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To anyone who has thought themself cruel for wanting more.


And, to my siblings. Like Eliot Lear, I would also lie, cheat, and steal for you.
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I have known the hunger of a predator and the unending fear of prey; I have lumbered through the world as a bear and have felt the very earth bend beneath me; I have slept within the confines of a mouse’s mind and experienced the shallow infinity of its thoughts. Yet the single creature which I will never understand is the very one which dwells at the heart of our nation: our women, and in particular, our silkwitches.


—Arnaud Moreau, of the Moreau Weaver line


I wish him nothing short of great love, for no other weapon can assure equitable agony.


—unknown Balmoorish general, speaking of his opponent
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CHAPTER ONE

It was his watch fob that drew me to him initially. There were plenty of good-looking men in Balmoore, even more clustered around our nation’s capital, the sea-battered Isle d’Eylau. But I made my living off picking out the rich.

The chain was discreet: thin, with links of a delicate rosy gold, the watch-bearing end disappearing into his waistcoat pocket. It wasn’t the only such accessory in the teatime crowd that packed the gilded lobby of the Diplomat, the cosmopolitan seaside hotel in which I currently found myself seated; it wasn’t even the only one at the bar. From where I sat, sipping from my porcelain coffee cup while the afternoon rain beat a litany outside, I could spot two more fobs of similar function. One, silver and as thick as my index finger, glinting on the torso of a bow-tied man who was staring at the woman a few barstools down with hungry eyes; the other, slipping between the fingers of the younger gentleman she was conversing with. Both accessories, I could tell, were expensive.

And yet, my gaze lingered on each of them for only a moment before drifting back to their less ostentatious sibling—the first chain I had noticed. Its owner, too, was hunched over the bar, the brim of his bowler hat pulled low over his eyes despite the interior setting, so that the majority of his features were lost to shadow. He was dressed for the day in a slim-cut morning coat and trousers, both in a slippery ebony shade, and the loose way he was sitting—slouched as if his muscles were nothing but liquid—told me that he was likely young, too. Judging by the fact that nearly every lady who passed him by would inexplicably pause as they crossed the lobby, hovering for a half second near him as if their hems had become stuck on an invisible nail, I also assumed he was handsome.

None of this—his implied attractiveness, the fact that he was clad in the latest fashions—was unordinary, necessarily. The Diplomat was the kind of place where posh and moneyed people gathered, in a city overrun with the posh and moneyed; even at this relatively early hour, the occupants of its lobby were there to see and be seen. No, what caught my attention about this particular guest was that when the other men shifted in their seats, their watch fobs glittered dully, reflecting the wan stormlight that spilled like pale ale across the entire grand room. But when the owner of the rosy gold watch fob moved, his chain . . . It burned.

It was Woven—there was no other explanation for the way the metal links screamed with a starfire glow when the light hit them, as if beneath their polished surface lay a molten white core. Though I couldn’t make out the source of the blaze, I was almost positive that, were I to crack open the watch’s fat belly, I would find a single luminescent strand of magesilk encased like a fossil within.

In truth, the moniker was slightly misleading. Contrary to what I’d assumed back when I’d first learned of them, Woven items were not named for their material—they could be made of metal or cloth or anything in between—but rather the magesilk which powered them, spun from the hair of one of Balmoore’s revered silkwitches and containing a fraction of the magic that overflowed in the bodies of girls like me. Had I not been careful to wash my own tresses in my standard, noxious mixture of boiled walnut bark, fig leaves, and wine earlier that very morning, my waves would have shone in the same manner—though considerably less brightly—a beacon signaling the sister goddesses’, the Envies’, blessing.

Most likely, the strand of magesilk within this fob had enchanted it so that the hands of the minuscule watch it carried never ticked too loud, or turned out of time, or went still. To be candid, I didn’t care so much about the details of the thing.

I cared about the man who wore it.

As every citizen of Balmoore knew, there were only a couple of ways one could come by a Woven object. If a person had the means, they could purchase or even commission such an item—but, though as a source of magic, magesilk was incredibly potent, requiring only a single strand to power an enchantment for life, crafting it was a labor- and resource-intensive process. Few had the ability to produce it; fewer still, to afford it.

More likely, the possessor of such an object was a Weaver themself—a descendant of one of the male sorcerer lines whose roots stretched back further than the founding of our nation, and whose family artisans worked their spinning wheels day and night, turning silkwitches’ shed hair into bespoke trinkets like enchanted watch chains. If that were the case, the knickknack I was eyeing was unlikely to be the only such treasure in my target’s collection; somewhere on his person he would be carrying a seal, a magical relic typically shaped into a ring and formed with the first hair given by whichever silkwitch he’d bonded in marriage. But I’d been watching the young fob owner carefully since he sat down, and I had yet to see the flash of the usual ostentatious band around his finger. Neither did his suit bear the trademark spinning wheel insignia, which all Weavers wore proudly to distinguish themselves.

Which left only the other option: If this boy was not wed to a silkwitch—not a Weaver himself—it must mean he was another, equally elusive and rare, creature.

An incredibly single, incredibly rich man.

The perfect quarry.

I glanced at the clock hanging over the bar. It was currently a quarter to four, which meant I had precisely fifteen minutes before I needed to ascend the Diplomat’s floors to room twenty-three, where Mrs. Catherine Pierce’s valet—a stern-faced man named Guillaume—was awaiting me. Not much time, but if I was efficient, plenty to do the work that I needed.

Pushing my coffee cup aside, I slipped the loop of my embroidered reticule around my wrist and rose from my chair. I’d almost reached the stool next to the one where the watch-fob owner was seated when he stood, turning in a rush of motion and crashing directly into me.

“Goddesses—I am so sorry, miss.”

A pair of hands on my waist, steadying me as I wheeled forward, then pulling abruptly away again. I raised my eyes from the floor, where they’d jumped in fearful anticipation of my descent, to encounter a solid-looking chest in a starched shift, then lifted them higher still, passing over a stand collar with turned-down wing tips and a cinched, sapphire-blue silk ascot until, finally, I reached his face.

