous nature. On one hand, she recognized her appearance was terrifying; enough people had run from the sight of her to make that irrefutably clear. On the other, her heart remained a raw and tender thing. She stole milk to leave it in reach of the stray cats that haunted Kymal. She made winter coats for the dolls constellating the air above them. She sang, but never too loudly for fear it’d wake the newborn three houses over, who remained colicky despite their parents’ best efforts and woke up, screaming, at least twice a night.

			Real monsters, Laudna was sure, didn’t worry like this. People who were fun-scary, however—

			(“I refuse,” hissed the voice. “We are not calling ourselves fun-scary.”)

			Laudna ignored it.

			“Do you really think people like fun-scary?” Laudna ventured with forced nonchalance, a flippancy she didn’t at all feel. It was an idea almost too big to consider.

			“I like fun-scary,” said Bella, haughty, as though she were the standard by which the world abided.

			“And you are my best friend,” murmured Laudna, feeling a smile creep to her face.

			“Correct!” said Bella. “Anyway, you’re really bad at sneaking around. You’re loud and your skin is too white and you talk to yourself.”

			“I spend a lot of time alone,” said Laudna. The statement wasn’t a lie even if it wasn’t the entirety of the truth. Bella hadn’t asked if a voice answered when Laudna spoke aloud to herself. Her pockets were full now with whatever little she could stash in them: a few of her smaller tools, her sewing supplies, a half-knitted coat she had meant for Sybil’s doll, and a stole she was crocheting for Pâté out of the strands of her own dark hair.

			“And anyway,” continued Laudna in sly imitation of Bella. “You wouldn’t have seen me sneaking around very badly if you were asleep in your bed.”

			“I would be sleeping,” countered Bella, arms crossing, “if there wasn’t someone sneaking around outside at night like a big thief.”

			Put on the back foot again, Laudna said, “It’s not my fault. It’s very hard for me to travel around during the day. People are often afraid of me. They’re not very fond”—her lips hitched sideways into a half smile—“of fun-scary, you see.”

			“I thought it’s because you look like you’re dead.”

			“Partially, yes,” said Laudna, inexplicably rankled. “I can’t help being dead, you know?”

			With the heartlessness of the prepubescent, Bella simply nodded, her expression severe but thoughtful. She ambled up to Laudna, a hand thrust out as if in invitation. “If anyone wants to fight you for being dead, I’m going to fight them too.”

			It wasn’t what she had been expecting. In fact, this ferocious declaration was, perhaps, the last thing Laudna was expecting, ranking below even a confession that Bella was secretly a god come to taunt Laudna in her loneliness. Regardless, Bella stared at Laudna with a hawkish light in her coal-dark eyes, something almost bloodthirsty to the bend of her mouth, like she was hoping for a challenger so she could prove this playground fealty. Laudna could not remember her girlhood except in blurry snatches, like something seen while drowning, but what little she recalled of it was lonely.

			“You’re very good at being a best friend,” said Laudna, which seemed inadequate of her but would suffice until she could process the last half hour or so.

			(“Are you kidding me? Laudna, I forbid—”)

			“I can teach you,” said Bella generously, cannily, a bargain held up in her tone. “But if you leave, I can’t.”

			(“No. Absolutely not. This child needs to go away.”)

			Carrot and stick both, Laudna thought with vague amusement.

			“Very well. What’s my first lesson?”
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			The first lesson involved retrieving every personal item from Laudna’s pockets and restoring them to their places, safeguarding against any changes of heart, although Bella hadn’t phrased it as such.

			“It’s hard to have lessons if you’re jangling,” said Bella from atop Laudna’s shoulders, meticulously fishing the dolls from where they swayed from the ceiling. “Also, this is weird. They should be having a party instead.”

			The rescued puppets were then arrayed in a vaguely paganistic circle, given pieces of broken crockery to represent plates of fine food and cups of excellent tea. When Bella was satisfied with the tableau, she turned to Laudna and said, “Time for lesson two.”

			Her second lesson didn’t quite involve any tutelage in stealth, although there was a sideways connection to the practice. Bella led Laudna back to the bakery three days after infiltrating the latter’s hideaway, coaxing her into the alley behind the establishment while the evening was still a fine celadon hue.

			“This is dangerous,” said Laudna.

			(“This is foolish,” the voice echoed. “I cannot explain how upset I’d be if we are undone by the whims of a child.”)

			The child in question only grinned with a barbaric excitement.

			“That’s what makes it fun.”

			The plan, her second lesson, was for Bella to function as a distraction. To be the “face,” as the girl explained it, patting a penny dreadful that had seen much better days, its cover reduced to a smear of colors, the whole thing held together by only sheer animal love. At this time of day, there’d be just the dopey—Bella’s word, not Laudna’s, spoken with a curious mélange of affection and contempt—infernal who only looked scary.

			“But he’s not fun-scary.”

			“Puppies,” said Bella, “are scarier.”

			When the baker’s apprentice was distracted, Laudna would enter through the back entrance, which was left open for ease of passage despite how it always let in a stray cat or six. She would then abscond with whatever she could, and she would do so quietly.

			“That’s less of a lesson, more of an actual job,” said Laudna.

			Bella shrugged and offered up an aphorism as if by rote. “You learn by doing.”

			The heist, Laudna would come to suspect later, really succeeded only because the apprentice allowed for it. In her nervousness, Laudna lost any small iota of grace she ever possessed, crashing into buckets, knocking crockery to the floor in a tumble of delicately carved wood. The din should have had the man running to the back, but he had stayed with Bella, purportedly charmed by her interrogations. Either way, it worked. An hour later, the two sat on the roof of what Bella insisted had been a library once, splitting a tray of cinnamon buns still warm from the oven and only slightly burnt.

			“We should bring some to Miriam too.”

			Worry shivered through Laudna, underscored by guilt. The old woman had risked everything to buy Laudna a second chance and asked only for Laudna’s departure in payment. If Miriam saw that Laudna was not only still in Kymal, but also engaged in petty crime with Sybil’s sister, whom she should probably be providing a better example to, well, Laudna wasn’t sure how it would end, but it certainly wouldn’t be well.

			“Why Miriam?” said Laudna, hollowing her voice of anything but mild interest. She tried not to think about how Miriam had spurned her before that or how badly Laudna had wanted to crawl under the old woman’s wing, to be part of the flock that was the factory women, all of them as hungry-eyed as she.

			“Because she is nice,” said Bella with uncharacteristic softness. “Whenever Sybil gets sick, she brings us soup. She’s almost like a mom.”

			Before Laudna could extend sympathies, Bella asked, “Do you have a mom?”

			“I don’t know,” said Laudna. She had the memory of having memories of a mother, but nothing more concrete than that. This didn’t trouble her. What did was the fact that all this lack of knowledge brought only relief. “Can someone come into the world without a mother?”

			“Magic,” said Bella. Fortunately for Laudna, the subject of mothers seemed fraught for the girl, who moved seamlessly to the next topic. “Do you have friends?”

			The chatter, for all its tendency to rake over briary subjects, proved an excellent backdrop to the work of their hands, the two divvying up buns to feed four now. One of the pastries toppled from their perch, and a red-coated dog who’d seen hungry years, its skin hanging strangely on a frame now mostly bone, immediately took it away. “I have Pâté.”

			“What’s a Pâté?”

			Setting her share of their spoils aside, Laudna, with a gleeful flourish, unhooked Pâté from her belt and tossed him high in the air. As he began his descent, ropes of black sinew leapt from Laudna’s fingers, tethering to his limbs and his tail and his neck. When he hit the shingles, narrowly missing the plunge by a literal hair, it was in a kind of modified curtsy, paws held out as though clutching the hems of a ball gown.

			“This is Pâté.”

			There was no hesitation at all. Bella’s immediate love for Pâté was tangible enough to touch, to hold, to dance with. She moved forward on her belly, reaching both hands out for the rat, almost falling from the roof in the process.

			“I love hiiiiiim,” she rasped in that almost guttural way common to every delighted child, voice hoarse and urgent.

			Laudna beamed. “I made him myself.”

			Bella extended a finger to Pâté, which the rat accepted and shook with the gravitas of a judge.

			“Can you teach me how to do that?”

			“We’d have to find both a dead rat and a dead raven to be able to do that.”

			“Finding a dead rat is easy,” said Bella dismissively. “There are plenty in Kymal.”

			“We should probably find one that isn’t poisoned,” said Laudna, thinking of what she’d seen, the white froth lining the mouths of so many small corpses. “That would be harder.”

			“It’ll just take time,” said Bella, gazing up at Laudna through long lashes, watching her the way a cat might watch a bird while it was still too full to think about malice. “And you’re going to be here forever, so it’ll happen. Eventually.”

			The words slid over Laudna’s neck like a noose, but she did not fight it this time, thinking some bonds were better than others, some deaths more worthwhile. Bella held out her pinkie finger, and when Laudna did the same, she hooked their two digits together; they were bound now by a magic more ancient than anything they taught in the wizarding schools, Bella said.

			(“Hardly,” whispered the voice in Laudna’s ear.)

			And Laudna buried her own feelings on the subject as far as they’d go, smoothing a faint smile over her face, hoping it’d be enough to keep the voice from sniffing for the truth.

			It worked for a week.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			One morning, after the two had finished a breakfast of buttered toast smeared with caper-sprinkled cheese and slices of smoked fish, Bella hopped pertly up onto a chair and rose to her tiptoes, a hand coming to rest on Laudna’s shoulder. Sunlight dripped through the filthy window in thin lemony splashes, highlighting Bella’s face, scrunched in concentration. Dust floated through the air, and Laudna thought distantly that she should clean before Bella visited next, trying the whole while not to also think about how improbable a next time was.

			“What?” asked Laudna.

			“What happened to your ears?”

			Heat rushed to Laudna’s cheeks. Her ears. She tried so very hard to think around their presence. Back when she’d first returned to coherence, her ears had, for a brief moment, made her wonder if she was elvish, but a closer examination of her reflection quickly disabused her of the notion. They were only made to look elvish. Someone had taken a knife to them and sliced through the cartilage. It was ugly work, done without thought of how they might heal or even if they would heal: the cuts impatient and cruel, a last-minute mutilation.

			“My ears? What do you mean, what happened to my ears? They’re just my ears,” said Laudna, surprised at how small her voice sounded. Gingerly, she cupped her hands over them.

			“I mean, someone did something to them. Someone cut them,” said Bella with remorseless honesty, and then, with an equally merciless kindness, she added, “If they’re in Kymal, we could ask someone to arrest them.”

			And then, in a voice as soft as Laudna’s own:

			“I’m sorry.”

			“What for?” asked Laudna.

			“You’re my best friend,” said Bella. She sounded old then, weary beyond her years. For a moment, there was no trace of the rambunctious eleven-year-old who had loudly announced that the two of them would be fast friends. The solemn-looking girl perched on the chair was a stranger. “And someone hurt you. So, I’m sorry it happened.”

			Laudna swallowed. “It was a long time ago.”

			“That’s okay,” said Bella, her usual energy returning. “As long as you can describe your attacker, the people in charge will be able—”

			“I can’t,” said Laudna.

			“It’s not very hard,” continued Bella, who, having now gained momentum, was becoming again the inexorable force she always was. “I had to do it once when our house burned down. I was a lot younger, but the mages were very patient. They’ll ask you a lot of questions to help you figure—”

			“I can’t because I don’t remember what they looked like.”

			Bella stilled at this revelation, eyes wide as she stared up at Laudna.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I—” How to tell her that Laudna had woken up swinging on a noose, with a voice inside her head and no memory of even her own name. It felt like someone else’s life, so different it was from the one she now possessed, a life that couldn’t be mistaken for perfect but was nonetheless filled with small miracles like unconditional friendship and buttered toast. No doubt Bella wouldn’t flinch from the information, but Laudna demurred nonetheless, shyly saying, “I just don’t.”

			And that was somehow enough for Bella, who peered shrewdly at Laudna for a long, stretched-out moment before nodding, jumping off the chair only to extend a gallant hand behind her.

			“It’s okay,” said Bella with great authority. “Forgetfulness happens when you’re old.”

			Laudna considered the statement. She was dimly certain she should have taken this declaration as an affront, but when you were eleven, almost everyone else must seem hideously ancient to you. (“Still a painfully rude thing to say,” hissed the voice.) Then she considered the hand held out to her, the latter more difficult to interpret than the former.

			“Yes?” That seemed a safe enough response.

			“Give me your hand.” Bella beckoned with a crooking of her fingers. “Come on.”

			Laudna, baffled, did as she was told.

			“Why do you want my hand?” Which seemed to Laudna like a perfectly reasonable question to ask and entirely undeserving of the eye-rolling it subsequently received.

			“Because we’re going to go find a god!”
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			The process of finding a god wasn’t easy. For one, there was the issue of the voice. The second Laudna nodded her assent, the voice rose from wherever it hid itself when not otherwise chastising its undead host and bellowed, “Absolutely not.”

			The volume at which the voice spoke those words was such that Laudna very nearly fell backward in surprise, and might have if not for Bella grabbing her wrist with both hands and yanking.

			“Laudna, are you okay? Did you get dizzy? Sybil always said you have to eat—”

			(“Are you joking? After all we’ve been through, after us barely surviving that bloody exemplar, I’d think you’d have the common sense to keep away from the gods of ‘good.’ ”)

			“Are we seeing nice gods?” asked Laudna, enunciating each word with care, aware she wasn’t being as eloquent as she could be, but thinking was rather strenuous work with the voice shouting at her from the inside of her skull. “Or not-nice gods?”

			“Nice gods,” said Bella, with a tone that said I thought you were smarter than that. “Obviously. The bad ones always make deals that have you wishing you were dead.”

			(“The bad ones?” The voice gave an unkind laugh. “The— Oh, is that what she’s calling them? The bad ones. Really. I envy the young for their stupidity sometimes. I wonder if Bella would say the same thing if she knew how much that exemplar wanted to run you through. But you won’t tell her, will you? She might stop enjoying your company if she knew an avatar of the nice gods saw you as an unholy aberration.”)

			The voice’s baleful diatribe tore the air from Laudna’s lungs. In her memory, the exemplar hadn’t looked at her with repugnance; there’d been regret, or so Laudna thought. But the voice was far more worldly than she could ever be, and perhaps Laudna had been wrong. Perhaps, in her naivete, she’d misread the exemplar’s expression. Maybe that hadn’t been regret but restrained disgust.

			(“If you go with her, that’s all you’ll see. Before they hang us both again.”)

			“I don’t know if we should go see the gods, Bella,” said Laudna very gently, feeling the rope against her throat again. “I— Wait, was that what happened?”

			“Was what what happened? Laudna, you’re scaring me.”

			The last was spoken in a hoarse whisper. Before Laudna could even process the words, Bella had stepped forward and enfolded her in an embrace, face buried in Laudna’s side. She clutched at Laudna like contact alone would stave her fear, like if she held on tightly enough, it’d keep both of them safe from whatever monsters dwelled outside—or within.

			(“Tell her to stop touching you. She’s sticky.”)

			Carefully, Laudna stroked a hand across the crown of Bella’s hair, finding a strange comfort in the sensation of curls under her hand. She breathed in, slowly, taking in the dust and the intensely floral aroma of cheap soap that clung to Bella, the scent of butter still lingering in the air. She smelled the city too, a stink that wasn’t wholly pleasant but was at least familiar. And Laudna exhaled, the voice’s admonishments suddenly unimportant in the wake of a world so alive and interesting.

			“I was talking to myself. That’s all.” She pried Bella from her side and then knelt before the girl, a smile offered up. “But why do you want us to go to the gods?”

			“Your ears,” said Bella, and Laudna was proud of the fact she didn’t flinch at their mention. “We can ask them who did it to you, or—we can get them to fix your ears! The gods can do anything!”

			(“For people who aren’t you.”)

			“That sounds lovely,” said Laudna, unfolding to her full height again. “Let’s go.”

