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​​​​ Prologue

I am a seamstress, I am. I spin and weave as
well. Been down here in the heart of the cold-water maze since
before you were born. Your mama too, I reckon.

Don't worry about my chains, dear. They're
ice-wrought and fire-blessed. No one could break through them,
though really, they're just for show. I wouldn't leave my workroom,
even if I could. I made my choice long, long ago.

Oh, I know all the tricks, my lady. How to
sew coins in the hems of curtains to make them hang true and to
hold all the good fortune in. I know the patterns a young couple
needs before the priests tie the red ribbons around their wrists to
bind them — how to make those knots so strong they'll never break,
long after the ribbon is gone. I'm the one who makes the bonnets
and blankets for their progeny, and skirts for their deathbeds with
cobwebs and lace.

Yes, I can make your golden shirt from mere
flax, with nary a seam or a hem. Fine, more than fine enough for a
prince who is soon to be king.

But there's a price.

Heavens no, I don't want your first born, or
even the prince. I'll take the runt of your litter, the odd one.
The one you won't really like anyway.

The prince will bless you, my lady, often.
And the births shall be easy, I promise you.

How badly do you want your prince? To be
queen, yourself, as well? Now, don't blush, I see it. You'll make a
fine leader someday.

There's always a price, my lady. Nothing is
free. Think of the prince you'll be getting.

You accept? And you'll pay? Then come closer,
please. I need just a drop of your blood, to bind the prince to
you, so he will see only you with that shirt. No other will turn
his head, as long as it's with you.

Very good. See? My golden needle is very
sharp. That didn't really hurt at all. Now, come back before the
crows waken, and your shirt will be waiting for you.

* * *

Ah, back I see. Yes, the shirt pleased the
prince, did it not? Lady, how did you expect me to make it if not
with magic? Without magic it wouldn't have been possible.

No, I don't want the babe you're carrying
now. His heart's too pure—he'd try to save me, unshackle me from my
workbench. Maybe he'd try to feed me more than three grains of rice
at a time, bring me something other than cold water to drink. No, I
don't want him. I want the runt. You'll know her when you meet
her.

No, no, no charge for fixing the sleeve. No
charge for any repairs, ever. You just bring the shirt back to
me.

Why would you think that I'd deliberately
make the seams weak? Do you doubt my craft? That's not it at all.
It's the magic that tears the cloth, seeking a way out. Magic's
never very good contained. Takes more than you know to set it along
a strict path.

Yes, you'll have to come back to me often.
Maybe once a year. But that isn't really that much of a price, now,
is it? The prince will never give up the shirt, or you. And isn't
that what you want?

* * *

You again. Has it really been a year? No,
three? My darling girl. And you're pregnant again. This one will be
fair enough to turn all the heads in the kingdom. As sweet as dew
on the petal of a rose.

No, I don't think it's getting colder down
here. Or warmer. Or lighter or darker. This workroom is eternal, it
never changes. Just the seamstress who pass through.

I'm old, dear, not eternal. There was a
seamstress who taught me, just as I'll teach your little one.

There, all fixed. The prince's love
reaffirmed. You alone are the heart of his life, as long as the
shirt remains in his possession.

You're welcome.

* * *

Interesting rip this time. You weren't trying
to destroy the shirt, were you? You'll kill your prince if you do.
His blood, yours, and mind are all woven together.

You call me a monster? Me? I'm not deceiving
the man I love. I never tricked anyone into thinking I was more
than I was. I don't boast of my skills. I can sew. I can spin and
weave.

Why would I want this baby, who will be the
child of your heart? I am not a monster. Truly. There will be more
brats, and one you will despise.

Curse? You call it a curse to live above the
ground in a palace, waiting on hand and foot by dozens of my kind?
A curse to be held in adoration by the new king? A curse to be
blessed more than once with children of your heart?

Who can you bring besides your own flesh and
blood? I need an apprentice, my dear. Someone to keep the lands
stitched together. There must always be a court seamstress, and I
am old.

If you don't want to bring one of your brood,
you could always come yourself.

If no one comes, the entire kingdom
unravels.

Shhh, it's not so bad down here. There's the
sweet sting of the needle, the soothing coolness of the silk. The
beautiful things you'll create. There's no view of the mountains,
no sun or moon, true. Not even a priest to bring the blessings the
Ice or Fire. Just the cold stone of the workbench, the heavy
treadle of the spinning wheel, the constant clanking of my chains.
But I wouldn't leave, even if I was freed. I never would have.

I know my duty. As do you.

* * *

Ah, there she is, the one clutching your
skirt. See? She isn't even your youngest, but a middle child,
awkward and out of place. She never minds you, does she. She laughs
when she shouldn't, pinches her brothers — even when you're looking
— and pricks her own fingers to see herself bleed.

No, no, I don't want her now. She's too
young. She needs to know a bit more of the world before she gets
locked down here with me.

Don't give me those onion-wrought tears. You
may love her, yes, she's your own flesh and blood. But there's
relief as well, isn't there, at the thought of just having her
gone.

I have no idea what you'll say to the king.
Tell him she ran away — she's always been such a difficult girl,
right? Besides, it will be at least half true.

Come here, girl. I won't hurt you. Not yet.
This needle will guide you when it's your time. Here, give me a
pinch. See? Just an old woman, not made of stone.

Yes, she must come. Her, you, or another from
your brood. You could even trick the king into coming. It doesn't
matter to me. But someone must keep the kingdom together, the lands
stitched into one piece, and tend the seams forever more.

* * *

It's you. Yes, it's cold down here, but
you'll grown used to it. As well as the sound of the water
trickling through the maze, turning the channels with the tide,
changing the way.

The needle is yours now. See how it glows in
your hand? I will teach you how to sheath it in your skin, so it is
always a part of you. Yes, it will hurt. But there are things more
important than pain.

My, you're a quiet one. Your mother would
never stop talking, asking questions. But not you.

I have a question for you. Did you ever
explain yourself to the queen? That you pinched your brothers to
watch the sparks fly, or to see the swirl of dreams in each drop of
your blood? No?

It's all right. My daughter didn't tell me
either.

She went onto become queen when I
disappeared. You see, I was faced with the same choice as your
mother. But though the daughter the seamstress wanted was the most
awkward girl, how could I condemn her to this?

No, not just the chains. I've only needed
their strength once — you'll see yourself — when you first lay the
seams between the lands, and stitch the kingdom together. The urge
to follow every path with your feet is quite overwhelming. Only the
chains kept me sane.
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