My target’s bowler hat had tipped back in our collision, fully exposing the man beneath it. Or boy, rather—up close, he appeared younger than I had previously guessed, hovering somewhere on the cusp between adolescence and adulthood, right around my own eighteen. What he seemingly lacked in years, though, he made up for in height. I was not especially short myself, but his frame was such that I had to tilt my chin upward to take him in fully, a dynamic I instantly disliked as it made me feel vulnerable, like some doe blinking vapidly at her hunter. His skin was a light taupe hue, what the fashion plates would call fawn, and lustrous, with a shining pink under-glow that spoke of health and hardiness, of long walks across windblown moors and of never tiring. Beneath his bowler, his tawny locks were caught somewhere between a curl and a wave, slightly crushed from the hat’s weight. He was gazing at me with a worried expression; his eyes were curious, hazel-green streaked through with gold like leaves just beginning to decay.

He was inarguably, undoubtedly, obviously beautiful, and I was surprised when, upon taking him in, I felt a flush stirring in my cheeks—a whisper of heat. Rapidly, I revised my earlier assessments. I was not unconfident in my own looks, but that in itself would not be enough—from previous encounters, I’d learned that in cases like this, it was always best to have a clear physical advantage. A lure was more tempting if the target of one’s hunt felt they had to reach up to grasp it, after all. No man wanted what swam on his level.

A furrow appeared between the boy’s brows, and I realized, with a jolt of horror, that he was waiting for me to respond to him. What had he said? I hurriedly raked back through my memory: Sorry. He’d apologized for running into me. Sisters three. I wished I could look away from him—his beauty was irritating, disorienting, like the glare of the high summer sun.

Gathering myself, I curved my lips into a soft smile, stepping back to put more space between us. “Not at all, sir. The fault was mine.” I demurred, darting my gaze past him to the bar, where the concerned barman was watching us with a frown. The filigreed clock above him now read only eight minutes until four; I needed to move, and soon. Guillaume did not tolerate tardiness—not to mention my plan, which had felt so solid at my little café table, now seemed as rickety as an old wooden bridge. Inhaling, I directed my attention back toward the boy, debating my path forward . . .

. . . And froze as, while I watched, he moved to tug idly at his ascot, jostling the puff of fabric and revealing the spoked symbol stitched into the white of his collar beneath it—now abruptly exposed like a spider beneath a stone.

A golden spinning wheel.

Fear shivered through me. In all of Balmoore, there was only a single class of men who claimed that sigil as their own. Only one group whose efforts filled those gilded bobbins.

I felt myself tilt, as though on an axis. The boy in front of me was a Weaver—a sorcerer of the exact category which I had spent the past twelve months avoiding. And if one of his kind caught wind of my plot, I could guess the punishment I would face.

The cloisters. I shuddered at the thought of the fortress-like institutions where all silkwitches were banished if they did not succeed in finding a husband by their twenty-first birthday. From the east side of the Isle, it was possible to see them: blocky stone structures built into Balmoore’s cliffs, peering out like a row of grim faces from the coastline. The details of what occurred behind those murky windows were for the most part unknown, which made fertile ground for rumors. The generalities, however, remained consistent no matter the tale: Rows of spinning wheels lined up like soldiers in the dusky gloom, manned by girls only a few years older than I, their hands bloody and pricked from hours spent feeding sheaves of their own shed hair onto the bobbin. Considering it took a hank of silkwitch hair to form a single length of magesilk, spinning was time-intensive work—not that the women who undertook it had much of a choice in the matter. For girls with my particular gift, fate was a narrow and unwinding road; either we wed and enter the supervision of our Weaver husbands until the inevitable fading of our magic, or the cloisters would look after us instead.

It should have been, at least, a temporary arrangement. Unlike Weaver magic, which matured along with its possessor and lasted until the day of their death, a silkwitch’s blessing was a short-lived spark, typically manifesting around puberty and burning out a decade or so later in a girl’s midtwenties, when womanhood had swept away the cold ashes of her youth. In a depressing, resigned sort of way, one might assume the departure of their gift would come as a relief to the silkwitches kept in the cloisters—once the last of their blessing had been spent and their hair could no longer produce magesilk, their sequestration should have been over.

And yet . . . along with the nature of their work, there was one other consistency amongst all the stories about cloister girls—one fact which, over and over again, had been proven true. Once a silkwitch entered those shadowed doors, they never came back out.

Returning to myself, I held my smile, murmuring another apology to the boy still waiting in front of me. Perhaps if I played my part well enough, I could execute my plan and leave him none the wiser as to the reality of what I was. Still, I’d resided on the Isle d’Eylau for more than a year, and I’d yet to draw the notice of the Weaver lines. To risk that now, over what would have only been a petty theft, a few more coins to slip into my pocket . . .

No, in this case, an exit strategy was best.

I’d just begun to dip into a curtsy when I felt a featherlight brush against my elbow.

“Wait—wait a moment, there.” The boy’s fingers pressed into my arm, a gentle urge to rise. Dammit.

“I noticed you earlier, drinking your coffee,” he continued as I lifted my head begrudgingly back toward him. “I’ve been attempting to conjure up the bravery to stumble over to you and say hello for the past ten minutes, but I did not expect my body to obey me so literally.”

He chuckled, gesturing at his lithe figure in its expensive suit as if in self-deprecation. At his display, my annoyance surged higher. I knew boys of this kind, knew them well. Always playing the gentleman, but only shallowly, like a bouquet of flowers wrapped round an iron rod. Nothing but sweet words and frilly gifts—until you reminded them that you were not a pet they could place on their lap, until you attempted to disobey. Then the carrot gave way to the stick.

I felt my expression become forced. “You are too kind, sir.” My tone was verging on clipped, but I couldn’t help it. With every second that passed, I felt the minute hand of the clock above the bar swing closer to four, its motion like the slap of a ruler against my wrist.

The boy laughed again, taking off his hat and running his fingers through his curls. “And not the least bit clever, or else you might have smiled at that,” he answered, his eyes glinting with amusement. Once again, they focused on mine, the catch of his gaze like a lash of cold air, bracing in its intensity.

I drew in a breath. In the depths of his irises, I thought I detected a certain wryness lurking, as if he could see straight through me, as if he knew the harsh truth of my thoughts and was amused by them. It stilled me, like seeing a shadow thrown in the wrong direction, in disobedience of the sun—an unexpected shift in one’s perceived reality.

Then he spoke again, and all fell back into order. “Pray tell,” he ventured, sidling closer, “what is your name? I thought I’d long since classified all the Diplomat’s angels, but I have been staying here for the past week, and I’ve not seen you before. Are you new to the Isle?”