			(“Sentimental fool.”)
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			The path to Kymal’s sole temple led them through a maze of the city’s finest casinos, which were ostentatious to the point of being comedic. Laudna would have dearly loved to explore their innards. From what little she could see through the entrances and the snaking queues, every establishment looked like it had floors felted with red velvet and walls glossily patterned with damask, furniture that would make kings look like paupers. The signs outside all promised the same thing: untold riches, a future like the lucky winner could never imagine. It was such a lavish sight that one could almost ignore the drunks milling in the alleys, the men and women sobbing to indifferent guards about how that had been their fortune, their inheritance, their child’s lost future.

			“Miriam always says gambling is a disease,” whispered Bella once they’d left the poisoned glitter behind.

			The place, to Laudna’s surprise, was just as extravagant as the casinos that preceded it. Though statelier in tone, the Dawnfather’s temple contained a similar wealth of gorgeous architecture. Stained-glass windows were everywhere, and the afternoon light here had a nacreous quality that made everything seem all the more ethereal. Laudna shrank into her hood, thankful that the area was thronged with petitioners, most of whom were sorry-looking and hollow-eyed.

			(“I’ve always believed that the gods and the gambling rings were in conspiracy, with one feeding the coffers of the other,” said the voice, although no one had asked.)

			“We’re going to see a doctor, by the way,” said Bella, briskly leading Laudna past an imposing building that bore the heraldic symbols of the Dawnfather. “They’re the ones who do the real healing. Well, sort of. Miriam says they try first. If it doesn’t work, then the doctors try the shrine and the priests.”

			“Everyone?” asked Laudna. “It must be very hard to get an audience.”

			“There’s a system they use. It’s annoying. But I have a plan,” said Bella rather obliquely.

			The apothecary was a modest sight. Unlike its counterparts, it looked like it had begun life as something else first: a shop, perhaps, or a family home. The only signs it was now consecrated were the phoenix symbol emblazoned on its front door and the line of coughing, exhausted, sickly-looking people winding around the small gardens that fenced it. A queue stretched to a berobed woman standing on a corner, passing out what appeared to be cards. As Laudna watched, another woman in similar raiment emerged from the building and called out a number. She waited until a young man carrying a squalling baby approached and led them both inside.

			“It’s a whole thing,” said Bella loftily, positioning the two of them on the pavement opposite the temple. “Sometimes, you have to wait for hours. When we first got here, it took us an entire day before they’d help me with my sprained ankle. I told Sybil that we could try sneaking in, but she said, ‘No, your foot is broken and the Dawnfather would take offense.’ Which I think is ridiculous. Anyway,” said Bella before Laudna could interject, “I’m going to show you what I thought Sybil and I should have done, and after that we’ll have time to do more interesting things.”

			She led Laudna behind the beleaguered petitioners to a small copse of amber-leafed trees, some of which stood heavy with enormous pink blooms. What wasn’t foliage or flowers was a torrential overgrowth of shrubbery and tall grass. Laudna had never seen such verdancy within the city walls, and she gawked unabashedly at the vision until Bella, clucking like an annoyed aunt, pulled her deeper into the grove.

			“What is this place?”

			“A garden they named for the Wildmother,” said Bella dismissively, stopping under a massive tree. Its boughs stretched up and across, scratching at the windows of the temple. “You really don’t know anything, do you?”

			Laudna shook her head. “Not really.”

			(“At least you’re honest about your inadequacies.”)

			“It’s good we’re best friends, then. Because I know everything,” said Bella with the inflated confidence of an eleven-year-old who either had never been told otherwise or had ignored any attempts to point out she was not, in fact, omniscient. She nodded up at the tree, its leaves coruscating in that dappled afternoon light. “Okay, so we’re going to go up and take the branch to a window. Then, we’re going to slip in—”

			(“Is she asking you to break into the temple?”)

			“—and start walking around until we find a free priest.”

			“Won’t they know we’ve”—Laudna hesitated, trying to find a more delicate way to phrase it—“found a different way into the temple?”

			Bella grinned toothily. “Once you get through the front door, they stop asking questions. I know because we were here lots of times. Sybil wanted to make sure there wasn’t anything weird about me—”

			“What could be weird about you?”

			“I don’t know,” said Bella, already beginning to climb the tree. “But last year, she asked if I dreamt of the moon sometimes. I told her I don’t remember, and that made her worried enough to take me here. Hey, come on, you’re slow. First one up is going to get all the rest of the smoked fish.”

			That got Laudna moving. Despite her advantage in height, she proved clumsier than Bella, who squirmed effortlessly up the tree with all the agility of a squirrel. To her credit, she pointedly did not gloat, magnanimous in her resounding victory when Laudna finally caught up several minutes after Bella had settled on the farthest end of a branch. On the other side of it, a plain but enormous window looked into the makeshift temple.

			“We just have to carefully open this and—” Bella began, oblivious to how the branch shook with Laudna’s added weight. “Wait. That’s— Why’s Sybil here?”

			The two pressed themselves to the glass. Down below was indeed Bella’s sister, and the little healer who’d come to attend to Sybil after her assault. The two seemed to be conversing. From their vantage, with the thick glass muddling the sound, it was hard for Laudna to tell what exactly was being said, but whatever it was, the talk wasn’t making Sybil happy.

			“Can you read lips?” asked Bella.

			“No, can you?”

			“I’m eleven.”

			Laudna stared at her for a moment, impressed. She hadn’t been aware that it was possible to use a number as both a defense of one’s abilities and an attack on someone else’s assumptions, let alone do it so very deftly. Then a noise brought her attention back to the tableau. Laudna looked through the window to see a vase shattered over the beautifully frescoed floor. Sybil was gesturing angrily at the little priest, who had both her hands up as though in surrender, though she did not move when Bella’s sister advanced on her. For a moment, Laudna thought Sybil might strike the little priest. It certainly looked like the woman was considering it. Then she turned and, briefly, the light caught in her eyes just so, rendering the brown a deep, violent shade of crimson.

			(“Well, that’s interesting.”)

			“Did you say that?” Laudna began, stunned by what she’d seen, but Bella was already running, already leaving her behind.
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			Laudna did not see Bella for another day and a half. By the second evening, Laudna thought she would never see the girl again. But then Bella came slinking into Laudna’s hovel, looking like a kicked animal.

			“What happened?” asked Laudna, setting aside a half-finished doll in Miriam’s image. The woman’s wrinkles were proving exceptionally difficult to render.

			“Sybil, she—” Bella swallowed hard. “It’s okay. It’s just sister stuff.”

			Sister stuff. Laudna understood this was meant as shorthand for whatever had occurred, but in hearing the words, she was reminded that she would always stand outside of the bond shared between Bella and Sybil. Despite the sudden pang she felt, Laudna coaxed a smile onto her face. Bella reciprocated in kind, flopping bonelessly onto the stool opposite.

			“Bella—”

			“I want to have an adventure.”

			“Darling, you don’t have to talk about what happened, but at least tell me if things are well between the two of you.”

			“They’re okay.” She faltered. “Sybil…she’s just angry, I think. Because the exemplar came to look for her. Which would be okay, except the exemplar wasn’t very nice, and asked a lot of questions, and—” A thin sigh. “It’ll be okay. Sybil always comes home.”

			Whatever envy Laudna felt dissipated, replaced instead by a great tenderness. The thought of Bella alone in the halfway house without her sister for company horrified her. She swallowed, not knowing what to say next.

			(“Do not even think about it.”)

			“Why don’t you stay with me until she comes back?”

			The starbright brilliance of Bella’s answering smile was worth the voice berating her for hours after that. So, for those seven luminous days, Laudna pretended she was human enough to have a life that could hold a best friend and her daily entreaties to go here, go there, try this, are you kidding, come on. It was everything she could ask for except in one respect.

			Laudna badly wanted to ask Bella questions about her sister. She dreamt restlessly of those wolfish eyes some nights. When she was alone, Laudna sometimes played out a first encounter in her head: what she would say, how she would carry herself. But Bella only stiffened whenever Laudna broached the subject.

			“She doesn’t like silver,” whispered Bella the very last time Laudna raised the topic of Sybil, the word silver spoken like it burned her, her voice lowering to a hiss. “She hates silver, actually.”

			“What’s wrong with silver?” asked Laudna too glibly, the earrings she’d ferreted away as a potential gift hidden in her cupped palms like stars, but Bella had only turned around in her bedroll, refusing to speak.

			The two did not discuss Sybil again—not that there was time the next morning, or any of the mornings after that. First there was a calico kitten that required rescuing, then an assortment of puppies to find homes for, then some more sweets to commandeer as a peace offering for Bella’s sister when she returned to the halfway house. And so it went, each day filled with a cavalcade of little adventures. Laudna could have lived like this forever, subsisting wholly on Bella’s company.

			But on the eighth day of her staying too long, Laudna woke to a wolf at the door.

			“Hello?” came the exemplar’s measured, smoky voice. “I have a few questions.”
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			When Laudna did not answer after twenty minutes, her heart throbbing in her throat, the sound of footsteps rang out, easing into silence after an impossibly long wait. She had been lucky, surely. Or perhaps, the exemplar was returning with the pair Laudna had seen her with before. Whatever the case, she was gone for the moment; she had a window of time to leave by, although who knew how long before it closed again.

			She had dithered before, but she would not any longer. Laudna knew the costs.

			“You should have already left,” whispered the voice, its contempt rich enough to choke upon.

			The knowledge of this echoed through Laudna as she put away what she could, filling her pockets with whatever would fit until the weight threatened to shear through the black fabric. Clanking, swearing under her breath, her gray cloak looped around shoulders that wouldn’t stop shaking no matter what breathing exercises she tried, Laudna did not rush for the city walls.

			Instead, she went to the halfway house.

			“What are you doing?” hissed the voice as Laudna stumbled through the city. “You can’t be serious. We have to leave—”

			“Bella said best friends don’t leave each other behind.”

			“Best friends,” snarled the voice. “She’s a child.”

			Laudna ducked behind a pillar while a drunk staggered out of a ramshackle bar to piss into the gutters outside. Unfortunately, the spot he chose was about three feet from where Laudna had hidden herself. “And my friend.”

			“I’m your friend, Laudna. Your only real friend, I might add. If that girl finds out what you did to her sister—”

			“What we did, you mean?” said Laudna, glancing around the pilaster. Somehow, the man still had more urine in his bladder; it practically jetted out of him. Laudna almost wanted to ask if this was an example of a healthy body or if he required medical attention.

			“I gave you access to my power,” said the voice evenly. “You chose how it manifested.”

			Laudna shook her head. “No, that isn’t right. That’s not how it happened. No, you’re wrong. I—”

			Her fear of the exemplar sieved any ability to think about anything but the fact that she’d been found, that she’d spent seven days dawdling when she could have run, put distance between her and her pursuer. Because obviously, it was her the exemplar wanted, her she’d been stalking, following the scent of Laudna’s undeath across the gambler-haunted city. She had been the catalyst, after all.

			Her fault. It had always been her fault.

			“I think, perhaps, you’re confused. But you know what? I think I may have misspoken earlier,” said the voice in the slow, calm tones of someone trying to disarm a child’s tantrum. “You are right. Friends don’t leave friends behind. We wouldn’t leave each other behind.”

			Laudna would not, although not for the same reasons. The thought of abandoning the voice somewhere, never mind the fact that it was an incorporeal presence and the logistics of deserting something that didn’t even possess an actual tangible form were too complicated to even ponder, frightened Laudna terribly: It’d feel too much like shucking responsibility, like looking away as a fire ate a building whole. But there was neither time nor any desire to argue with the voice, so Laudna said nothing except a terse “We wouldn’t, no.”

			The drunk finished his business and stumbled back into the bar.

			Laudna pressed on, the voice purring in her ear.

			“And it’d be so useful to have the girl around. There are so many people who’d say no to someone who looks like you.” Even at its most solicitous, the voice couldn’t seem to help but hurt, like a cat teasing a broken-spined bird. “But her? People will do anything to make a child happy. To keep them safe.”

			She did not think too hard on the voice’s words, too conscious of how the costs were mounting, how every second she spent in Kymal was adding to a price she already couldn’t pay.

			“Bella,” Laudna hissed from under the windowsill once she finally arrived at the halfway house. “Bella.”

			Launda told herself she would only give Bella a minute, and then another, and another two, another five when the girl didn’t immediately show. She told herself that Bella wouldn’t expect Laudna to martyr herself for a promise. It didn’t actually matter, the vow they swore; they were practically strangers. Bella would understand. But five minutes became fifteen. Fifteen veered dangerously toward becoming thirty. When her sense of loyalty was at last beginning to falter, Laudna heard a soft voice whisper, the window sliding open.

			“Laudna? Is that you?”

			“I need to escape the city,” said Laudna.

			Bella stared down at her, black hair like a storm warning, eyes flashing.

			“Two minutes,” she breathed. “I’m getting my bag.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			Years later, Laudna would think it was easier than it should have been. Someone should have stopped them. One of the hollow-eyed guards should have looked at Bella’s pyretic expression and then at how she clutched white-knuckled at her bag, mouth a defiant line. They should have asked questions. They should have stopped the pair at the sight of Laudna’s spindly hands, the skin there paler than wax, with a grayness that did not belong to living flesh. Instead, their bored gazes raked unseeingly over Laudna and Bella both, the two standing hand in hand in a rank-smelling queue as the guards admitted new arrivals and waved through those on their way out. A cardiac event–inducing hour later, they were ushered out, sent forward into the world with a droll exhortation to return and sample Kymal’s finest vices in the future.

			“Where are we going?” asked Bella, her round face gleaming with trust.

			“Away,” said Laudna, telling herself it wouldn’t be for too long, that they needed only to make it to the next town over, that there were no hounds that had drunk up their scent, that this time because she chose to leave, nothing would follow.
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			At camp that night, Bella was a different person, flinching at every shadow and the calls of the nightjars, the owls’ questioning chorus, and the hopeful flirtations of the toads. It took longer than it should have for Laudna to realize that Bella, too proud to admit to fear, needed a fire by which to see, that the hours they’d sat enveloped in an alien dark weren’t comforting but unutterably horrifying.

			“I’m sorry,” said Laudna as the fire crackled. It was a modest blaze but still better than the pitch darkness.

			“It’s okay,” said Bella, eyes closed to the world. “This is just part of the adventure.”

			“I can take you home,” Laudna ventured.

			“No. Best friends don’t leave best friends,” said Bella.

			Above them, a bird made a noise like a woman weeping.

			“Besides,” said Bella. “The only people who leave people they love are parents.”

			There was something perilous about how she said the words. Laudna could see the hurt briared there, the thorned past and how it still cut into Bella. Parents could leave for many reasons. A mother might be taken by a fever or bleed so strenuously after labor that she emptied her life out after a child. She might leave too because a husband wasn’t soft-palmed enough, wasn’t faithful. Because she was tired of making excuses for him. Fathers left for even more reasons, most of which were less forgivable: because of war, because he was tired of how babies squalled for hours and how they couldn’t be slapped into silence so long as there was a mother standing guard. Laudna knew that both of Bella’s parents had died. She wasn’t sure if she’d venture down the path to ask about either—or if she’d even be welcomed to do so.

			“Will you tell me a story?” asked Bella abruptly.

			“A story?”

			“I don’t know anything about you,” said Bella, and Laudna could hear not fear but the dawning realization she’d gone away with a stranger, was sitting here in the dark with no one aware of where she’d gone. There were stories reflected in her blackbird eyes, wretched ones of girls being taken into the woods, being eaten or, worse, being made into monsters. “So you should tell me a story.”

			“But of what?”

			“Anything you want,” said Bella, though Laudna could tell what the girl wanted was reassurance.

			Before Laudna could answer, she heard the voice purr, (“Oh. Let me.”).

			“How?”

			“You start with ‘Once upon a time—’ ” said Bella.

			(“Repeat what I say. I’ve told thousands of stories in my life,” said the voice. “I’m very good at them, I promise.”)

			Under other circumstances, Laudna might have balked at this. For all the time they’d spent together, the voice had earned, at best, only a reluctant faith in the idea it cared too much about its own survival to leave Laudna in jeopardy. Bella was another thing entirely. The voice had no reason to keep Bella safe.

			(“It’s just a story we’re telling her,” said the voice.)

			“It should have a brave young girl as the prota-protag—” said Bella, distracted from her terror of the woods by the challenge of the polysyllabic word.

			(“It’ll be fine,” continued the voice, while Laudna wondered if her thoughts had ever been private. “We’ll absolutely get through this. I’ll be with you all the way to the end.”)

			“Wait. Say that again,” said Laudna, cold billowing through her like a warning.

			“I said I wouldn’t mind if there was a talking cat in the story.”

			“No,” said Laudna. “Not you.”

			“Oh.”

			It was exactly the wrong thing to say. Whatever courage had kindled in Bella burned down, leaving only ash in her frightened eyes. She was fighting to conceal it, but her usual smile was alloyed with growing dread.

			“Just talking to myself,” said Laudna, aware of how flimsy her explanation sounded. “That’s all.”

			“That’s, uhm, good,” said Bella. “But now will you tell me a story?”

			(“It’ll be the best one she ever hears,” said the voice.)

			Trammeled, Laudna relented. At the voice’s urging, she knelt between Bella and their already smoldering fire, the wood too green to be of any worth; Laudna began then, in grudging chunks, to tell a story of a boy and his sister. Like Bella, they’d had parents once but permitted their loss to make them into monsters.

			“It’s hard,” said Bella. “Sybil says I act out because I don’t like thinking about them being gone.” In a lower voice, she added seethingly, “Which is wrong. I act out because I want to.”

			It felt like grace, this sight of Bella’s usual defiance, and Laudna resumed the story with more gusto, for, despite her customary distrust in the voice, it seemed to be working; her friend was being comforted, and Laudna would do anything to keep the dark away a little longer. It became easier too after she’d settled into an oratory rhythm. The fire reflected red light along Laudna’s purple dress, turning it the color of contusion, of blood vessels bursting under the skin as fists came down over and over again.

			The story lolled into a litany of poor behavior; the children were unimaginably awful to their adoptive family, which consisted of a gentle lord and his gracious lady. As Laudna spoke, she felt the eerie sensation that she’d been here before, or, more precisely, of standing over a grave marked with her name. Which made no sense, she chided herself. Because she’d never been buried.

			And yet.

			The feeling didn’t lessen as Laudna plunged through the story, which sprawled to include descriptions of the two children’s many ghoulish antics, which seemed to delight Bella to hear. When Bella laughed aloud for the first time, in that same unselfconscious way she always did, Laudna decided then she’d continue for as long as it was needful, until the sun crawled back into the sky. If the voice ran out of material, Laudna would improvise. Anything to keep her friend safe.

			“And then the children, though they’d been told not to, let the dogs out.”

			“No!” Bella said on cue. “Then what happened?”

			“Then they—”

			The words leaked from her. The world stuttered, swung. Laudna felt her breath seize, her chest tighten until she thought her ribs had mutinied and were spearing through her lungs. It hurt. Her being was suffused with a jagged, wet ache, like something inside had begun to bleed. But she kept talking, stumbling after the lantern of the voice’s words, and it was all she could do to not scream. A memory rose unbidden to the forefront of her mind, one she didn’t recognize: a perfect diorama of a forest showing two children running from monstrous hounds. A woman oiling from the darkness, a face, she could almost—

			Laudna barely heard herself say, “The dogs spoke in a single voice, growling to the children, ‘Down into the dark and gone with the dawn.’ ”

			And it was like drowning, what followed. It was like sleep pulling her under, like being submerged, the world becoming kaleidoscopic and oily. Laudna could feel her mouth move, stretch, and shape words she did not understand; she felt her muscles shift, her arms move, and a laugh grow in her chest. It’d felt like power before, like righteousness: this ability to frighten those who thought themselves above reproach. Now it felt only…strange. Laudna considered the change as she floated along, only half-aware of the world outside her immediate thoughts, feeling like she’d been suspended in silver. It was almost peaceful, almost dreamlike, until she heard Bella scream.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Laudna woke to Bella tripping over her sister’s name like it was a corpse, on her feet and shrunk away from her.

			“Sy-Sy-Sybil,” said Bella, whimpering. Her eyes were wide and frightened. “You’re the one who hurt her.”

			“I don’t—” Laudna was at a loss at first, but then she felt a trickle of memory pool on her tongue, acrid as poison: her body laughing, her mouth regaling Bella with an account of when she and the voice had saved Sybil, how the latter had twitched like a fish on the line. “Bella, I swear it wasn’t me.”

			“She told me she saw a monster. She told me it—it was tall and it had black hair and a veil and it was screaming, and it—it hurt her.” Her voice fell to a whisper. “It reached inside her and—”

			“I’m sorry.” Laudna scrambled toward Bella, begging, all dignity forgotten. “I only ever wanted to help your sister. Believe me, if we could have spared her the pain, we would have—”

			“Why did you want to see her? Was it because you wanted to hurt her again?”

			“No, never. I swear to you.”

			“You didn’t actually want to be my friend, did you?”

			“No. We are friends. Best friends. Bella, please—”

			“Don’t lie to me,” said Bella, voice thick with tears. “I told you all my secrets. I trusted you. You’re—you don’t actually want me here. You’re just trying to get Sybil to come out and then you’re going to—”

			“No, no, no. I’d never do that,” said Laudna, even though she knew it wasn’t the whole truth. She might not have wanted to, but the voice? She wouldn’t put it past it. But there was no time to explain the delineation between her and the voice. All she wanted now was to keep Bella from shattering further. “I swear, I don’t want to hurt your sister. I never wanted to hurt your sister. That’s why I tried to give you both—”

			“That’s why you brought us things. Because you were guilty.”

			“No, Bella. Please—”

			“You’re not fun-scary. You’re scary-scary,” said Bella, taking a trembling step back. “I want you to go away. I want you to go away forever and ever. I never want to see you again. I want—”

			“Bella, please.”

			But then all at once, shafts of amber light raked across the forest like claws, and the exemplar called out, “Adorabelle! Where are you?”

			“Run,” bayed the voice, and Laudna obeyed, something in her breaking. She could not do anything but comply as an oil-lamp threw long shadows over the dark earth, and her heart sang with a prey animal’s panic: Get out, we have to get out, we have to run. She matched her pace to her pulse, all but flying down the path, the branches raking at her cheeks, leaving a dozen bloodless slits like mouths thinned in prayer. She ran like her lungs would burst, like her heart would stop if she slowed, hounded by the memory of the exemplar’s face, her pity, the sword she would use to cleave Laudna in half had she hesitated, had she said please instead of running when the exemplar whispered, Leave or die.

			She ran until the exertion became a pleasure, until any understanding of a before and hope for a later withered away, leaving only the instinct to run, run, escape to anywhere else but here. But then a shriek cracked the air open, and she could feel her heart fall and shatter. Laudna would recognize the voice of her friend—even pitched so inhumanly high, even when transmuted into a guttural, unending wail of fright—her best friend, her only friend, the first and last person who ever looked at Laudna and saw something other than a monster.

			“Bella,” she panted, her own voice rasping with exertion and fear. “Bella’s in trouble.”

			“There’s an exemplar there. She’ll be fine.”

			“She doesn’t sound fine! I have to get to her!”

			“You can’t help her, darling,” said the voice, and Laudna could almost feel an invisible hand set itself on the spar of her hip, nudging her forward. “It’s too late.”

			“Too late? It can’t be!” She swung her head like a bull, taking several steps backward. “I can’t leave her. Bella—”

			“By the time we reach her, wherever she is, if we reach her, she’ll be dead.”

			“No.” Laudna moaned. The sound seemed to crawl out from somewhere deep, somewhere far past her diaphragm, the lowing of an imprecisely slaughtered animal desperate for the job to be done.

			“Move, Laudna. Before we die too.”

			“She still screamed,” Pâté cut in, his voice barely a croak. “Little ’un might still be alive.”

			“This is not the time for a fucking puppet show.”

			Laudna, trembling so hard her knees wouldn’t quite hold her, legs buckling to angles, raised a cupped hand up into the air and settled Pâté on the palm. The little rat, trailing black ropes of shadow, tugged miserably at phantom whiskers before he gripped his tail to his dust-gray chest.

			“You think she’s okay?” asked Laudna, wanting nothing more in that moment than for Bella to leap from the foliage.

			“I think she’s alive right now.”

			“And the chance that she is alive when you return there is next to zero. Laudna, I understand this is exceedingly difficult for you, but there just isn’t any point. All that will happen if you go back is you’ll die next to your friend.”

			“Next to zero,” said Pâté so very softly. “Still isn’t zero, is it?”

			“Don’t be ridiculous.”

			“Bella,” Laudna gritted out as she began to turn, the first step like moving a pillar of lead, but each subsequent one easier, more fluid, lighter, “thinks it’s incredible that I am an adult and ridiculous. Bella likes me the way I am.”

			“You will risk both our existences for a child’s approval?”

			“I’ll risk them for my friend.”

			“No,” said the voice with great finality, the evening light eerie through the trees, a noxious orange. It sounded tired, almost. And when it spoke again, it was in the gray, affectless tone of someone who was sorry but not sorry enough about what they were about to do. “You have to stop trying to make all these people happy. They’ll never love you. They’ll never want you in their halls. I need you to obey me just this once. It’s like I always say: Great reward comes to those who serve well. You don’t want to know what happens when someone fails.”

			“Wait.” Laudna stood still, shocked. “What did you say?”

			“I said,” said the voice impatiently, “great reward comes to those who serve well, and the gods help us, my darling girl, you don’t want to know—”

			“You.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			She was a vault blasted open, a grave unearthed, a corpse with all of its soft treasures laid out like wares on a merchant’s table, every secret excised. Everything Laudna had buried in desperate hope of keeping herself safe was now out in the open, blinking and wet like maggots freshly hatched, stinking of gore and that fucking day in the Briarwoods’ cellar where her mother’s body had lain balled in a corner, her father’s face had been peeled free, and Delilah had laughed and laughed—a softly silver sound that Laudna had heard too many times over the years—as her guards bludgeoned Matilda Bradbury until her lungs shredded under the broken mess of her bones.

			“You’re her.” Laudna spat the words like they were a poison. “You’re Delilah Briarwood.”

			“Come now, darling. We don’t have to do this.”

			Laudna clutched at her breast like she wanted to sink her nails through its flesh, right to where Delilah had encysted herself, and scoop her straight out; she would have sold her immortal soul right there and then for the pleasure of hearing Delilah scream as she had, as she was certain her parents had. An enormous pressure nuzzled up from her lungs and into her throat. It tasted rank, sour. Her vision bloomed white at the edges. The world swam.

			“You’ve been living in my head for ages,” she said slowly, replaying each and every season of that time, appalled now at how ignorant she’d been, how obvious it was in hindsight, from diction to manner, the silken cruelties, every barbed compliment. “Years. You’ve—you’ve lied to me. You pretended to be my friend.”

			“But we are friends, darling. You and I, we only have each other.”

			Laudna shuddered. “No. Don’t say that.”

			“You were so happy when I told you we were friends. Do you remember that? And every time we’ve wept together and I’ve consoled you, promising you I would never leave,” Delilah’s voice husked, sumptuous velvet.

			“But you didn’t say that, did you?” Laudna shook her head. “You told me you’d have chosen another host if you could.”

			“Did I?” said Delilah airily. “I can’t recall. But you can’t deny that you were so very happy for a while, can you? What does the past matter? Why care about semantics?”

			The problem was, of course, that she had been. At least to the extent one could be happy in her circumstances, hunted and harried out of every place she mistook as home. Laudna cradled her head in her hands, sinking down to her knees. Pâté fell through the air, landing beside her in the dirt, no more than an effigy of Laudna’s loneliness. The pressure inside her worsened. Blurrily, she wondered if it was Delilah, having grown sleek on her grief, writhing her way up through the long black tunnel of Laudna’s throat.

			But they were only words.

			“You killed me,” said Laudna in a voice she almost didn’t recognize, something fragile and empty and tired. “And I don’t even know why. My ears—”

			She traced fingers along where someone had docked them to points, the skin there a miasma of scar tissue and butchered cartilage; it had never healed right, not that it ever had a chance of doing so, given what happened after.

			“You were meant to be a message.”

			“What?”

			“There were people—” So much regret weighed Delilah’s voice that Laudna could almost fool herself into thinking some of it was meant for her. But then Delilah clucked testily, a familiar sharpness returned. “How do I put it? There were people coming to take everything I’d sacrificed for. I wanted it to be clear to them that their presence was unwanted and if they insisted on violence, I would reciprocate in kind.”

			The starched peevishness in her voice almost lent the words a kind of innocent banality. No one who spoke like Delilah could ever be responsible for something crass, surely, her tone too clipped and bored for her to be discussing anything of importance: This had been nothing but an exercise in tedium, a troublesome chore she could not shirk and was glad to put behind her. Nothing of consequence, involving no one of value. And Laudna, despite everything, was still the little girl raised to believe nobility meant more than a title, a name, an accident of birth. She caught herself nodding sympathetically until her thoughts snagged again on the memory of her parents dead, butchered.

			“My father. Why did you take his face?”

			“One of my adversaries was a half-giant, and no one in the village quite possessed the stature we needed. So, we had to make do.”

			“Make do?”

			“Your father was among the many men who supplied parts for our creation.”

			She recalled then Cassandra de Rolo, whom she’d not thought of in years, who in her memory should have been no more than a flesh-colored smudge and the impression of a voice but was instead for some reason there in such vivid detail, Laudna could remember the light running liquid along every dark lash, could see Cassandra’s face again and the wretched expression she wore.

			Laudna wondered if Cassandra had been the one to sew skin to muscle, muscle to sinew, until they’d built their monster out of dead men. Until she lost her nerve or her stomach and fled, staggering, into Laudna’s path. If she’d known about Delilah’s horrific plan and that was why she’d sat at the dinner table with the light burnt out of her eyes.

			You can’t, Cassandra had said.

			For a moment, Laudna was overcome by the desire to reach back through all the years that had passed just to take Cassandra’s hand in her own, tell her it was all right, that she understood they’d both been victims, children with their autonomy taken, their will stolen.

			“My mother?”

			“She was in the way.”

			“Like Bella.”

			“What?” Though Delilah’s voice held its poise like a shield, Laudna had had fucking years to learn its intricacies. In many ways, Delilah’s voice was one she knew better than her own, and because of that, Laudna could tell that Delilah was afraid.

			“Was Bella in the way as well?”

			“I’m sorry. Are you asking if a ten-year-old girl was an obstacle to me?”

			“Eleven.”

			“What?”

			“Bella is eleven. In fact, she’s only five months from being twelve. And yes,” said Laudna, unfolding from the ground, Pâté scooped up and held to her heart. She felt like a city burning, a hundred thoughts clamoring under the smoke, every nerve ending lit with a fury that was so very small at first, a cinder, a single match. But it blazed through her now, immolating every doubt. “Bella—she knew something was wrong. You didn’t like the questions she was asking. That’s why you kept telling me she was a problem, a distraction. Because she was. At least to you. Bella was making me ask you things you didn’t want answered. I didn’t understand that then. Because I trusted you.” Laudna spat the word trusted like a mouthful of venom. “I trusted you. I can’t believe it. I can’t believe what you made me do.”

			Bella screamed again.

			“I’m going to save Bella,” said Laudna.

			“If you go back there,” said Delilah, “you go back alone. You won’t have the powers I gave you to call upon.”