It was everything I could do to stop my lip from curling. Every logical impulse that had not yet abandoned me in despair was needling at me to step away and continue safely on to my appointment with Guillaume. And yet . . . it was as if he were a puppet whose strings I’d pulled, so closely were his remarks falling in line with my original plan—the scheme that had brought me to the bar to begin with. All I’d need to do was nudge him along a bit further, and he’d close the trap over his own foot.

Brashness bloomed within me. This boy had taken up precious minutes of my time already. Would it be so unfair of me to steal something of his in return?

My course decided, I let myself soften, ducking my chin as if I found his inquiry flattering. “I only arrived this morning, sir, along with my mother,” I replied meekly. “But I must apologize, for she is waiting in our room for me as we speak— I really should be going. Perhaps . . .” I bit down on my lip. “If you were to leave your information with the concierge, I could have our maid deliver a letter to you? Mother and I have plans to attend the opera later this week, and as of yet, I have no escort.”

The effect was immediate: The boy leaned back, triumph lighting his face. “Of course.” He effused, nodding agreeably. “It would not do to keep a young lady from her mother, now, would it? You may ask for Victor Greaves.” As he dipped in a bow, he caught my left wrist, bringing it to his mouth and pressing a dry kiss to it. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

I hummed tonelessly in reply. My attention had snagged on his watch chain again, which had caught in a slant of light as he bent over and was burning brighter than ever. Greaves. I did not recognize the boy’s surname; which Weaver line, I wondered, was he descended from? On impulse, I eyed the metal for a sigil carved into it—something to indicate its origin—but found nothing of the sort.

The boy straightened again, his gaze reaching for mine— his attention unabashed now that I’d given in to him, like a man stepping forward to claim a prize. I snapped my head back up before he could catch me looking.

A brief exchanging of farewells, and I was on my way, rushing across the lobby to the main staircase, which sprouted upward from the center of the room. The emerald runner was mossy under my feet, softening my footsteps; about halfway up the steps, I paused and glanced back, sensing a pair of eyes on me.

Below me, the lobby’s ecosystem lurched on; ladies laughed, covering their teeth with ruffled fans; gentlemen in fine ebony suits prowled around them like sleek black cats. Still, amidst the chaos, a single form stood out. His hands were tucked into his pockets, his bowler hat once more securely tugged over his curls, and his head tilted back to stare up at me.

It almost looked like he was smiling.
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CHAPTER TWO


Each time I took a job, I was certain it would be my last. It was such a strange occupation, the one I found myself in; in fact, I’d fallen into it completely by accident—or, depending on how one wished to view it, luck. My career, as I suppose it could be termed, had begun a little over a year prior, after my parents decided to move from Verne, the rural border village of my youth, back to my father’s birth country of Stravast, to the north. At first, my mother had half-heartedly urged me to join them, but depressingly for both of us, it was evident that her heart wasn’t in it, and it took only a single word of rejection from me for her to drop the act altogether. I tried not to be offended by her behavior—mostly, I wasn’t offended, having known for a long time that my parents viewed me and my witch-ness as less of a golden goose than an odd duck, good for nothing except scaring off the neighbors.


In other cities, moneyed cities with ties to the Weaver lines, having a silkwitch daughter was cause for celebration, akin to discovering a secret family jewel or being handed a key to a previously locked door: Here, at last, was a way in. Yet Verne was a small community, composed mostly of immigrants like my father and sheep farmers who were forever collecting wool behind their ears. When my blessing arrived in my teenage years, half of the town thought I was a mäzer, a Stravastian changeling child; the Balmoorish half, who’d grown up with tales of silkwitches, avoided my parents’ house as though it were a dark cloud promising trouble ahead.


Strictly speaking, the Balmoorish government guarded girls like me as they did all other precious resources: Corruption of an unwed silkwitch, defined as the unlawful removal of even a single strand of hair from her exquisite head, carried with it a lengthy prison sentence. But my kind were rare, and while our magic died eventually, the population’s hunger for enchanted goods never did. For anyone willing to bear the risk, there was plentiful coin to be made, and so beneath the nation’s gilded foundations a thriving black market pulsed quietly in the dark, mycelial and spreading like a pale, sinister fungus.


Families who could afford to kept their silkwitches shut up until they reached courtship age, and occasionally even afterward, admitting Weaver suitors warily—like entrants into a vault—allowing them only a glimpse at the treasures within before ushering them back out again. Those of us not born to rich parentage, though . . . We became birds without a cage as soon as our gifts emerged, unhidden and unchained, but also wholly unprotected.


Vulnerable.


Girls brave enough to venture out into public took measures to ensure their hair was protected, bound in tight braids or guarded by cauls—anything to keep the black-market hawks from shearing it off. In my case, my own mother and father tried confinement at first. The ploy worked, at least initially; I came into my blessing at age fourteen and spent the following six months in captivity, safe, sheltered, and supremely bored. It was a dull existence, to be sure, a house-cat kind of existence, but even so—I did not appreciate, back then, how enviable such monotony truly was.


Then came the evening of my uncle’s visit.


My parents were out, gone to attend to some trouble with my brother. To this day, I do not know if my uncle engineered their absence or if the timing was simply a stroke of good fortune, but either way I’d been left alone since dawn and was delighted when I heard him calling from beyond our cottage door. Of my father’s three siblings, he was far and away my favorite—the youngest of the bunch, with a philosophical, sensitive disposition. He was also a sympathetic figure; his wife, my aunt Vera, was dying.


When I opened the front door that evening, I saw only his kind eyes staring at me from across the threshold—only his familiar smile, dulled by grief. I did not realize then how tragedy could change a person. How it worked like rot on a peach, softening the exterior and hardening the core. I simply stood aside and let him in.


After he entered our cottage, my uncle apologized to me. Then he brought out his knife.


Idly, I felt for the hank of hair near the back of my neck, currently swept up and obscured by my bun. Even four years later, I could still recall the precise place where his blade had swept through my tresses, still feel the puckered raise in my skin made by the bite of its edge. My uncle had been merciful; that wound had been the only one he’d imparted on me before leaving.


Other girls, I knew, had dealt with far worse.


Dropping my hand to my side, I shifted my attention back to the stairway in front of me, and the task at hand. The Diplomat’s steps had become less grand the farther I’d ascended from the lobby; by the time I reached the fifth floor and exited the staircase, it had turned into a tight coil, like a screw plunged straight through the heart of the building. I was grateful for the contrast of the wide carpeted hallway, more so when I finally caught sight of my destination—room number twenty-three.