			Laudna closed her eyes. She was twelve again, on a chair as her mother explained that what survives the winter revives again in spring, that what doesn’t break can only bloom; she was twenty in the Briarwoods’ cellar, with death all around her; she was at the Sun Tree, staring up at her own mutilated corpse as it swayed in the wind, made to look like a stranger all for the sake of someone else’s war.

			There should have been fear. There should have been the memory of pain. Instead, her anger had burned it down to a singular emptiness, a perfect nothing that Laudna could fill with whatever she wanted, her old life ashes swept away with the wind. Because the worst had already happened.

			And she didn’t break.

			“It’s probably a good thing that you enjoy the sound of your own voice, darling,” said Laudna breezily, laughing, half-surprised at the ease with which the words came, triumphant. “Because when I’m finally dead, it’ll just be you and my corpse.”
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			It had been something like an oak once, thick-trunked with boughs that rose up like antlers: massive and majestic. But that was long ago. Now the tree was swallowed by what resembled roots, and what little could be seen of its branches was bare of leaves, dead. Laudna stared at the twisted mass. Almost hidden among the undergrowth and the roots, the ferns curling green and alive despite the lateness of the year, was an opening in the earth, like a mouth half-parted. The soil around its lip had been churned up by desperate hands and a body that had twisted and writhed and pulled as something else, something inexorable and light-footed enough to leave no prints of its own, pulled it down into the dark.

			“She’s in there, isn’t she? Our best friend. Something got her. She’s inside there. But Pâté, I don’t know if I’d fit.”

			Pâté said, “You’re a dead girl walkin’, poppet. It’s not like you have any meat on you.”

			Laudna laughed, aware in some distant way how absolutely deranged the sound was. She couldn’t help herself, though. Since the epiphany with Delilah, everything had become tinged with hilarity, and she laughed as Delilah screamed another sally of curses, cackled as she wormed into the barrow, and nearly doubled over guffawing when she realized there wasn’t enough room to stand. She would need to crawl and crawl to find her friend. The delirium felt so very reminiscent of those first brittle days when she’d woken up without a name or any want for one and could think only of fumbling through the walls of Whitestone, unable to understand then she’d been groping for a way out of a nightmare, her flesh recalling when she’d tried to run.

			(“When you are gone, I will find someone else. You were the most convenient. There are others. I will continue, and you will rot as you should have.”)

			How satisfying to have the role reversed: Delilah on the back foot, Laudna chortling so hard the world blurred from her tears.

			“Probably should get some light in here. What do you think, Pâté?” said Laudna, inching forward on her elbows and knees. The dirt smelled of petrichor, and it was dark enough and damp enough already that Laudna almost didn’t notice the rainwater filming the ground.

			“Better move, poppet,” said Pâté dreamily. “Before you drown.”

			Cold filled her. Laudna had suffocated before, not on the tree—ironic almost that Delilah had taken that from her, had her beaten to death first before she strung her up like a decoration—but in the ruins of her throat. The prospect held no personal fear for her. A twinge of excitement, perhaps, when she realized Delilah would experience the drowning with her. Laudna would endure that second death for the grim pleasure.

			But Bella, gods above and below, she couldn’t bear the notion of Bella drowning.

			“A little light, please,” she whispered, a hand raised.

			Though she had expected otherwise, was sure there’d be no response, motes of rich purple light spiraled out from her fingertips, arrowing down the tunnel. Numb, Laudna followed them through a labyrinth as the water continued to grow deeper, sloshing up to her wrists, her elbows. She was so preoccupied with finding Bella there wasn’t anything left of her to worry about how she was going to get them out.

			Just as the floodwaters were beginning to breach her shoulders, the tunnel yawned into a massive chamber, the walls honeycombed with openings where small animals had traveled and veined with the same thick roots that had swallowed the tree, so many of them that they pooled over the floor like spilled guts, the water giving them an unsettling sheen. Purple light leaked between the roots, though it was barely enough to provide contour and gradient to the shadows; it rippled over the surface of a water-filled, kidney-shaped chasm bracketing a cradle of tubular rhizomes. In the latter, squished into an alcove, was Bella.

			The girl lay on her side with her knees hugged to her chest, scrunched as small as she would go, hair matted over her face, and she shook like someone who’d exhausted their capacity for weeping but whose body had forgotten how to do anything else. She looked impossibly small. In all the time she’d spent with Bella, Laudna had never thought of the girl as small in stature: She had always felt bigger than life, her verve for the world filling every room like the buttery light of a summer day. The shivering lump on the floor was a stranger, a hurt animal waiting for the end, alien in its utter defeat.

			“Bella,” said Laudna, sloshing forward through the scummed waters.

			The girl jolted her head up, an unvarnished terror in eyes so wide each held a thick rim of white. Gone was that familiar ferocity of attention. Bella had once had such a voracity for the world; she’d wanted it all, every detail, its most inconsequential eccentricities. She stared at things with forensic interest, as if afraid that she’d miss out on a wonder should she glance away for a second. But now Bella, shell-shocked, seemed unable to comprehend her surroundings—not Laudna’s presence, not her wet earthen mausoleum, not anything, not now and perhaps never again. All at once, Laudna was seized by the terrible fear that even if she were to extract Bella from this hideous place, there’d be no calling the girl out from wherever she’d hidden herself in her mind.

			“Bella,” she said again, voice breaking around the second syllable. “Come on, darling. We’ll get you out. I’ve got you. I promise. I won’t leave again. Never, ever. We’ll be friends forever. No more scary-scary. Just fun-scary. Forever. I promise, I promise—”

			Arms outstretched, Laudna kept talking as she waded forward, although by her third step, she lost any certainty that what she was saying was even words anymore; it had become mostly sound, a reassuring babble. Bella didn’t respond at first, less child than statue. She only stared with her mouth very slightly ajar, features slack. It was only when Laudna came almost within reach—an inch more and Laudna would be able to envelop Bella in her arms—that the girl came to with such a start, her head ricocheted back. Her eyes closed and shot open, and this time there was someone at home where the lights were. Unfortunately, it wasn’t who Laudna wanted to see.

			“No, no, no, get away—”

			She crawled backward with her hands, screaming in a way Laudna had only ever heard once before. She’d been the one to make the noise then, all those years ago, when the revelation of her father’s denuded skull had sunken in and the door closed behind her with a nonchalance that belied everything that came after. When her back collided with the wall, Bella changed tacks, swinging at the air with her fists, arms scything wildly.

			Laudna withdrew out of range and froze. She didn’t think her heart could be broken any further, but clearly it was just a failure of imagination on her part.

			“Bella, I swear, you won’t see me again after this. I just need to get you home. Sybil is waiting.”

			“No.” The word detonated through the air. “You’re bad-scary! You hurt my sister.”

			Laudna flinched as though she had been struck. “I didn’t—I—it wasn’t my intention.”

			“You laughed.”

			“I was telling a sto—” The words withered in her throat. What difference was there between her and Delilah if she too resorted to justification when confronted with a victim of her work? She might not have hurt Sybil on purpose, but it had been her body that had made light of the story, had laughed as she described how Bella’s sister had thrashed uncontrollably, as the voice worked a lather of shadow through her torn insides. Even if she hadn’t meant it, it was still a grisly thing the girl had endured. She had still laughed. That wouldn’t change no matter what.

			Laudna swallowed. “I’m sorry.”

			“I hate you,” said Bella, the frenetic terror abruptly extinguished. In its place was a stoniness of expression that made the girl seem terribly old, her haunted eyes dark. “You’re a monster.”

			The words were meant as a very precise attack, and had the situation been less urgent, had Laudna not been so inchoately terrified of what would happen to Bella if she didn’t do something to save the girl, she might have turned and walked away right then to spend the next century nursing the wound it opened in her. Bella knew better than anyone else, better even than Delilah, who seemed constitutionally unable to comprehend why being a monster was so terrible, how terrifically afraid Laudna was of the possibility she was a monster and only a monster, something to be killed at the end of every hero’s story.

			“I deserve that,” said Laudna in a very small voice, wanting so badly to cry, but she wouldn’t allow herself the indulgence. “It’s okay. It’s—it’s okay that you hate me, darling. But we need to get you out of here now.” She parted her arms, hopeful. “You can do all your hating of me on the surface, and I promise you that you’ll never see me again. You won’t have to worry about me hurting you.”

			Bella didn’t move. She looked positively feral in that moment, face mottled in dirt and eyes squinting fiercely at Laudna, who recalled then that there was every chance that the girl could barely see anything, but still she was being braver than Laudna could ever aspire to be. Laudna took another experimental step forward and was immeasurably relieved that Bella did not respond to the motion, only sat and glowered like a king on her throne.

			“You promise you’ll stay away from me and my sister.”

			“I promise. For as long as you want.”

			“I want you to promise me I’ll never see you again. You’ll go away forever.”

			“If that is what you want, darling,” said Laudna, voice raw, “you’ll never see me again.”

			“Ever.”

			“Never ever. Now please. We have to go.” Laudna hoped to whatever was listening that neither Bella nor Delilah could hear what few scintillae of her heart were left collapsing to ash.

			Satisfied with the terms she had imposed, Bella relaxed infinitesimally, an imperious hand held out to Laudna, who took it gratefully. Getting out was going to be a dilemma. The water had crept just over knee-high in the time it’d taken to talk Bella into accepting her help. Laudna glanced behind her. The tunnel she’d used to enter the chamber was gone from sight, entirely submerged.

		

	
		
			Act 4
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			Once there was a witch who stole children from their beds, and those she did not eat, she drowned in a black lake.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			She couldn’t let Bella know they were trapped. She scooped the child into her arms instead, looking about, fighting the urge to panic. Laudna had to keep her motions steady, calm. Bella, already so affrighted, didn’t need to suffer more. Laudna’s desperate gaze traveled the walls—which provided nothing in the way of answers or exits, only a brief glimpse of a startled mole doubling back into its tunnel—and then up to the ceiling.

			There, Laudna thought with fatal satisfaction.

			There was no more light; darkness had come in truth. Still Laudna could see the apertures between the roots, most of the openings too small to do more than allow a needle of light to ease through. One, however, could admit a child if the child were willing to squeeze. It might be almost large enough to fit Laudna too, but that was secondary.

			“You can’t be serious. There’s no time. You’re going to drown,” Delilah whispered, loud enough this time that Laudna could not ignore her. “Leave the girl and go.”

			“Bella, darling,” said Laudna aloud. “Remember when we had that tree climbing competition and you got all the way up to the top before I even reached the first branch? Do you think you can do that again for me? Because I believe you can.”

			Bella, who despite her animosity toward Laudna had snugged her face into the hollow of the latter’s collarbone, now raised her head in question. She was a furnace in Laudna’s arms, and Laudna realized then how very cold she was, how deep the chill had crawled. Water dripped on their upturned faces. Laudna shivered and forced a smile, recalling how Delilah had once said they can hear it in your voice when you don’t. It galled her how many of the woman’s lessons had been useful. But then again, here she was being useful to Bella. Perhaps that was how these things always went.

			“I don’t see anything.” Her voice faltered before she added stonily, not wanting to confess to weakness, “To climb.”

			“That is quite all right, darling,” said Laudna, adjusting her grip, working Bella up onto her shoulders before she began to climb the roots. “I’ll tell you what to do.”

			“Okay,” said Bella. “But only because you can see in the dark and I can’t.”

			“Of course, of course.”

			Before Laudna could reach the summit, however, a growl reverberated through the chamber, a low ripple of a snarl that seemed to hum through every bone at once. It was a sound less animal than it should have been, a moan almost, like the wind blowing through the trees. Laudna felt the hairs at the back of her neck rise and Bella stiffen.

			“What was that?”

			“I don’t know,” said Laudna. “But it doesn’t matter. I’ll take care of it. You have your own monster taking care of you now.”

			There was the near-imperceptible sensation of Bella nodding, and Laudna almost plucked the girl from her shoulders to hug her, pride welling in Laudna’s chest like an unexpected light in the deep night. But there was no time. If there was something in the chamber with them, it wouldn’t be long before it crossed the water—hip-high now; thank whatever gods watched over small children she’d lofted Bella up onto her shoulders when she did—to where the two were. Laudna had every intention of having Bella on her way before the thing descended. As she raised herself up on tiptoe, having clambered as far up the roots as she could go, Laudna realized hazily that she was looking forward to a fight.

			“Up you go,” said Laudna, anchoring her hands around Bella’s waist. “Reach up with your arms. Don’t worry. I have you, darling. There, yes, right. Keep going. I can see the moon from where I am—”

			“I can’t,” came the pettish retort.

			“That’s because I have monster eyes,” said Laudna, surprised at the mischief in her voice. She had thought herself emptied of anything but agony.

			“It’s slippery!”

			Despite her panicked complaints, Bella moved steadily, with the physical confidence of a child who had spent most of her conscious years alternately escaping or entering places she wasn’t supposed to go. In another life, Laudna thought as the girl set a foot on her head before kicking off, she would have gone to Sybil to inform her that Bella had a future as a circus performer and that she should absolutely consider allowing her sister to pursue those dreams. Then, Sybil with her feral smile, she’d—

			Laudna tamped down those fantasies. Wanting was what got her here in the first place.

			There were no more noises for a while save for the sound of Bella scrambling up the hole to the surface, and Laudna shouting encouragement, and the water pouring eternally down into the chamber. Their voices echoed strangely, neither as loud nor as resonant as they should have been, a trick of the roots and the soil, Laudna imagined and hoped. She was on the verge of dismissing that growling noise as a subterranean phenomenon when it eeled out of the wall of roots, six feet from where Laudna stood.

			In silhouette, it was girl-like and very petite; the top of its head barely came up to Laudna’s narrow chest. Where there should have been hair, there was instead mulch. Woodchips. Shredded bark. Worms. Leaves rotted black. Dead flowers, dead and dying vines, mushrooms veiled with white mold. Somehow all clinging to a face that wasn’t so much a face as a suggestion of one, conceived by a madness of white stringlike roots.

			Yet though it had no eyes, it was staring at her.

			It growled again, and Laudna saw wet flaps of something mucal and a fetid green heave behind ribs that weren’t ribs but shattered bark. A dryad, Laudna thought, half in shock, half in irrepressible wonder. She had marveled over stories of them. In those lonely years in the woods, Laudna had sometimes hoped to befriend one, going as far as to concoct a myriad of fantasies in which she and the dryad went on fabulous adventures. The folklore had been clear about what dryads looked like: They were ubiquitously beautiful, always the wonder of the natural world embodied in humanoid form.

			She thought of Miriam then.

			There are things that move from host to host. Eat up the vessel and wear it like a mask. Like the dryad.

			There was something wrong about the dryad, something aberrant about how it walked and its slouching, simian gait. The knees didn’t bend; it stumped stiff-legged toward her, weight lolling erratically, shoulders bowed and jouncing out of rhythm. The dryad’s arms flapped at its side, useless. The sight would have been comical were it not for the perfect hate of its demeanor.

			“Laudna, I heard something.”

			“Keep going, darling. It’ll be all right.”

			“What if I fall—”

			“You won’t,” crooned Laudna, amazed at how steady her voice was. “You’re much too good at climbing. Can you see the moon yet, Bella? Tell me when you do.”

			“I don’t—” She interrupted herself with a gasp then a shrill whoop of delight, all ill feeling forgotten, all hurt forgiven at least momentarily in the wake of her exhilaration. “I see it! I see the moon!”

			“Keep going,” said Laudna, eyes for only the dryad.

			For all of its lurching primordial awkwardness, it was so very close now, but that didn’t matter. Laudna needed only to buy her friend a few more minutes, and she could do that, even without Delilah’s intervention. A memory floated up unbidden of her mother standing at a flower box, a drooping violet in her sun-browned hand; she was warning Laudna that it was possible to overwater plants, that they could die if given too much.

			Laudna wondered if dryads could drown.

			“How much farther, darling?”

			“Just a little bit.”

			“How about we make this more fun? I’ll time you. I bet you can’t get to the surface before I count to zero.”