Pausing in front of the threshold, I dug into my reticule for the small, cloth-wrapped parcel I’d packed away before leaving my apartment earlier that afternoon, then raised my fist to the wood and knocked.


To my relief, the exchange was a quick one, Guillaume’s annoyance at my tardiness usurped by pleasure when he caught sight of the necklace in my palm, its heart-shaped locket carved with a delicate capital E. Retrieving it from the apartment of Mrs. Pierce’s daughter’s former lover had been no easy feat—not that any of the jobs I took were easy, necessarily. For most people other than myself, I assumed they would have been impossible.


I relied on that assumption, in fact. Impossibility—and my defiance of it—was all that kept me fed.


Even after the encounter with my uncle back in Verne, I’d still carried with me a single hope for the future, which I’d clung to like a guttering lantern throughout the interminable years spent bound to my parents’ house following his assault: the prospect of my eventual marriage. When I left my home to stay with my elder brother, Markham, in his cramped apartment near the center of the Isle d’Eylau, I’ll admit that a foolish part of myself expected that I’d remain there only a few nights before some rich Weaver bachelor came along to sweep me up and make me his bride. It was the kind of fate that had befallen other silkwitches my age, after all. Minette Simon’s betrothal to Claude Hugo of the Hugo Weaver family had filled the papers’ gossip pages for much of the prior year. A mandate cleverly disguised as a fantasy.


Despite the fact that silkwitch magic was in large part limited to the raw power found in our hair, the mere existence of my kind was regarded as an enigma by most of Balmoore’s citizens—in particular, the nation’s men. Woven goods were valued the world over, but like Weavers themselves, silkwitches were native only to Balmoore, meaning supply of magesilk was always tight. We were girls, but we were also the country’s most valuable export and most precious resource; it would not do to let us roam free.


It was this puzzle, generations upon generations ago, that the Weavers had stepped in to solve. Unlike their common brethren, Weaver men were blessed with preternatural abilities, like us silkwitches—yet where our powers were tinderbox-quick, doomed to burn fast and then burn out, the magic of Balmoore’s sorcerers was the stuff of legend. Like Elmont Drake, who with only a single word could coax a harvest from barren earth, or the brothers Mael and Arnaud Moreau, able to change shape at will. Surely, to magicians of such caliber, managing a girl barely past her own adolescence would be no trouble at all—and thus, centuries ago, the marriage edicts were born.


Once a silkwitch came of age, she would be permitted a courtship period of three years to find a Weaver groom and bind herself to him, or, on her twenty-first birthday, she would be given over to the guardianship of the cloisters. In return for his protection and sponsorship, the Weaver whom she wed would receive access to her shed hair—in essence becoming one of the sole legal producers of magesilk in the nation. The Weaver lines of Balmoore, having already amassed considerable fortunes through use of their magic, became richer still under this new arrangement; the silkwitches, by contrast, became brides.


It was a bargain as old as our nation itself, and from far off one could almost confuse it for a romance. Sequestered in my small village with only my imagination for company, I certainly had.


Then I’d left Verne for the capital, and the illusion tore clean through.


It took me less than a fortnight following my arrival on the Isle to realize my mistake. Whereas in my hometown, the lack of girls like me had turned me into a curiosity at best, a liability at worst, here in the capital there were far too many girls like me. And the surprise introduction of a new, previously unknown figure into the marriage market was not cause for celebration; rather, I was competition. Beyond that, I was competition with no family or sponsor to protect me, which meant I was quickly identified as easy prey.


Though I wished to, I couldn’t entirely blame my sisters for their ferocity. All of us, no matter how romantic our aspirations, had the same goal: to avoid the cloisters, and a husbandless twenty-first birthday, at all costs. Silkwitches were rare, but Weavers were rarer still—and unlike my kind, sorcerers’ gifts were inherited, not bestowed at the Envies’ random discretion as ours were, meaning there were only ever so many Weaver lines to fight over. All in all, I was tossed like a fox from a henhouse from the very first ball I attempted to attend, told to sell my wares at the city market if I was so eager to put myself on display.


It was then that Mrs. Clemmens approached me.


Like me, Mrs. Clemmens had been a guest at the gala I’d been dismissed from—but unlike me, she had been invited. I had tensed when her lace-gloved hand caught my arm as I hurried away in shame down the street, certain that she had followed me to mete out some punishment decided on by her flock.


She’d done nothing of the sort. Instead, she’d offered me a job.


From the fifth floor, I made my way leisurely back down to the Diplomat’s lobby. If I moved too swiftly, there was always the chance I would arrive back at the bar and discover that Victor Greaves had not yet left it—a complication I wished to avoid grappling with if I could—but when I reached the lobby staircase, my former companion’s lanky figure was absent from the huddle of revelers below. Good.


Slipping into the crowd, I walked in the direction of the concierge’s desk, positioned to the far right of the great room. Behind it stood a bespectacled man, short and balding, squinting at a sheaf of papers spread in front of him.


Approaching, I laid my gloved hand on the oiled surface of the desk, and the man glanced up. “Good evening, sir,” I said when he met my gaze. “I believe some information has been left here for me—it should be from a guest by the name of Mr. Victor Greaves. I’m afraid I was not able to give him my name in return, however . . .”


Trailing off, I bit my lip as though embarrassed by my own lack of foresight. My heart twisted when, rather than softening into the gentle smile I’d hoped for, the concierge’s mouth dipped with a frown, his hand reaching up to jostle his spectacles as if in an attempt to see me more clearly. I felt, rather than saw, the beat of the setting sun on the back of my neck, warming my skin like a predator’s breath; I resisted the urge to reach up and tug a strand of hair from my bun, ensure that none of its distinctive silkwitch gleam was shining through.


Stop, Lovett. You’ve only just dyed it. Don’t draw attention to yourself.


Forcibly, I tucked my worries away. In the span of the past year, I’d mastered the art of separating myself from my silkwitch-ness—had spun my illusion so completely that even I, at times, failed to see through it. Yet in moments like this, the threat of what I was came back to me clearly. I saw, like frost gathering on a window, all my possible ends: the knife, the Weavers, the cloisters.