			(“What are you doing? You can’t be serious.”)

			“Yes, I can!” came the immediate belligerent response, with a scramble of motion that sent clots of soil tumbling over Laudna, who’d begun to move forward, ready to intercept the dryad.

			“All right, then. We begin. Sixty,” bellowed Laudna with the brassy vigor of a circus ringmaster, a brightness she didn’t feel, and her heart ached sweetly as she heard a familiar laugh echo from above. She decided then that Bella would be all right. Whatever else happened, she would recover. If she could still laugh with that same ringing wickedness, she could do so again, and so long as Bella could laugh, there would be endless tomorrows to come.

			“Fifty-nine.”

			The dryad smelled of rotting foliage and old carrion, of things buried and forgotten under the surface. It was close enough now for them to touch, and Laudna saw the mass of worms and beetles behind where an eye should have sat, a mindless froth of white larvae where lips might have curved. To Laudna’s utter surprise, pity washed through her. Delilah was only one parasite. The dryad was being consumed alive by thousands.

			It came down on her like hounds onto an injured fox, no artistry in its assault, only talons—thorns? wondered Laudna through the jagged pain—raking at whatever it could reach, clawing into her, up her.

			“Fifty-eight,” shouted Laudna, and in a softer, envenomed voice, whispered, “No, no. You’re staying here with me.”

			Had the dryad any weight to it, the fight would have been Laudna’s to lose, but it was nothing but dead plant matter and worms, and Laudna threw herself backward into the chasm, pulling them both into the endless dark with a splash.

			“Laudna?”

			“Fifty-seven,” said Laudna as she bobbed to the surface. “I thought master—fifty-six—acrobats don’t get distracted. Fifty-five.”

			Time lost cohesion then. The remnants of that minute dilated into an eternity, fifty-five seconds becoming centuries of call-and-response, of Laudna bellowing the seconds and Bella responding alternately with complaints about the climb, assurances she was almost there, and questions about whether Laudna was truly all right. Each time, Laudna lied without reservation and with a boldness she hadn’t believed herself capable of, a measuredness in her voice that did not break even when the dryad vomited white fibrils, their touch stinging, upward and around Laudna’s throat, pulling her down into the cold black water.

			(“You’re a foolish girl. Do you honestly think this will frighten me?”)

			What surprised Laudna then was not that she wasn’t screaming—Delilah, imprisoned with a ringside view of their imminent drowning, was doing more than enough screaming for them both—or how calm she was in the wake of the pressure tightening around her throat, but how distanced she was from what was going on. It felt as if she were bearing witness to what was happening from slightly to the right of her body, a condition Laudna found herself glad for as more of those worm-pale tendrils lashed around her. The water was iridescent with dead beetles as the dryad carried her under, and Laudna was colder than she’d ever thought possible.

			(“Laudna, what are you doing? Don’t— I know what you’re thinking. You don’t want to do this. Close your eyes and let me take over. I can get us out. Laudna, are you listening to me?!”)

			Had Laudna anything left to her, she might have laughed to see her tormentor descended into impotence; she could feel Delilah circling her prison, pacing Laudna’s mind, and how there was less and less space with each airless moment. Having died once, Laudna wasn’t looking forward to the process of a second death. Her only consolation was the knowledge of a blessed numbness preceding the moment when death came to take your hand. And this time, perhaps, if she was lucky—and she couldn’t imagine she wouldn’t be, entombed here with the dryad under the earth forever—nothing would recall her to the living world. It was, as such things went, peculiarly reassuring.

			Rather than fight, Laudna flung her arms around the horror, clutching it in a terrible simulacrum of tenderness. She felt tremendously sorry for everything. She was sorry for the dryad; sorry for whatever circumstances had led to it being filled up to bursting with vermin; sorry she was remiss in finishing the countdown for Bella, whom she hoped had continued up despite their abbreviated game; sorry it had come down to this, that this was where it ended, not in love’s arms but in this stultifying dark. Her lungs felt salt-silted; they burned, and Laudna realized there would be no relief in the fact she had had practice in dying, as an old terror woke from its sleep. This would be worse than the first time around: a longer, slower, more drawn-out descent into the dark.

			Laudna badly wanted to hide herself where the knowledge of her death couldn’t reach her, but she needed to keep her wits to keep the dryad down in the water, needed both hands and both eyes to ensure Bella made it all the way out. The worst had already happened once, she told herself. Why should she fear this?

			At least this time, it was an end of her own choosing.

			The dryad bucked in her grasp. In doing so, it gouted a stream of grubs so small they were invisible in the water, undetectable until they were in Laudna’s nostrils, a squirming film writhing hopefully up her sinuses, desperate to escape. Laudna retched instinctively, and in doing so swallowed water. Animal instinct had her flinching backward, away from the worms, away from the dryad, away. Human love had Laudna lunging forward, clutching harder at the monstrosity in her arms, hoping her weight would be sufficient, and Delilah screamed a single enraged note like a vulture’s cry from high above.

			The water hurt worse somehow than the noose of roots around Laudna’s throat, worse even than the hands of Delilah’s guards, but Laudna did not let go even though all of her had become a flame. Instead she wrapped a hand around the back of what passed for the dryad’s head, cradling it close, inexplicably worried that the dryad, having no experience of death, might be afraid.

			Delilah, on the other hand, Laudna prayed would be scared out of her wits.

			She closed her eyes but opened them again when she heard a howl through the water, clear as if it had billowed through the woods from a thousand lupine throats. Over the years, Laudna had come to imagine death as a hound, something coal-eyed and black-furred, kinder than it looked but inexorable: Once it had your scent, it wouldn’t relent until it had come wagging up to your hand. What she never pictured was it paddling up to her through the blackness, a sight so ridiculous it had her laughing as best a drowned woman could. A hallucination, surely. A premonition of what was to come. Her eyes had begun to flutter shut again when she felt the world lurch, and she reopened them in time to see the hound a scant inch from her face. It parted its jaws, revealing serried rows of sharp white teeth—too many; even Laudna, who’d never seen the inside of a wolf’s mouth and could not say with empirical certainty how many teeth they possessed on average, knew there were too many—and brought them down over the dryad’s head.

			Snap. Crunch.

			A sound like bones coming apart and welding into place, crisp and too loud in the dark. The water became clotted with honeyed beads of sap, but the dryad’s expression did not change; it stared at Laudna with that alien and incomprehensible hate, while the latter wondered if she was dreaming. The wolf shook its head once, twice, like it was trying to dislodge something, and with each motion, more of the dryad came apart. More, but not nearly enough. The water was livid with dying insects, but still it held her, tendrils and worms where its head once was. Laudna took no notice, mesmerized by the unnatural, portentous crimson of the wolf’s eyes. There was something halfway familiar about the creature, the deep indigo black of its fur, the heat of it like a city burning and a child saved from the dark.

			I know you, Laudna mouthed at the creature, hardly believing the sight still. For some reason, it made her think of how, for her fifth or sixth birthday, her father had surrendered to her pleading and allowed her not to touch, but to gaze fondly on the menagerie of wooden animals he’d whittled. She recognized the hound the way she would the cadence of a childhood lullaby, a knowledge embedded in the memory of her marrow, thinking the whole time, You’re a glimpse of a gift. Because just as she recognized the wolf, she knew as well what that night-dark beast wanted. The wolf, black like an ill omen, gave her an opening. Now it would see her take it.

			“You can still save us,” Delilah hissed from wherever she had sequestered herself, deep but not deep enough to keep her safe from what was coming. “Give me control and I’ll save us.”

			No more demands, thought Laudna simply. She was tired of them. Demands were such an extortion of power: one party at a disadvantage, the other with the entire deck in their hands. Now, at the end—and Laudna could admit this was the end—they seemed childish too.

			“You’re going to kill us both,” Delilah snarled. Laudna could feel her writhing, trying still to escape, but the cellar-black water would come for Delilah just as it would come for anyone else. Death was simple that way.

			But before that, before the blessed dark took her and Delilah into its arms, before she closed her eyes this one last time, Laudna had a final responsibility.

			Power—clear, cold, unclotted by the oiliness of Delilah’s gift—rushed through her like a whipped dog scenting its first meal in weeks, ravenous, roiling through her veins. She felt like a knife, like a wolf, like something as hungry as love, and it almost hurt to have so much magic pulsing through her dead veins. Laudna let out a sigh and it erupted from her, the water blazing white. Each time it whuumphed out of her, there was less of the dryad to see; soon there wasn’t even debris, just blooms of ice floating through the water. When there was nothing left save for the understanding she’d been in the water too long and the burning cold aching through her bones, the great head of the wolf worked itself under her hands. Distantly, her thoughts dull from a dearth of oxygen, Laudna felt her fingers wind into its fur, and she closed her eyes again.

			The world tilted upward.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			“Laudna?”

			Laudna opened her eyes to see the upside-down moon of Bella’s worried face, the girl’s warm hands around her cheeks. She blinked languorously, feeling as if she were still underwater, every sensation experienced through a thin wall of gelatin, but then she turned onto her side, vomiting a spume of floodwater and dead grubs.

			Everything began to ache. Laudna felt like she’d swallowed glass after rolling down a mountain of briars: Everything that could conceivably feel hurt was in pain. Her head throbbed. She sat up, groaning. Laudna pushed a finger into her mouth and clawed at the insides of her cheeks, fishing out more slugs, some of which were impossibly still alive, white and gleaming with her saliva. Though there weren’t any stars in view, the moons obscured behind a gauzy whisper of clouds, the night was somehow too bright. Laudna raised an arm over her eyes and felt a pair of arms wrap around her middle with palpable relief.

			“You’re alive,” Bella breathed. Something in Laudna shifted painfully to accommodate the sudden flutter of love. Before it could settle, Bella’s voice chilled with indignity. “How dare you make me worry. That wasn’t fair.”

			Against her will, Laudna found her mouth twisting upward at the edges. She knew a smile would incense Bella like nothing else. Predictably, at the sight of said smile, Bella’s expression darkened into a storm cloud. She released Laudna, stepping back.

			“You should try not being a monster. It isn’t very nice.”

			Laudna winced, but her smile did not wither, although it softened into something close to regret. “I will work on that, darling. And I’ll do that very far away.”

			Bella had a face like a window. Laudna could see the progression of her thoughts, the push-pull between warring loyalties: her ferocious lifelong devotion to her sister and the new fealty, worn and frayed as it was, Bella felt toward Laudna. In her amber eyes, Laudna read a desire to take back what she’d said, wish them back to when they’d been accomplices, myths in the making. But what love she felt toward Laudna wasn’t enough, not when her sister, Sybil, stood on the other side of the scale.

			“If,” said Bella with exceptional care, her voice that of an explorer mapping treacherous ground. “If, and only if, you successfully stop becoming a monster, you should come back so I can tell you if you’ve done a good job.”

			These were more than generous terms. Bella had laid a route back home to her should Laudna choose. Her fidelity to her older sibling was such that she needed to be assured that Sybil would never be at risk again before she could even think to allow Laudna within sight of her sister. But there was room for Laudna in that big heart of hers, and that room would be hers no matter how long it went untenanted. The discovery of this almost broke Laudna in half. She swallowed hard. Bella jutted her chin out ever so slightly, defiant, daring Laudna to say anything that wasn’t Yes, all right, I’ll come home one day soon.

			“If I succeed in this, I will come back,” said Laudna, knowing full well she would not. What was one more lie, however, to keep hurt from spreading? She’d keep the grief and give Bella the dream to hold until, hopefully, it faded into something gentler than memory.

			“You can keep the monster eyes, though,” said Bella petulantly. “That was cool.”

			Laudna smiled and stood, a hand held out to the girl.

			“We should get you home.”

			“And then you’re going to go away forever,” said Bella, more to herself than to Laudna, staring at Laudna’s outstretched hand like it was a burning piece of coal.

			“And ever.”

			“Until you learn how to stop being a monster,” said Bella, and Laudna could hear in her voice she was trying to convince herself that forever had an end, and one day, her best friend would be home again. Bella’s small hand—warm, where Laudna’s own were still like ice—threaded its fingers through hers.

			“Okay,” Bella said, mollified. “We can go.”

			Laudna said nothing as, one last time, she led the girl through the woods.

			They walked for an hour in companionable silence and then another with Bella in Laudna’s arms, the girl whispering encouragingly into the woman’s ear, telling her of all the things they would accomplish when Laudna was absolved of her monstrosity. Laudna said yes each time in answer, yes to every whimsy, every adventure presented, every future laid out for them; she said the word yes like the word alone could patch her heart together.

			Slowly, exhaustion stole over Bella, and the prophesying faded into quiet snoring, like a cat’s purring. Laudna understood that the reprieve they’d negotiated was finite, that it was all due an end. She could already see where the underbelly of the sky was orange from the city lights. They were close now. Exhausted by her confrontation with the dryad, Laudna failed to account for the possibility that that soft apricot glow might come from something other than the lamps of Bella’s distant home.

			“Put down the girl.” A familiar voice, a familiar sensation of cold steel against her throat.

			How the exemplar got the jump on Laudna, the latter would never know. For all the armor she wore and the years she had accrued, the woman moved sure-footed and silent as any woodland beast. Bella woke with a gasp, jerking in Laudna’s arms, but such was the exemplar’s finesse with the sword that it moved only precisely enough to keep its edge away from the girl, its point staying exactly in its initial position.

			“You must be Adorabelle,” said the exemplar from the other side of Laudna’s shoulder.

			“My name is Bella.”

			“Bella,” said the exemplar gallantly. “It’s a very lovely name.”

			“It’s short for Belladonna, which is poisonous.”

			Like everyone meeting Bella for the first time, the exemplar was thrown completely off-balance, but she rallied magnificently with a ceremonious, “You’ll live up to your name, I’m sure, and be such a terror, the villains won’t know where to hide.”

			The endorsement took Bella by surprise. She said nothing for a moment before managing, in a half-hearted curmudgeonly voice, twin spots of color spreading across her cheeks, “Yeah.”

			“You’re going to accidentally cut her,” said Laudna blandly, “if you keep us in this position. At least let me put Bella onto the ground before you continue with your heroics.”

			(“You have my power again. We can cut her down and be done with this,” Delilah’s voice said, low with promise.)

			Laudna ignored Delilah. She had a feeling that Bella, while willing to forgive much, wouldn’t forgive the murder of an exemplar, and though she couldn’t imagine returning to Kymal under the conditions that had been set, Laudna had no desire to further ravage Bella’s regard for her. The exemplar was silent for a moment. After a few seconds, the sword withdrew.

			“No,” said Bella, ever the contrarian. “Don’t put me down. I’m a useful hostage.”

			“Phrasing,” said Laudna, wondering abruptly how much of her notoriety could be chalked up to such accidental menace. “And I’m afraid I will have to, darling. You’ve already gotten into too much trouble for one day.”

			“But it’s an exemplar,” said Bella, squirming with such considerable force as Laudna attempted to loosen her death grip. It came to no fruition. Laudna, never particularly muscular to begin with and drained from her fight, didn’t have the upper body strength to overcome a determined eleven-year-old. Three consecutive tries later, Laudna surrendered and hooked an arm under Bella again. “Everyone knows they’re evil.”

			The exemplar, who was old enough then to have seen too much, nonetheless looked poleaxed at being branded the villain. To her credit, however, she didn’t launch into a defense of her integrity. The exemplar only surveilled them with a great solemnity, the edge of her massive longsword balanced on a pauldron. She looked like a holy icon, an anointed saint, the warm yellow light of her oil-lamp bronzing her hair—a thing from a fable, sent out to kill the monster. Laudna swallowed a laugh at the thought.

			“Not all of them are, darling. Some of them are very good people, actually. And it’s not very nice to say such things,” said Laudna, testing Bella’s grip again; it was infinitesimally looser, but still not enough. “Exemplars are like everyone else. They just want people to be happy to see them.”

			“I know you,” said the exemplar with a terrible finality. “Years ago, you were—”

			“Yes. I was living outside a village. You found me while I was sleeping and you said…you—you told me to leave or die.” Feeling as though more was owed to that past Laudna, who’d been less a girl than an animal pinned into a corner, she added, “I was very young then. And what you said wasn’t kind.”

			“Told you,” said Bella, finally deigning to be lowered to the ground, but only so she could impose herself between Laudna and the exemplar in an act of unexpected courage. She was small and damp and grubby, intimidating as an oversized kitten, but her hands were clenched into fists and her eyes were bright with challenge. “Evil.”

			“Principled,” said the exemplar, who, as it turned out, had only a finite patience for slander. To Laudna, she said in a voice less aggrieved, “No, it was not kind. I recognize how that may have frightened you, and I will forever be sorry for that. However, I had told the village I would rid them of what haunted the woods, and forgive me, but I will not be branded as faithless. The Lawbearer wouldn’t forgive me for my misuse of her favor.”

			“But she’d forgive you for terrorizing an innocent soul.”

			A corner of the exemplar’s mouth dragged upward, her expression chiding. Those stone-gray eyes remained cold and inviolate. What warmth the exemplar possessed had been snuffed out in the ages since she and Laudna had seen each other. Now the exemplar was no different from any holy relic: pure and utterly without a heart.

			“You’re not an innocent soul.”

			She wanted very badly to ask the exemplar for her definition of innocence, or better yet, what she saw as sin. Because it didn’t seem fair to Laudna that she had to carry both her murderer and the weight of Delilah’s transgressions. If proximity to the proverbial devil was all it took to condemn her, what was the point?

			“I was once,” Laudna said anyway, unable to help herself, anger feathering through her voice. “And I acknowledge that there may be something in me that is monstrous, but I don’t see why I have to pay for what she has done.”

			“Because you serve as its vessel.”

			“By that logic, swords,” said Laudna, eyes flicking to the exemplar’s weapon, “should be put on trial with their wielders. Doesn’t make much sense, does it? Not when you put actual thought to it.”

			“If the sword can speak and the sword can reason, and the sword can choose to walk into the river and drown itself instead of committing murder, it’s complicit in the crimes of its wielder. Under those circumstances, I would put the sword on trial, yes,” said the exemplar, expression unyielding as steel at first, but then it gentled. “I’m aware it doesn’t always make sense, but such is the Lawbearer’s word, and she is foremost in my heart, and she always will be.”

			(“I’ve said it once and I’ll say it again. These exemplars are useless bastards.”)

			“So many years ago, you were the kind of woman who’d go to her knees and tell a girl you were sorry that the world can be cruel,” said Laudna, resentful of how the exemplar had her and Delilah in agreement on something, even if it was just about the shittiness of holy warriors.

			“It has been a long time for those of us fortunate enough to age,” said the exemplar in a voice like ashes. There was a story in her dolorous tone, but Laudna refused to ask. A breeze whispered through the leaves. Laudna felt terribly ancient at that moment, and tired. Her heart was dust. Adrenaline could sustain someone for only so long, even if that someone had a slow-moving circulatory system. All Laudna wanted was to be anywhere else.

			“So I’m learning,” Laudna intoned, sinking to her knees and setting a hand atop Bella’s shoulder; the girl spun around immediately on impact, expression fierce. Bella’s affections obeyed a hierarchy, Laudna was realizing: Sybil stood eternally at the summit, but impossibly it felt like Laudna haunted one of the upper rungs, and the girl would wage war for her so long as her sister wasn’t being compromised. Again, Laudna felt that tectonic shifting in her, a catastrophic amount of love trying to find some place to put itself, and briefly she envied the Laudna who’d been desperate for anyone to care; lonely as she was, she at least did not yet have firsthand experience of how many times a heart could break. “Darling, I think this is where we part ways.”

			“But you said—”

			“I said we should get you home,” said Laudna. “And I think the exemplar here may be the best one to do it. People tend to be very helpful when they see the armor.”

			“I don’t want you to go.” And just like that, whatever self-possession she had was gone; Bella was any other eleven-year-old facing the prospect of loss. Her face scrunched with the effort of keeping herself from tears. When she spoke again, it was in a whimper. “I didn’t say you could leave.”

			“You told me you wanted me to go away.”

			“I—”

			The exemplar averted her gaze, as though embarrassed by the tableau.

			“And you were right to do so. There is something terrible inside my head with me, something truly monstrous. Until I can be sure it won’t be a danger to anyone, it’s best I keep my distance,” said Laudna.

			“Will you forget me?”

			“Not in a thousand years,” said Laudna very gently. “You are and always will be my very first friend.”

			“What about Pâté?” asked Bella, and if her laugh sounded more like a sob, neither of the adults in attendance commented.

			“Pâté is very all right about sharing the title,” said Laudna, fingers skimming over the piteous mop of wet fur that the rat had become. “At any rate, you’re still my first human friend.”

			The distinction seemed to satiate Bella’s more persnickety instincts, but doing so left the girl undone; she nodded vigorously at Laudna’s words, knuckling at her eyes. Outmaneuvered, she sunk into a timid silence, eyes downcast, jaw set. Laudna kissed her brow, stood again. She waited until the exemplar met her eyes before she said, “Take care of her.”

			“Like she was my own flesh and blood,” said the exemplar. If anyone else said those words, Laudna might have called them pretentious. But there was a lordliness to the woman in that moment, a terrible dignity that suggested she’d bleed herself dry and cut the meat from her belly before she let anything happen to Bella. The exemplar went down on one knee then, readjusting her grip on her sword. The woman was every inch a knight from the oldest stories, from posture to beatific expression, from her gleaming armor to the beveled shine of her weapon. She gazed at Bella with rapt devotion, and Laudna’s heart might have stayed broken forever if Bella had flung herself into the exemplar’s arms, but instead the girl marched scowlingly up to the woman and, with beautiful precision, kicked her in the knee.

			Laudna decided there was something to the stoicism of zealotry as the exemplar unbent from the ground without a change in expression, a hand offered to Bella, who took it only after a long moment of consideration.

			Neither looked back.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Letting go was simpler than she thought it would be. At first, Laudna thought she would steal away in the middle of the night, with Catha no more than a fingernail sliver of bone and her bloody twin a speck in the sky. It seemed appropriate, even wise. It would allow her too to memorize the city in its stillness: the battlements, the silhouettes of the buildings like the familiar shape of a friend’s shadow. No need to wonder if anyone would come to see her go, to sigh in relief, or to stop her and say, Don’t leave.

			But for all her scheming and myriad fears, in the end, Laudna took her leave of Kymal in the plain hours of an afternoon several days after Bella’s rescue, and no one paid any attention to the cowled figure walking through a swirl of new arrivals, or the fact she wept ink onto cheeks too pale and transparent to belong to a living thing.

			“It’s better this way, darling,” Delilah assured her when the sounds of the city had died down into someone else’s dream. “You’re safer like this.”

			“Don’t.”

			The word, spoken calmly and with the crispness of a bone snapped in half, belied the enormity of the rage that woke in her at Delilah’s cloying tone. She’d thought there was nothing left in her to burn, that she was done being angry, being anything but numb. Evidently, she was wrong. A fury of words stuttered in her chest, leaving her choking on them. It took her several more minutes before she could snarl:

			“After everything you’ve done, do you truly think I’d want to listen to you?”

			“I was merely making an observation,” said Delilah impassively.

			“I should have let us drown.”

			“But you didn’t,” said Delilah as Laudna began climbing up a wooded hill, the flat plains transforming to birch and white aspen. It was still early enough in the year that there were unfurled leaves, yellow-green buds like eyes blinking from the branches. “I don’t think you could have, anyway. The hound—”

			“I remember your hounds, Delilah,” said Laudna fiercely, thinking again of the water and that red-eyed stare, the beast with its serried rows of teeth. “I’m sure everyone who ever lived in Whitestone will remember those undead horrors to their graves. I don’t know why you thought I needed to see another one there in the abyss. It’s not funny.”

			“That wasn’t one of mine,” said Delilah.

			“Then who the—” The rest of her words emptied into a sigh. She’d met someone with eyes like the wolf’s: umber until the light hit them just so, and then they were wine-dark, wine-red, the black of blood in the deepest night. “They didn’t need me. They had each other.”

			“Who are you talking about?”

			Laudna ignored the question, slowing in her aimless march, the summit of the hill still far from reach.

			“You could have let me stay dead, Delilah.”

			“Much as I’d like to claim credit for your resurrection, that wasn’t my doing either,” said Delilah. “But it was a good thing that happened. Otherwise, I’d have been left—”

			“No, no. That wasn’t a good thing that happened. You, me, none of it was good. None of it was right. We should both be feeding the forest right now, safe in its soil. We—we are abominations. How do you not understand that?”

			The rage was curdling into hate. Laudna was shocked by its presence, more so than she was by the initial wave of anger. She was astonished by her capacity for hate, by the bottomlessness of the emotion. She’d resented things before, yes, had taken umbrage at petty discomforts, had thought cruel things about that goddamned exemplar, but she had never hated a person, never to this degree. Her blood seemed almost honeyed with the emotion; it clogged her veins, her heart. Laudna was choking on it, hardly able to breathe around her loathing.

			“Oh, I know it,” said Delilah blandly. “I’ve known myself as a monster for longer than you’ve been alive. But you know what the difference between us is? I’m not wallowing in self-pity.”

			“Fuck you,” said Laudna. It didn’t seem remotely adequate as an opening sally, but it was a start, and anyway, Laudna planned to spend every day of her existence coming up with new invectives.

			“We are what we are. The only thing we can do is make the best of our circumstances.”

			“The best of our circumstances?” The words shrieked out of her, frightening some black-feathered bird from its perch in the meager canopy. “Are you kidding me?”

			“Yes. You and I are bound together whether we like it or not. If I had a choice, I’d have preferred someone less uncouth as a vessel, but here we are.” Her voice turned sharp. “Being tethered to a madwoman for ages wasn’t exactly fun for me, you know?”

			“You fucking killed me, Delilah,” said Laudna, who’d have given everything in that moment to clasp her hands around the white stem of the woman’s neck and squeeze. “I’m sorry, but I’m not seeing anything about your situation to be sympathetic about.”

			“You have to stop harping on that,” said Delilah with repellent dignity, the barest shadow of contempt darkening her velvet voice. “I can’t change what happened. We can only move forward. And honestly, Laudna, it was forever ago. That was a different life. We’ve become different people.”

			“I’ve certainly become a dead person.” Laudna clapped a hand over her mouth. The fact Delilah would try to downplay Laudna’s murder, to reframe it as a negligible misdemeanor like a stubbed toe or a sharp word, something that should have been forgiven long ago if not for Laudna’s apparent penchant for trite grudges, was absolutely farcical. Laudna desperately wanted to laugh because the alternative was to scream until her throat was a bloodied ruin, but she had a terrible feeling that if she started, she would never stop.

			Delilah carried on without commenting on Laudna’s interjection, voice smooth and well bred. A sick rush of shame eddied through Laudna as a memory surfaced, unbidden and unwanted: Once, she’d have done anything to be like Delilah, to have her poise and her practiced graces, her armament of glittering smiles.

			“It’s been years. Practically a lifetime to think and repent for what we’ve done. We’ve protected each other. We’ve grieved each other’s losses. You’ve seen who I am on the inside. You bore witness to my grief for Sylas.”

			Laudna’s head swam. Sylas, she thought with something like despair. It was a name Laudna’s subconscious had tried to bury deeper than every other secret, so deep that even the revelation of Delilah’s identity did not unearth it. But none of it mattered as the name tolled through her head, every memory she’d hidden crawling up to meet the air: Sylas, smiling as he stood over Laudna’s dead father, having just peeled the skin away. Sylas, with his arm draped over Delilah’s shoulders as the guards beat Matilda to death, looking as untroubled as a man at a dinner with his peers. Laudna’s gorge rose. It had indeed been many years, but it could have been millennia and she would still mean every one of the words that dripped out of her mouth:

			“Wherever he is right now, I hope he’s screaming.”

			“No need to be uncouth,” said Delilah reproachfully. “I understand that you might be feeling slightly maudlin, but you needn’t be so unkind about Sylas. He hasn’t done anything to deserve it.”

			No part of Laudna expected what came next. The anger vanished, replaced instead by a wave of pity. There was something clarifying about its presence, like it was a corrective lens through which Laudna could finally see the situation for what it was, even if she couldn’t forgive Delilah; she could not see herself ever forgiving Delilah. But the other dead woman was as damaged as she was, coddling the story she’d told herself of an impenetrable love, a love she had held on to even after it died and began to fester because the alternative was admitting it wasn’t enough, that it was as mortal and fragile as everything else. Laudna’s broken heart would splinter more for her if Delilah hadn’t cost her everything.

			And she said, in a voice more adult than she’d ever thought she had capacity for, with a terrible, tired kindness, “Neither did I.”

			Delilah did not answer, and Laudna asked nothing further.
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			Her first few weeks in the Verdant Expanse were disorienting. The endless, eternal green left her unmoored and uneasy. Everything was blooming. Everything was growing all at once and out of season: Fruit gleamed on every branch and bough, and the air was almost oily with the scent of flowers. The sky remained the slate gray of early spring. It rained lightly but without pause, leaving water pearling on every leaf, giving an eerie luster to the woods. Laudna stumbled through all of it in a mild stupor, relieved somehow to be alone. She missed Kymal. She missed the bustle, the sense of connectedness that came from being in the presence of thousands of others. She missed Bella mostly, more than she could ever miss the wild dream of Sybil’s wine-dark eyes looking at her and seeing her as something precious. But as much as she missed those things, Laudna was glad. Alone like this, she couldn’t hurt anyone again.

			If there was anything else in the woods with her, it kept its distance. Laudna saw nothing but the odd fox and bear, an occasional yellow-eyed wolf. And birds, of course, a thunder of wings overhead. They murmured to one another in the evenings as though attempting to deliberate on what to do with Laudna, who listened with a vague hope they’d have an answer to share.

			Another month passed, then a second. By the twelfth empty week, Laudna was beginning to think she could stay here and wait until the moss claimed her as its own. There were, she discovered, no small number of strange edifices throughout the forest: some like buildings forgotten by time, some more sinister, like camps that had woken up to find themselves coffined in vines. Laudna found one that was only mostly taken over by the forest, and she sheltered in it. The fourth day she was there, she woke to a pack of camping supplies left without a note.

			“Elves,” said Delilah conversationally, as though there had not been three months of silence and a hell of a lot of hard feelings in between. “They’re such a strange lot. One day, it’s all about murdering what doesn’t look like them, and the next, they’re tending to strays.”

			“Fuck you,” said Laudna through a mouthful of mushroom jerky.

			She felt Delilah shift in her head, an impression of skirts being smoothed down.

			“It’s going to be a very boring life for the both of us if you insist on only swearing at me.”

			“I can live with boring if it means you suffering,” said Laudna venomously.

			“I’m sure,” said Delilah. Summer had finally come, bringing with it a sense of normalcy. In the languorous heat of the season, the air as warm and wet as the inside of a mouth, the unnatural proliferation of green could almost pass for normal. The forest shivered with cicada song. “But I am here with a proposition.”

			“Whatever you’re selling, I’m not buying,” said Laudna, recalling how Miriam had stood in defiance of the exemplar, armored in nothing but spite.

			“I’m not.” Delilah swallowed around a rising note of ire. “I’m not selling anything, I promise. All I ask is you listen. You don’t have to say yes.”

			“Will you put yourself in a stone so I can drown you in a lake?”

			“No.”

			“Then fuck off.”
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			Without Delilah urging her forward, Laudna had no direction. All she knew was that she needed to be away, that she had to walk until Kymal was distant enough to be a fiction in the mouths of whomever she met. Laudna knew there’d be only so far she could walk before the ocean presented itself as a new obstacle—or perhaps, as a solution. There was a certain poeticism to the idea of putting Tal’Dorei behind her and starting again on a different continent.