“Not to worry, miss,” the concierge assured me, and my panic shattered into relief. “Mr. Greaves told me I’d know you when I saw you. He’s instructed me to inform you he may be written to in room fifteen and has left you his schedule for the week.” Fumbling around on his desk, he handed over a sturdy piece of letter paper covered in black scrawl. “If miss wishes it, the Diplomat would be happy to recommend a collection of the Isle’s must-visit sights. Our theater district is the pride of the nation, you know—”


I took the sheet of paper from him, cutting him neatly off. “That won’t be necessary. Is he in at the moment?”


The concierge’s lashes fluttered behind his spectacles as he blinked, evidently taken aback by my bluntness. “Ah, no,” he answered a second later, collecting himself. “Mr. Greaves stepped out a quarter of an hour ago for supper. Would you like to leave a message for him once he returns?”


His fingers drifted toward the fountain pen lying on his desktop, but I shook my head. “That is all right for now. Thank you.”


Without waiting for any further inquiries, I gave him an appreciative nod, then turned on my heel and headed back the way I’d come, toward the stairs. As I passed by a towering potted fern near the far side of the lobby, I slowed, glancing briefly in the direction of the concierge desk. The bespectacled man was now assisting another guest; when I saw that his attention was elsewhere, I crumpled the schedule he’d given me neatly in my fist and dropped it into the pot.


I wouldn’t be needing it.


It had always seemed like a cruel joke to me that the Envies, after blessing us silkwitches with magic, forbade us from using the vast majority of it ourselves. Only Weavers were taught the process by which our hair could be spun into magesilk. Until the day we wed, our power was as remote to us as an underground spring; our duty lay in keeping it pure, safeguarding it for our future husbands’ use, but never did we drink from it ourselves.


And yet as if granting us a concession, the Envies did allow each silkwitch one special talent. A singular, magical Wit, unique to each girl, no more than the supernatural equivalent of a card trick but occasionally useful. Popular lore held that the nature of a silkwitch’s Wit was a reflection of her inner soul, her deepest self; during my brief time on the Isle d’Eylau, I’d heard of a girl whose Wit allowed her to always find her way home again, no matter how lost she became, and another who could tell a liar by the hue of their shadow. It was simple, surface-level magic, nothing like that which the Weavers were capable of, but nevertheless, silkwitches valued their Wits with their lives. They were the only part of our blessing that was ours and ours alone.


As for myself, I’d always wondered what my Wit said about me. For my goddess-given talent was this: Locked or unlocked, I could open any door.


This time, I stopped on the fourth floor. Much like the hallway leading to the Pierces’ suite, this corridor was deserted, the setting sun painting the walls in glowing shades of orange like the subtle hum of candlelight. I navigated the length of it with ease, stopping before the door bearing the golden number 15.


My heart thumped, anticipation speeding my pulse. With the money I made from my work, there was no need, really, for me to dip into criminality in this way. I did not have to steal from the rich, from the pockets of men who ogled me. But, Sisters help me, sometimes, after a day of posing and flirting and laughing, I grew tired of being a pretty thing. Of being looked at.


Sometimes, I wanted to own the pretty thing.


Taking a deep breath, I steadied myself, then called out experimentally, “Hello? Mr. Greaves?”


There was no answer. I called out once more to be sure; then, taking the doorknob in hand, I stepped closer and gave it a twist.


The door swung open easily, laying the room beyond bare.


The only issue was, there was already someone inside.
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CHAPTER THREE


He was draped over an armchair, his morning coat slung carelessly over the tall back of it, his bowler hat hung on its edge. Though luxurious, room fifteen itself was quite small—a glittering, compact treasure chest—and the door opened directly into the sitting area, so that there was nowhere to look but at him. He didn’t seem frightened by my intrusion; rather, he was facing the doorway, his long fingers knitted together as if in patient anticipation. As if he’d been waiting for me all along.


“Hello again.” Victor Greaves smiled, a crooked grin sharp with triumph. Without tearing his eyes from mine, he reached into the pocket of his waistcoat and pulled out a squat golden watch, the chain I’d noticed earlier sprouting from the end of it like a root from a flower bulb. “Five-fifteen.” He tsked, glancing at it. “I was expecting you earlier.”


Crisply, he dropped the watch back into his pocket, then nodded at the threshold behind me. “That door was locked, you know.”


Inside my skull, a tinny, harried voice, which had begun howling the moment I’d glimpsed him, shrieked louder at his words. My instincts urged me to run, but when I tried to obey, I found that my limbs were curiously frozen, like a rabbit that understands it has been caught and can fight no longer. Move, Lovett, I hissed to myself desperately. Do not just stand there— limp like a doll—do something—


But perhaps he had caught me in some strange Weaver magic, for no matter how I tried, I could only remain still and be observed.


From his seat, Mr. Greaves arched a brow. The subtle gesture brought me back to myself somehow, shattering the paralysis that had possessed me. “Was it?” I replied hastily, with only the slightest tremble to my voice. “How odd. I was able to open it just fine.”


He breathed a laugh. “I’m sure that you were.” My pulse skittered as he rose from his armchair, easily bridging the distance between us. His hands were tucked loosely in his pockets; I felt a burst of panic when he removed one, his fingers reaching to wrap smoothly around the doorknob behind me.


“I have a feeling you’re able to open a great many doors, Miss Lovett Tamerlane,” he went on, gazing down at me. “Perhaps you’ll even open one for me.”


Click. The sharp verdict of the door as it juddered shut, its wooden face pressing, unsympathetic and solid, against my back. For a long breath, his hand lingered on the knob, his stare holding mine and our bodies so close, we could have almost been dancing, were it not for the dare I saw in his eyes. A probing curiosity, like we were two opponents shoved into a fighting ring—as if already, he were awaiting my next move.


In response, I blinked, my heart unceasing in its frantic hurtle against my ribs. Through my fearful haze, I noticed that, while Mr. Greaves had closed the door behind me, he had yet to latch it—though it wouldn’t have mattered if he had, not to a girl with my talents—and once again, the urge to flee overwhelmed me, filling my lungs like pond water. Still . . . he’d just proven that he knew my name. He knew, or at least appeared to know, the nature of my Wit. If I left now, who was to say he wouldn’t track me down, smoke me out like a mouse from her nest?


My thoughts faded to nothing as, abruptly, Mr. Greaves shifted closer, the space between us rapidly disappearing like water slipping down a drain. Instinctively, I pressed myself against the door—only to flush as he released the doorknob, stepping neatly away from me. Turning, he strode back to the armchair he’d been sitting in, the fall of his footsteps muffled by the thick rug underfoot.