			Laudna kept walking.

			The forest deliquesced into marshland as the first true portents of autumn showed themselves: a loss of light, a gilding of the foliage, mornings cold enough for Laudna to wake with her breath fogging white and frost jeweling every blade of grass. Thankfully, there were paths through the Gladepools for Laudna to take, lonely as they now were with the waters slowly freezing over. Periodically, from a distance, she would see the occasional fisherman braving the chill for their catch. Once, then twice, Laudna saw something reach from the water and pull them in, their bodies sinking like stones. The third time it happened, Laudna said aloud in an even voice, “I will consider listening to what you have to say if you get me to a port.”

			Delilah had the grace to provide directions without accessorizing them with comments. She led them back north, circling past the Daggerbay Mountains, which she informed Laudna were lousy with cyclops. Then farther still, until Laudna could see an endlessness of blue ocean.

			“Are you willing to hear what I have to say?” asked Delilah softly, a year after they’d begun their escape from Kymal.

			Laudna did not answer, and Delilah asked nothing further.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			It was easy enough to stow away in one of the many ships that thronged the canals of the Ozmit Waterways. There were hundreds of them: skiffs carrying fishermen and their baskets of inventory, elegant brigantines, galleons with sails so broad they eclipsed the sun. Laudna had never seen so many people in one place. If those early days in Kymal had made her want to run, the Port of Emon immobilized her. The very first day she arrived, she simply stood on a bluff overlooking the inlet, marveling at the sheer amount of life on display. And this was just the port. Emon itself stood like an impossible dream, inviting exploration, and a wanton part of Laudna thought perhaps this was far enough. If she lost herself in Emon, that would count as going away, wouldn’t it?

			“I have fond memories of this city,” said Delilah. “Sylas and I—”

			Any desire Laudna might have had to explore Emon was immediately euthanized by Delilah’s reminiscing. She’d become saccharine over the last year or so. Gone were the pointed observations. Gone were her critiques, corrections. In their place was a softer version of Delilah, prone to sentimentality. She spoke rarely of Sylas by name, but every memory she brought up involved him in some tender fashion: If Laudna had not been victimized by the Briarwoods, had not seen how their predations affected Whitestone, she might have thought them like any other married couple.

			Laudna spent three days observing the movements of the ships and the sailors, the dockworkers and the well-dressed administrators who began each day in officious white robes and ended them with their uniforms brown-mottled, dove gray. On the night of the fourth, she stole into the belly of a brigantine with sails like the sunset, a pale lemony shade at the very tops gradating to the richest vermilion at their bases. Laudna had seen a crew of tawny-skinned sailors laughingly unload carved sandalwood chests and casks of some bright golden powder the night before, and decided there was something to the shine of their smiles that she liked.

			While it would have been wisest if she had elected to hide herself in the deepest levels of the ship, Laudna couldn’t bear the thought of not seeing the ocean. So, she chose a precarious hiding spot in the cargo hold, behind several crates draped in rope nets, and in view of a porthole.

			“They won’t find you,” said Delilah, a maternal lilt to her voice. “I’ll make sure of it.”

			Delilah had said time and time again she wasn’t selling anything, but Laudna wondered now what Delilah was attempting to purchase with these small, unexpected kindnesses. Still, she didn’t complain as the shadows grew thick and cold, lengthening into something like a warning. Laudna did not sleep that night. She waited instead with a shoulder against the curved wall as the sun climbed from wherever it was drowsing, staining the ocean gold. The water reminded her of leadlight, of the temples she’d seen but never entered, as the morning prismed across the glass-like surface of the waves. Unexpectedly, Laudna thought of the exemplar that night at the halfway house, walking from sickbed to sickbed, and what holiness meant.

			Laudna sat there, suspended in morning light and silence, as the ship unhitched from its anchors and set sail. From above came the sound of voices joining in a shanty, some verses in a language Laudna recognized, others in a liquid, rolling tongue she did not. Laughter and roared directions followed as the crew prepared for the voyage. This became the rhythm for the next few weeks. Laudna rarely saw any visitors to the cargo hold outside of the occasional rat and the ship’s sleek cat—she was golden-maned and yellow-eyed with a crooked tail, had the manner of an exiled lord, and prowled unerringly after every rodent—for which she was desperately glad. Belatedly, Laudna realized she had no plan for if she were chased off a ship.

			Luck, however, was on her side. Not only was the crew disinterested in her hidey-hole, it was relatively lax with its security measures, and Laudna developed a practice of slinking to the mess in the latest hours of the night, purloining what food remained—it was almost always something fragrant with spice—and after the first week at sea, cleaning the dishes with a great and dutiful secrecy. It was an adequate life, better in some ways than the one Laudna had been leading. She had to worry about neither shelter nor weather, and there always seemed to be something for her to eat.

			But even for Laudna, there were only so many days of unchanging routine she could take.

			“Have you ever been to Marquet?” asked Laudna one gray evening, boredom having whittled her resentment for Delilah.

			“A long, long time ago. Sy—” Sylas had become impermissible territory, something to be treaded around and never invoked by name. “It was when the fever was still something we thought would pass. I’d lost my ring, and he had heard stories of a jeweler in Ank’Harel who could do miracles with eluvian crystal. We didn’t find him, but we made plans to come back. It never happened, of course.”

			“What do you think would have happened had he not fallen ill? Would you—” Laudna swallowed, realizing she wasn’t sure if she wanted an answer to the question.

			“Would we have gone to Whitestone?” said Delilah, soft as a stable hand with a bridle and a skittish mare. “Or are you asking if we’d have become monsters?”

			Laudna shrugged, hands netted around a knee, the other leg stretched long. This was ordinarily the time of night when some of the sailors took to their evening prayers, but the looming storm had them busy elsewhere. The air tasted of salt and ozone. Through the porthole, Laudna could see the storm ripple toward them, almost silver, almost itself a living thing. “Whichever question you’d like to answer.”

			“I think we would have found ourselves going down the same road. He and I, we—we had no one but each other, you understand. When you’re alone like that, when you know the world is arrayed against you, it breaks your heart and puts the pieces back together as a weapon.” Delilah let go of a small, precise sigh. “If the world had been gentler to us, perhaps it might have been different. For what it’s worth, I admire that you held on to your integrity despite everything that happened to you.”

			“Despite you happening to me, you mean,” said Laudna, aware she was being churlish but unable to help herself.

			“Despite me happening to you? Despite—I understand that we had our differences,” said Delilah in a tone that made Laudna wonder again if the pain of drowning was worth the pleasure of seeing her murderess suffer in tandem. “But I certainly wouldn’t describe it like that. Without me, you’d not have your new powers.”

			“Without you,” Laudna said flatly, “I wouldn’t be dead.”

			Delilah was unfazed.

			“True,” said the dead woman. “But the circumstances are such that we are all that we possess now. We might as well make the best of the best. Which is why I have a proposition for you.”

			Though she was still the woman who’d chosen Laudna for a slaughter—who had stood and watched and breezily told her guards to be careful with the face as they beat Laudna until there wasn’t a girl left, only bruises and broken bones; who had hung her on the Sun Tree, all to spite a woman Laudna did not know and most assuredly would never meet—Laudna couldn’t deny there was a certain honesty in Delilah’s words, something clear and merciless, like glass or a scream or the first morning of an unwanted resurrection. If Delilah had phrased it as a demand, Laudna would have shut her out forever. But because she had not, had offered her an actual choice instead, Laudna found herself guardedly curious, gentling against her will.

			“What proposition?” said Laudna.

			Without any change in tone, Delilah said, “I wish to revise the terms of our pact.”

			“Pact?” asked Laudna, horrified by the word alone, the thought she had made a covenant with Delilah, in part because she did not remember ever being party to such a thing. “What pact?”

			“It happened,” said Delilah lightly, like this wasn’t anything more than a promise made between two girls in their childhood. The tempest struck the ship like a hammer, and Laudna reeled from the porthole, swaying. “When we were both still very new to being conscious again, and we were both in desperate need. We agreed we’d be there for one another.”

			Had she agreed? Did it even count if she had? Laudna recalled those first few months as a delirium of movement, needled green light through the leaves, a scent of woodsmoke, cold shadows and the colder dark of the narrow tunnels that smelled of nothing but time and mouse droppings. She hadn’t been a person then. She’d been just instinct, a desperate urge to live.

			“Yes, and that’s why I’d like to revise the terms.”

			“What if I don’t want to be part of a pact?”

			“Then we annul it and I dissipate.”

			“Dissipate?” Laudna said, brow rucking. The world gyred as the storm batted at the ship like it was some broken-winged bird too amusing yet to eat. What little of the world she could see through the porthole was obfuscated by gray, and the rain clawed at the glass, searching for a way in.

			“I won’t die. At least, I think not. But you anchor me to this plane; you are a light, a window, a way through which I can see the world.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me all this before?”

			“You didn’t ask.” Continuing this unprecedented display of forthrightness, Delilah added, “And because I was concerned it’d provide you with ammunition against me.”

			“Fair,” said Laudna, because it was.

			She knew that the imminent prospect of unfettering herself should thrill her. It had been all she wanted, after all, all she coveted for years. In effect, Delilah had walked herself to the gallows and tied a noose around her own neck. All Laudna needed to do now was kick away the chair. Doing so wouldn’t reverse what had happened to her, but it was a privilege rarely afforded to murdered women and almost never provided by said women’s killers. Laudna felt almost obligated to cut ties and let Delilah’s spirit unravel, howling, into the ether. The decision should have been as easy as breath. Yet for some reason, she found the thought utterly repellent.

			“So, I wanted to give you a choice now,” said Delilah, laying down the word choice like a votive. “To decide if this is what you want. And if so, what you need from the pact for it to feel like a fair partnership.”

			“I want nothing you can give, Delilah,” said Laudna, thinking of all the things she did want: her father restored, her mother rescued, all of her lost years poured back into time’s cup, her life pieced together from the wreckage of death.

			“What about power?”

			“I already have that,” said Laudna, thinking of the water and the wolf.

			“What if I took the pain away from you? What if I held on to the worst of your memories? What if I could make it hurt less to live?”

			Laudna barked out a hideous laugh. “You want me to forget what you’ve done? Why? Why did you think I’d ever give you the chance to manipulate me again?”

			“Because there wouldn’t be an opportunity for me to manipulate you even if I wanted to, and I don’t, I swear,” said Delilah. “You know who I am now, and I will never take that knowledge away from you. All I’m asking is to be of service to you: to hold your pain in my arms, to hold the memories that make you wake screaming. I’m not locking them away. You’ll know they’re there. I promise.”

			“Swear this,” said Laudna, who might not have said anything of this had she not been unutterably exhausted from carrying those years of pain on her back, and if it wasn’t human nature to cling to what you knew even if you knew it was bad for you. She swallowed hard, trying to force the doubt back into her belly. “Swear that’s all.”

			“I swear on the laws that bind such pacts and the pact that binds me to you.”

			“And swear to me,” said Laudna, “there’ll be none of this ‘I withhold my magic from you’—”

			“I don’t sound like that.”

			“—business. You’ll teach me what I need to know. If we’re going to be equal partners”—what a strange title to give one’s own killer—“there’ll need to be give and take. So, you’ll give me what you know.”

			“And what do I get in return?”

			“Swear it, Delilah.”

			“I swear,” intoned Delilah, “that I will teach you what I know and that I will hold your memories for you. That as your protector, I will keep you safe from harm.”

			“And you’ll respect my autonomy and never ever try to pull a fast one on me again. No manipulation, ever.”

			“Of course.”

			“I accept,” said Laudna. Was that enough? Had she accounted for all the clauses, all the ways Delilah might subvert the agreement? Was of course the same as I swear? Surely, magic didn’t care about the interjection. After all, it was all pinioned to the end of that original vow.

			Has all of this been too easy? As her thoughts churned, Laudna felt then a velveting of her insides, a sensation of something warm and heavy felting each coil of her intestines, wrapping around her heart, burrowing up through her throat, blossoming over her skin like mold. She could feel too how the magic had woven itself to Delilah, see the tether between them, and she might have been afraid if not for the memory of the fight with the dryad and her own unadulterated power. Laudna didn’t need Delilah. She could survive without her. She was sure of this. But Delilah had so much to teach and Laudna an entire universe to learn. It would be all right. Delilah said nothing more after that, although her satisfaction draped around Laudna like a drowsing animal, and slowly, sleep came for Laudna, dragging her under, and she dreamt that night, as she did for the rest of the voyage, of something laughing at her in the dark.

		

	
		
			Epilogue

			When Laudna arrived at Shammel, she thought again about staying, only to be awoken in the middle of the night by a copper-eyed woman who had no shadow. Like the exemplar, she had given Laudna an ultimatum: leave or die. Unlike the girl who’d awoken with a sword resting against the tendons of her throat, who’d begged to stay because all she wanted was to be good, Laudna had left without argument, only a bubbling laugh. Skeptical as Laudna had been in the beginning, Delilah had kept true to the terms of their pact. There was a new distance between Laudna and her memories, as though they lay at the bottom of a clear lake. She could reach through if she wanted, pick them up for examination, feel herself bleed again from the pain, which Laudna sometimes did when she was feeling particularly wretched. More often than not, it was the memory of Bella screaming at her, denouncing her as a monster.

			As the weeks passed, Laudna visited those memories less, satisfied to examine them from afar with an archaeological curiosity, but even those habits faded: A hand could be held over a fire only so many times before it developed a reflexive aversion. In penance for her own cowardice, Laudna began to walk toward Ank’Harel, the growing heat of the desert an unexpected and vicious pleasure. Between the Verdant Expanse and the months at sea, the dryad and drowning in the water, Laudna had had her fill of dampness: Being dry was a precious novelty.

			“You say this now, but the Rumedam will change your mind,” said Delilah, not unfondly.

			But it did not. Laudna walked her way across the length of the desert, first to Ank’Harel in pursuit of a jeweler who was nowhere to be seen. Even rumors of his existence seemed to have been swallowed up by the brilliant sun. Laudna spent a week within its walls, dazzled by the performances in the Opalite Forum and its many events, holy and not. She might have lingered longer if a representative from the Cobalt Soul hadn’t singled her out after a grand play—a love story about an emperor’s wife and her husband’s favorite consort, one that thankfully ended in joy rather than tragedy—for a probing conversation about her physiological nature. He had been mild-mannered, mild in appearance, with little steel-rimmed glasses and thinning hair, mild in every way save for his eyes, which seemed to look through the world like it was cheap cheesecloth, straight through to whatever was hidden beneath. He’d regarded Laudna with a desperate academic interest.

			“I swear,” he said, taking three steps for each of Laudna’s own. “I am not looking to proposition you or anything. I just had a few questions—”

			“I don’t want to talk about being dead,” said Laudna, turning a corner and plunging into an alley. The narrow street opened into a jewel box of canopied stalls, the awnings every color ever given name. It was utterly chaotic, and Laudna loved it on sight.

			“All right, that’s fair,” said the man as they passed vendors selling spices by the cup and peddling clockwork toys, food carts filled with dishes Laudna had never heard of, and more besides: a veritable kaleidoscope of wares she would have been happy to explore for the rest of her life. “I wouldn’t like talking about being dead either, I suppose. Sorry, was that insensitive?”

			She might have said yes had he seemed less goddamned earnest, but the man spoke so sincerely, Laudna slowed to face him. “Then what do you want to know?”

			“Like many of the undead, I assume you’re functionally immortal, yes?”

			“Yes,” said Laudna after some thought.

			“And unless beset by priests,” said the man, his phrasing such that it surprised a titter from Laudna, “you most likely will endure for centuries to come, correct?”

			“Unfortunately.”

			The man nodded. Between the first question and the next, he’d somehow materialized a battered journal and was writing avidly into its teeth-yellow pages.

			“Yes, well—Excuse me, sorry,” he said politely, barely dodging a collision with two veiled women. The pair gleamed with citrines and topazes, their eyes lined with shimmering gold paint. “Where was I? My question is probably a silly one, but I wanted to know, how do you find the motivation to continue through the ages? Is it your vocation that propels you? A duty to a country or a god? Family? What keeps the decades from becoming banal? I suppose you might be very young for your kind, so this question might be moot. Apologies if so. Although if you’ve only started on this journey, let me revise my question—”

			Laudna excused herself then, promising she’d return the next day. That night, she walked into the sands.

			She did not stop walking for another ten years.
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			After the Rumedam Desert, the flowers were an astonishment: an ocean of palest pink, nodding in the breeze as if extending a welcome. The grasslands were wild with them. What wasn’t meadow was these blossoms, stretching as far as the eye could see, the air redolent with their perfume and the smell of green life. It almost frightened Laudna, who’d become accustomed to the emptiness of the desert. She was certain there was some protocol, some way to address such beauty, but if there were, her thoughts were dry of anything but a faint shame at her own uncivilized state. So Laudna stood, frozen, and the flowers waited, patient.

			An hour passed. Laudna realized with a sickly certainty that there was nothing in the world that would be able to convince her to turn around and leave. For all the lessons she’d learned and for all the work she’d done to carve anything like sentiment from her chest, Laudna would not go from this place of her own volition. Here, sang every cell and every nerve in her desiccated frame. Here was where they’d stop. Not because of exhaustion. Not even because she’d walked for so long that her shoes had worn to nothing and her feet were mostly scarred tissue, both burnt and bled by the sand. But because she wanted to wear these flowers, so decadent with petals, in her black hair. To lounge under the trees of this place. To exist until death came to recover its truant charge and her body could feed the ground at last.

			“People so often misunderstand the idea of home,” whispered Delilah into her ear. “They think it is passive, a thing to be chosen. Sometimes, it is the reverse. A person or a place that calls, and you can’t help but answer.”

			Laudna lapped a useless tongue over cracked lips. Her time in the Rumedam had all but mummified her: She was practically leather at this point. She blinked the sand from her lashes, staring out at the flowers. Had she any moisture left in her, she might have laughed at the idea of being called home to a place, never mind a person. But the breeze filled the air again with the scent of those flowers, pink and soft as memory, and Laudna thought the flowers smelled like hope. Maybe this time she’d be allowed to stay a little longer.

			A town lounged in the distance, bracketed by a wealth of farmland more fertile than Laudna had seen in years. Somewhere, a cow lowed and was answered by another, and something in Laudna thawed slightly, reluctantly, then came apart with the suddenness of a building staving into itself. She thought of the half-orc and her flock and that perfect year in the lonely woods. Laudna had once wanted adventure, admiration. Fine dresses. Lords and ladies to befriend. A world that looked at her with welcome in its gaze. Maybe peace was the most she could settle for, and maybe she’d find it here. Whatever defense Laudna had against the thought of staying, of stopping, crumbled entirely. Blinking in the aftermath, her heart reduced to a smoking ruin of want, Laudna whispered to Delilah, her voice raw:

			“Yes.”

			Laudna prowled upward toward that distant town, avoiding the paved road that wound through its heart. It thronged with too many caravans, too many well-armored men on hungry geldings, too many well-armed women scarred with a history book’s worth of fights, and even more people of amorphic gender, striding along beside wagons and palanquins veiled like brides. Those travelers rarely seemed to stay for long, lingering for only a few nights before they followed the road onward, but there were enough of them that Laudna kept away despite a faint, persistent longing to see if there was life for her hiding behind the town’s walls.

			A little wiser than she had been before, Laudna took instead to a dilapidated farmhouse far from the town itself. It had been left alone for so long, the building was sunken almost entirely into a pool of those pink flowers. There’d been an orchard here too, but the trees were overgrown with vines, which also trellised over the roof of the farmhouse. The entirety of it was a sorry sight, but Laudna still had a soft spot for broken things. Standing under its arched shadow, Laudna placed fists on her hips and said aloud, “We can make this work,” and the farmhouse creaked in the wind.

			So she set to work. At first, Laudna had assumed that her renovations would be hampered by a lack of tools. The desert had necessitated the removal of anything that wasn’t essential. But under Delilah’s wordless guidance, she coaxed the shadows to function in lieu of tools, prying apart rotten boards, carving new replacements. The vines, Laudna elected to keep as camouflage and because of how the light shone dappled and green through their leaves.

			Laudna might have had the life she wanted—a slow, wasting peace in the flowers—were it not for her longing for better, for the small luxuries that most would never think of as lavish: bedding to sleep on; candles by which to work, for, while Laudna had no problem functioning in absolute darkness, she needed light by which to read, to stitch little effigies of nothing in particular; ribbons for her hair and Pâté’s collar. Broken as her heart was, she still wanted joy, and in pursuit of such, Laudna still wanted to create; the one constant she’d learned in these past few decades was that happiness faded. Sooner or later, someone would come to run Laudna out of whatever sanctuary she’d found.

			True enough, someone did come.

			Three weeks after Laudna began work on the farmhouse, she woke to find herself ringed with torchlight. Outside her window stood a procession of terrified faces, their fear augmented by a kind of rage, a fury at being invaded. There was no telling who’d snitched on her presence. Laudna had been careful. But it did not matter. It always ended the same.

			Except this time, it didn’t.

			A girl pushed her way through the mob, her hair a bright banner in the dimness. She strode up to Laudna and then turned to face the crowd again, arms outstretched as though she alone could hold back the tide of people.

			“No. Don’t you dare,” she said.

			She was so much smaller than Laudna, but her defiance made her seem twice as tall. From where Laudna stood, she could see a tracery of dark marks along her forearms, like she’d been struck repeatedly by lightning. Unexpectedly, she found herself wanting to run her fingers over the whorls scarred into the woman’s pale skin.

			“Move away,” snarled someone from that mass of bodies. “Your da’s not going to want you to get hurt.”

			“Harold, if I were you, I’d be more busy worrying about whether I’m going to tell your wife what you did last summer.”

			Laudna didn’t think it was possible to hear a man purple with rage, but that night was proving to be one of many firsts.

			“Honestly, it’s you folks who’ve got some problems,” said the girl. As she kept talking, Laudna felt the hairs along the back of her arms and the nape of her neck begin to rise. “I’m fine. You won’t be if you don’t back the hell off.”

			“Girl, you best start listenin’ to your elders,” said another voice, clearly intent on testing that warning.

			The crowd pressed forward. Laudna shrank back, wishing she’d left a window unbarred, but she’d been so hell-bent on reinforcing her solitude, she had not considered needing to keep it from becoming her tomb.

			“We can deal with them,” said Delilah. “I’ve taught you how.”

			Certainly, she could. But the question was whether she wanted to. More than anything, Laudna was tired. Decades of running from the hounds, from every person to look at her and think monster. Maybe it was time to finally complete what Delilah’s guards had begun and what the rope should have finished. That way there wouldn’t be any more running, no more wondering how long it’d take before she was chased away again.

			“I don’t mind,” said Laudna softly as she emerged through the front door, reaching for the girl’s shoulder.

			She didn’t seem to hear. Instead, to Laudna’s bewilderment, the purple-haired woman made shooing motions at the crowd, as though they were a flock of misbehaving geese rather than a hungry-eyed pack of imminent arsonists. The mob receded for a moment, but it didn’t last.

			“Girl, this is your last warning. If you don’t move, we’re going to make you move,” a woman bayed from the throng.

			“Yeah!”

			“That’s right.”

			“Move, girl!”

			Emboldened, the crowd began to jostle forward again. An axe-faced young man, his slicked-back blond hair already thinning before its time, peeled himself from the mass of bodies. He jabbed in Laudna’s direction with a pitchfork as he spoke to the girl. “Step aside. We’re just going to lock that thing in there and burn it down.”

			“She’s not a thing.”

			“No, I’m not,” said Laudna, who could not help herself. “I’m a Laudna.”

			The girl jolted a bewildered look behind her, seemingly aware for the first time that Laudna had placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. Freckles constellated a face that might have been lovely if it weren’t rictused with worry. Her eyes were astounding: a vivid amethyst only a shade darker than her hair.

			“We’re going to have to hold off on the courtesies until later.” She braved a smile that took the bottom out of Laudna’s world. “They—”

			Whatever else she might have said was swallowed by the noise of the crowd rearing forward. As the distance between them closed, the mob grew frenzied, faces scrubbed of all humanity. There was now only eagerness, and Laudna, who’d thought herself inured to their bloodthirst, discovered she was enraged. The unseen woman, the one who’d warned the girl to leave or be trampled, hadn’t been lying. It was clear they’d stomp her to a paste to get to Laudna. And after all this time, after so much grief, Laudna would be damned if she let that happen. She reached deep into herself, found Delilah waiting in the weft of her soul. Power unfurled through Laudna’s veins.

			But then the girl apologetically, gently, almost ashamedly gestured for Laudna to move back. Her smile melted into a look of focus as she closed her eyes. When she opened them again, they were entirely the color of chalk, no pupil or iris to be seen anywhere.

			No, Laudna corrected herself, retreating as the small hairs at the back of her neck prickled. Not chalk.

			Lightning.

			“I’m sorry. But you may wanna duck.”

			Seconds later, a lightning bolt cracked the world apart.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Her ears were still ringing as a hand found hers, pulling until she staggered onto her feet, until she began running. Laudna had never run like this before, trusting entirely in the small hand that held hers, in the distant underwater sound of her voice urging her to go, let’s go, come on, and the smell of flowers in the night air. The longer they ran, the more dislocated she felt from the exercise, a passenger within her own body, carried along without effort or thought and with only a faint concern she would never stop.

			Slowly, her vision began to return. The first thing Laudna saw was lavender hair streaming like a strange road, and Laudna decided then she could be content running forever so long as the path led back to the girl who’d saved her.
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			Hours later, miles after the farmhouse had been left behind, the two sat themselves on a grassy knoll. Blue-gold dawn broke over them, bringing with it the sound of songbirds stirring from their rest. To her dismay, Laudna found she could not meet her rescuer’s eyes, shy in a way she’d felt only once before.

			“You doin’ all right?”

			There’d been another girl in a city with kindly devilkin and old women who’d lie to a god’s chosen one for a stranger, and Laudna had felt that same, not entirely unpleasant embarrassment in her presence. But that was a long time ago, long enough she was beginning to forget what her laugh sounded like. Laudna glanced briefly in the girl’s direction before averting her gaze. She’d never been good with words, but the years in the desert had parched whatever little grace she had with them, so she kept staring in lieu of saying thank you or hello, her dead heart beating out a rhythm that sounded like please.

			Don’t leave, she thought. Please don’t leave.

			Please don’t make me leave.

			Laudna could survive a millennium of loneliness, but she wasn’t sure she could survive being told to leave again.

			Not by her.

			“What’s your name?” said the woman, her accent rural and honeyed.

			“Laudna.”

			A wind rustled through the knee-high grass, combing it flat, and the dawn made puddles of gold across the field. Laudna hunched deeper into her knees, patting at her hair so more of the lank strands would cover her face. Laudna resented how croaky she had sounded as she spoke her own name, how much rust had accrued in her voice after a decade of disuse. She resented not being able to say with any eloquence how grateful she was for the woman’s intervention, for her kindness, and for the fact she made Laudna think of entire fields of lavender in full bloom.

			“That’s”—the woman pinked under her freckles—“that’s very kind of you.”

			Laudna looked forward, startled enough to forget her shyness.

			“What?”

			Gently, the woman rapped two fingers against her right temple and smiled bitterly. At the same time, Laudna felt something brush against her thoughts, like a memory of feathers trailing over the back of her hand. “You’re not the only one that’s a little weird.”

			(“She can’t hear me, though,” said Delilah with considerable satisfaction.)

			“I’m—” Laudna dampened her lips. “Why’d you save me?”

			The woman thought on this for a moment.

			“Because it seemed the right thing to do,” she said with a chiming laugh, a sound still beautiful despite the gallows humor propelling it. “What? Should I have let them beat you to death?”

			“It’s happened before.”

			What humor there was in the woman’s face went to ash immediately. “I’m so sorry.”

			“It happened a long time ago,” said Laudna, tasting the words and the truth in them. A lifetime ago. Longer than the time she had spent alive, at least. “It doesn’t really matter anymore, does it? I’m here, and those days are not. Also, thank you.”

			“I’m still sorry,” said the woman, moving closer, near enough now to touch if Laudna could find the courage. “Also, you’re welcome.”

			“What’s your name?” asked Laudna, and it almost felt deliciously illicit to ask, to pretend the two of them were girls, glorious in their mundanity. She drifted her hand closer, an index finger raised to brush a knuckle on the woman’s hand.

			“Imogen.”

			Laudna folded the name away like a perfumed letter, like something precious and terribly fragile. Whatever happened next, she knew she would always have this memory, that it would remain pristine even if all others corroded. Even if she was still around a hundred years from now, Laudna would be able to recall, with perfect clarity, every freckle on Imogen’s face, and the lavender curls that hung just over her eyes. How she smelled of that flower Laudna had seen here and only here.

			“Pleased to meet you, Imogen,” said Laudna. “If there’s anything I can do—”

			“You’re already doing it,” said the woman so tenderly, Laudna thought her heart would break at its sweetness. “I’m—” Imogen swallowed air, straightened her back as if bracing for a blow. “I have this ability, you see? I can hear people’s thoughts. All the damned time. Whatever they’re thinking, I can hear it, and it’s—it gets loud.”

			“I’m sorry,” said Laudna, already revising that list she’d made of what she could and could not survive. Before, she had thought she would die if Imogen sent her away. Now that felt like a bearable prospect if it meant Imogen would have some peace of mind. Laudna moved to stand, face turned from Imogen. “I can go.”

			A hand stole around her elbow. “No, don’t. That’s not what I mean.”

			Laudna stopped, halfway to her feet, startled by the warmth of the woman’s fingers, how her palm felt against Laudna’s skin. For some reason, a blush was beginning to creep over her face. “No?”

			“Being around you, I—It’s quiet. Like sitting alone in the woods. Like being by myself on a good day,” said Imogen, seeming equally abashed, blinking very rapidly as she spoke. Laudna thought she saw a sheen of tears but discarded the notion a moment after. Nothing was allowed to make Imogen cry. Not while Laudna lived. “You don’t fill my head up with noise. You’re different.”

			“I don’t know what I did to give you that peace, but if you tell me, I promise I’ll keep doing it.” It was presumptuous. Laudna understood this but still she couldn’t help the words tumbling out of her. Even if she had the choice to stop them, she wasn’t sure she’d take the opportunity. Imogen grinned up at her through a pale fan of lilac lashes, and Laudna thought of what Delilah had said so many weeks ago, that home could be a person too.

			“You really want to know?”

			“Yes.” Looking at the other girl then, Laudna understood every version of her would have made that promise, especially if she knew Imogen would beam at her like that.

			“You sure?” There was a teasing note to the words. As Imogen waited for Laudna’s answer, she plucked one of those pink flowers from an adjacent bush before reaching over to gently tuck it behind Laudna’s ear.

			“I’m more sure of this than anything else in the world,” said Laudna, trying to memorize how Imogen’s hand had felt, the texture of her palm, her fingers. Just in case this, like every other good thing in her life, would be taken away.

			“Just be yourself. You don’t need to do anything else. I just want you here, that’s all. Next to me.” Imogen’s smile faltered. “If you want, anyway.”

			“Yes,” said Laudna softly, too quickly, and she flinched at her own earnestness. All those years with Delilah and still she’d learned nothing. But then Imogen’s smile grew into something incandescent as the midsummer sun. Warmed by its light, Laudna said in a louder voice, bolder, surer, the empty woods of her heart come alive again:

			“Yes. I’d like that very much.”
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