“Was it this that caught your eye, then?” As he sat, he palmed his watch once more, bouncing it on the heel of his hand like a fat golden egg. When I winced, he smirked. “I thought it might. Come to see what else you could nick from my hoard while I was out?”


Affectionately, he rubbed his thumb over the object’s surface, considering me.


“Do you steal from a great many gentlemen?”


I held his gaze, braver now that he’d retreated, the exit a steadfast promise behind me. No matter what else failed, my doors never did.


“Not gentlemen, no.”


A lift of his mouth, ever so slight. “Ah. Only on behalf of them, then.”


From his other pocket, he produced something—I caught only the flash of a bronze chain as he tossed it in my direction, letting the item fall with a soft thump on the floor. My blood ran cold when I saw that the object was a necklace, its locket unclasped to reveal a tuft of blond hair within, the strands curled and as white as a fingernail clipping. I recognized the pale dried-wheat color almost before I did the pendant which had held it; the hue was an exact match to Mrs. Catherine Pierce’s own.


Not Mrs. Pierce’s, I mentally corrected myself. The lock of hair belonged to her daughter, Emmeline Pierce.


And not even an hour ago, I would have sworn it was safely on its way back to her.


I raised my eyes to Mr. Greaves’s. “That is not yours.”


He canted his head, still seated in his chair. “Isn’t it?” he parried. “It is in my possession. And until recently, I believe it was in yours. Tell me, Miss Tamerlane, does that mean it belongs to you?”


I watched as, lazily, he wound the chain of his watch fob around his right index finger, the motion like a clock ticking down in the silence. Wordplay and teasing—so he was the type, then, to toy with his food before he ate it.


Fine. Perhaps if I encouraged him to give chase, I could slip away before he’d realized the game had ended. “What a curious theory of ownership,” I replied evenly. “Is this hotel room mine, sir, simply because I am inhabiting it currently? If so, I think I shall have to ask you to leave.”


Mr. Greaves chuckled blithely. “I must admit, I was a bit disappointed when the Pierces’ valet knocked on my door earlier,” he continued, as if I had never interjected at all. “I assumed that you, more than anyone, would realize how cheaply desperate people may be bought.”


Slouching back in his chair, he regarded me curiously.


“How much did Catherine Pierce pay you to purloin the proof of her daughter’s affair, I wonder? Seventy twills? Eighty?” He tsked. “Surely, you would have come dressed in something finer than that, had it been more than eighty.”


I stiffened as, in his hands, the watch chain fell ominously still. So he didn’t only know my Wit, then—but all the rest of it. Everything. I bit down on the inside of my cheek, berating myself furiously. I should have known better than to trust Guillaume, but I’d assumed, as I always did, that the sensitive nature of my work would keep him honest. It was the same tentative bargain I’d lived under since Mrs. Clemmens first approached me in the street after I’d been tossed from the ball we’d both attended, offering to pay me if I stole evidence of her husband’s embezzlement back from their blackmailer’s house. They’d tried other methods of retrieval, of course—most of my clients tried everything before they came to me—but the man refused to accept any bribes less than his asking price, and his locks were sound. Without a key, there was no forcing their way through his doors.


That was where I came in. For I could go places where others could not.


Yet now, it seemed, one of my former clients had cracked. Which of them had it been? I wondered. Or perhaps it was Mrs. Pierce herself who’d sold me out. I saw her thin lips in my mind, her features forever contorted with displeasure. It would make sense; she seemed like the kind of woman who was eager to reflect the sins of herself and her offspring upon others, like some kind of malevolent mirror.


“If you are going to arrest me,” I said to Mr. Greaves with feigned confidence, “I would prefer you get on with it.”


That angled smile was back, pulling higher this time, like a fishhook. “I am not going to arrest you,” he replied in a level tone. “I simply wish to get to know you.”


For some reason, I liked that response even less. “You seem to know a great deal about me already.”


“Aren’t you going to finish that thought, ‘And yet I, almost nothing about you’?” He tilted his head to the left, stowing his watch back inside his waistcoat, out of sight. “Or are you not curious?”


I narrowed my eyes. “Excuse me, sir, I seem to have forgotten my line. Perhaps if you were to hand me a script, I could better comprehend my part in this conversation.”


At that, he let out an amused snort and looked down toward his lap. The motion felt like an admission, somehow, as if we’d finished a round of whatever odd tournament we were engaged in and he was conceding defeat. “Clever,” he said quietly. “I thought so back in the lobby, too.”


A minute passed in silence: him seemingly lost in thought, me attempting to recover from the disorienting swell of satisfaction I felt roll through my body at his compliment. I gave myself a mental shake as Mr. Greaves shifted forward in his chair, both his feet coming to rest solidly back on the rug.


“I have a friend,” he began again, suddenly, and I tensed at the abrupt resumption of speech. “We’ll call him Evans. Bit of a troubled fellow, but a good laugh, you know. He always wondered how his mother was able to obtain proof of his drinking after he’d sworn up and down that he’d quit. Said she must have sent a silkwitch to spy on him, so careful had he been to keep the habit hidden.” He smiled at me, the emotion in it as chilly and knowing as a pair of eyes in the dark. “My friend never meant anything by his claims, of course . . . Imagine his reaction if he learned there’d been some merit to them.”


I remained perfectly still, holding his gaze while in my chest, my heart continued to pound. What did he want with me? Was it on behalf of his friend—this Evans person—that he’d come? In pursuit of some kind of revenge?


“You must forgive my earlier criticisms,” Mr. Greaves continued when I said nothing. “Your unfortunate decision to place your trust in Guillaume the valet aside, you’ve proven a rather difficult girl to track down.” Lifting his chin higher, he frowned as if a new thought had occurred to him. “What do you use on your hair, by the way? Mauveberry leaves?”


I blinked at the change in subject. “Boiled walnut.”


“Boiled walnut,” he echoed contemplatively. He was smirking again, and it irritated me—the way he regarded me like I was some sort of windup toy, as if all of this, my very presence, was horribly amusing to him.


As if sensing my thoughts, his expression wiped clean. “I am not sure how long you have dwelled on the Isle d’Eylau,” he said levelly. “There is a bird local to the capital called a lyrebird.” He quirked a brow. “Do you know it?”


Realizing he was awaiting my response, I shook my head once. No.


“Lyrebirds are expert mimics,” Mr. Greaves supplied helpfully. “They survive by imitating creatures that they are not. You are evidently a silkwitch, and yet you go to great lengths to pretend otherwise—you have taken no husband, no prestige, for yourself.” He rested his elbows on his knees, placing his chin atop his steepled hands. “Why are you lying, lyrebird?”


His attention was unnerving, yet turning away felt akin to submission. “Perhaps I am not the marrying kind, sir.”


His chin bobbed atop his interlaced fingers. “Perhaps you are not as good of a liar as you think.”


The flush bit into me like a fever, unexpected and total, as if I’d been pulled into a patch of sunlight: exposed. “I was not raised in wealth,” I heard myself admit, surprised when I realized, a moment later, that I was speaking the truth. “After I moved to the Isle, I attempted to do as you’ve suggested—to enter the ranks of society, procure for myself a Weaver husband.” I cleared my throat. “The women here did not hesitate to put me in my place.”


Mr. Greaves accepted my answer without reaction. “And the disguise?” he prompted. “Most girls of your kind cover their hair before marriage, but I have witnessed none willing to alter it as you have.”


“I adopted it shortly after it became clear there was no room in the marriage market for me,” I replied. “Shielding a prize implies its value. I prefer to erase it altogether and avoid tempting those who would cut it off.”


At that, Mr. Greaves hummed lowly, the verbal display of sympathy—of pity—from him so grating, it made me want to grind my teeth. “You were not raised amongst others like yourself, I presume?” he asked. “Other silkwitches?”


I hesitated as a tide of visions swept over me: endless flocks of sheep, the brooding bulk of the mountains watching dispassionately over their woolly backs; my uncle’s guilty smile, greeting me like an apology when I answered the door; the whisper of space that always blossomed between my mother and me when we were alone in a room together.


“No,” I forced out.


Another hmm, this one longer and weightier than the first. “And if I were to tell you that there was a way to join the socalled society ranks you mention,” Mr. Greaves said carefully, “to secure for yourself the marriage you have so far been unable to . . . Would you take it?”


I stiffened, my hand tightening around the reticule I still clutched at my side. A way to join the . . . ranks. It was impossible to deny the fizz of desire that bubbled up at his words, and yet . . . What could he possibly mean by his statement? With the crimes I’d carried out on my clients’ behalf, I was certain they’d no sooner welcome me back into their social circles than a murderer would use their bloodied weapon to serve cake at tea—it was simply too incriminating. And even if, by some miracle, they didn’t outright reject me, there was still the reality that there were only so many Weavers in Balmoore, and far too many silkwitches to compete over them. My life since arriving on the Isle d’Eylau wasn’t glamorous by any means, but with my dyed hair and my wallflower existence, there was a chance, however slim, that the government would overlook me when I turned twenty-one and it came time to ship me to the cloisters. If I shed my disguise and put myself forward as a silkwitch, that chance would wither along with it.


From his armchair, Mr. Greaves watched me without speaking, settling back into his seat. For what felt like the dozenth time in the span of our encounter, I wondered if I should make my escape, the doorway lingering temptingly at my back, just waiting for me to reach out and grasp it. But there was something about his manner that gave me pause. His fingers were curved over his armrests as if in anticipation of my answer; beneath the thin, uncaring veneer he’d attempted to paste over his features, his expression was rapt, earnest.


He seemed anxious—desperate, even. Like there was a part of him that feared my response just as much as I feared him.


“I am not sure,” I said finally. “I suppose I would have to know more about the offer. And the person making it.”


My reply seemed to satisfy him—Mr. Greaves’s shoulders un-bunched, as if he were releasing a held breath. “Would you sit?” he asked briskly, gesturing to the plush merlot sofa pushed up against the wall to his left. When I hesitated, he sighed. “The standoff is finished, Miss Tamerlane,” he stated in a flat tone. “I clearly have no intention of arresting you, and you are intrigued by me, else you would have left already. We have both shown our cards, and pretending otherwise is tiresome.” He nodded toward the sofa again, more entreatingly this time. “Please.”


I held my position at the threshold for another minute, debating whether to refuse him. Then again, he had a point. Whatever statement standing my ground might have made was meaningless when held up against the fact that I was standing anywhere at all, rather than running.


Reluctantly, I crossed to the sofa and sat down. The cushions sank around me, accommodating and impossibly soft. I tried not to moan at the small display of luxury, like a soothing balm after the hours I’d spent upright.


Not until I was firmly settled did Mr. Greaves speak again. “My surname is not Greaves,” he said from his seat. “It is Lear.”


At his statement, I straightened. Since being ejected from my first and only ball, I had not bothered to learn the names of many of Balmoore’s rich and powerful; still, a few had been impossible to avoid, and the one he’d just mentioned was amongst them. Lear. As in . . .


“As in Reginald Lear?” I asked aloud. “The Weaver politician?”


He nodded. “My father, yes,” he replied—somewhat bitterly, I noted. “And I am Eliot Lear—his son.”


His son. The proclamation was dizzying, like spotting a previously unseen cliff edge. Reginald Lear’s—the politician’s— son. I’d attempted to rob the only living child of one of the most powerful men in the entirety of Balmoore, had tried to lift his watch fob, as if he were a common rake I could swindle. Lovett, you absolute fool.


Biting hard at the inside of my cheek, I observed the boy seated next to me anew. Now that I knew what to look for, it was easy to spot traces of his father in him: The color of his skin, as well as that of his eyes, he must have inherited from his mother, but his strong, straight nose and high cheekbones were almost an exact match to the features I’d seen depicted in countless newspapers. No wonder he’d been carrying a Woven object when I’d spotted him earlier. To the son of a man like Mr. Lear, such an item must be no more than a trinket— a magical toy out of an overflowing chest.


Of the thirty or so Weaver lines that were currently active in Balmoore, the vast majority stayed well away from the mercurial realm of politics—some, like the Moreaus, found the bootlicking ways of its residents tasteless, while others were simply too rich to care. Yet there was nothing in our nation’s laws which precluded sorcerers from governing, and of those Weavers who did take up the call to public service, none were as prominent—nor as controversial—as Reginald Lear. He’d held his current position as a Councillor on Balmoore’s Virtuous Parliament since before my mother had fallen pregnant with me, though that fact in itself was not uncommon. No, the whispers surrounding the Lears had little to do with Reginald’s stated agendas—and vastly more with who might be setting them.


A more powerful and secretive force, to which the Councillor acted only as a limb, like a hand stretching out of the dark—hiding the rest of its body in the murk.


And there was another aspect of the Lears’ infamy, too, of which I was aware. A more recent scandal, and a far more tragic one.


“Mr. Eliot Lear,” I repeated, rolling the name on my tongue. Even the act of speaking it aloud felt dangerous, as if at the sound of it, Reginald’s great eye would sweep over the city to the place where I sat. “A pleasure. Tell me, is your father familiar with your preference for locking unchaperoned young ladies in hotel rooms with you, Mr. Lear?”


Mr. Greaves—no, Lear, I mentally corrected myself— scowled at my question. “That door is not locked,” he said, motioning with his chin toward the room’s entrance. “We both know it would not hold you if it were, anyway. And no,” he went on after a brief pause. “He is not.”


His handsome features darkened then, or perhaps it was just a trick of the light, which had turned gray and sickly with the dual specters of evening and the return of the afternoon’s rain. As we’d been speaking, water droplets had begun to plink against the windowpanes, and now the nascent storm was throwing itself against the glass as if begging to be let in. It was a common enough sound in our capital, so much so that I barely flinched when a growl of thunder shook the room. Local legend held that the Isle d’Eylau was once not an isle at all, until the skies drowned the land around it, turned it to sea.


“You are aware of my family, then?” Eliot said, drawing my attention back to him. “Who we are?”


I nodded, then spoke when it became clear he expected more. “Your father has served on the Virtuous Parliament for nearly two decades,” I answered Eliot over the murmur of the rain. “You claim one of the most recognizable surnames in the nation—of course I am aware of you.”


My answer was truthful, but rather than accept it, he chuckled. “A politician’s response, for a politician’s son,” he sniped, challengingly. “Yet, there is no need to censor yourself on my account, Miss Tamerlane. I can tell by your expression you know far more than that—go on.”


I caught my bottom lip between my teeth, then released it, annoyed by my own reticence and unwilling to let him glimpse more of it. Censorship aside, it was evident the younger Lear was probing for something—yet which piece of his family’s history did he mean for me to unearth? Again, my mind drifted to the most recent gossip I’d heard, the stories that had swept over the capital shortly after my own arrival last summer. If the boy sitting beside me was Reginald’s son, it also meant he was her brother . . . but no. Surely, he would not wish to discuss that.


In the end, I chose the safer route. “They say . . . There are those who say your father—your family—is in allegiance with Bastian Alaire, the man they call the Weaver King,” I admitted. “That your father is merely his puppet, the mask he wears when he wishes to venture out in public. And . . .” I paused. “I have heard that you, yourself, were raised alongside Bastian’s son, Noé Alaire. The girls in town say you are practically brothers.”


Eliot watched me silently as I spoke. Finishing, I tensed in anticipation of his ire—yet he only nodded, his expression weary. “All correct,” he replied. “Though in my opinion, my father is too feeble even to be called a puppet. A worm, perhaps.” Scowling, he drove his thumbnail into the tufted fabric of his armchair before returning his attention to me. “And his other child—my younger sister, Ophelia?” he pressed. “Have you heard anything of her?”


A bold-faced headline flashed in my vision, tar-black and ominous: Councillor’s daughter lost to the sea. Images followed, illustrations of sharp rocks and a grand stone house overlooking the cliffs, of a girl’s pretty face rendered in slick blue ink. The ocean bride, the tabloids had called her. She’d been all my clients could talk about last year. The ideal silkwitch turned into a cautionary tale.


And now, it seemed, she was at the center of my encounter with her brother, as well. Ophelia.


“Less so, but yes,” I replied, unsure of where the conversation was heading. Painted in dimness, the gilded hotel room suddenly felt dingy, cramped, and overcrowded, like I should have left long ago. “It was a terrible accident—I read about it in the papers. I am sorry for your loss.”


Eliot scoffed, the noise mocking. “My loss,” he echoed, rubbing at his jaw. “How sanitary—thank you. You speak with all the grace of your fellow silkwitches, though you claim not to know any of them.”


I ignored the barb. “Ophelia was a silkwitch, too. Did she speak like me?” I asked, steering us back on subject. There was volatility to Eliot’s sharp response that I didn’t like, in comparison to his previously cool manner. It seemed to have risen with the topic of his sister and now hung in the air, ready to ignite.


I didn’t intend to be around when it did.


“Ophelia talked like our father, so no,” Eliot answered. “She died almost a year ago now. At Fortblanche, Bastian Alaire’s estate, just before they’d planned to select his son’s bride.” He cast his gaze back toward me, almost lazily. “I assume you are familiar with the subject of which I speak. The competition known as the Vainglory.”


There was a pinch, like the nip of a needle beneath my skin—I attempted to keep my expression neutral, though within me I felt my pulse quicken. Even living at the edges of the Isle d’Eylau’s good society as I had been for the past year, some topics still rippled far enough to reach my ears; this one, in particular, had gripped the capital like a fever. I recalled the flurry of reports in the papers, the whispers that spoke of ten silkwitches chosen by the Weaver King to vie for his son’s hand in marriage, and the dozens passed over.


“I am,” I replied. “Though I was not so lucky as to receive an invitation myself.”


Eliot paused, then glanced slowly back at me. “And if I were to extend one to you now?”


For a moment, I could say nothing. “Excuse me?”


“To the Vainglory,” he clarified calmly—unflustered once more, as if his previous emotion had only been a passing breeze. “You said you were not chosen to participate last year. Well, I am offering to choose you.”


My heart was beating very quickly now, my thoughts of escape all but forgotten. “I . . . It is impossible,” I replied uncertainly. “The competition is long since finished. As you’ve just stated yourself, it was ended before a victor could be named last year, in honor of your sister’s . . .” I trailed off, hesitant, for some reason, to invoke Ophelia’s death in front of him, lest the mention spark a blaze I could not quench.


“Precisely,” Eliot cut in, frowning. “It was suspended without a bride—and thus it was never truly concluded. The competition will recommence this year.


“They need a silkwitch to fill my sister’s now-open spot,” he continued before I could question him further. “I can ensure that girl is you. We’d need to give you a pseudonym, naturally, and you couldn’t continue your thieving—at least, not while you’re at Fortblanche. A few etiquette lessons wouldn’t hurt, either . . .” He furrowed his brow, as though ticking off boxes on a mental list.


I barely heard him. Without my directing it, my chin swiveled back toward the rain-slick windows, rendered as opaque as dark mirrors by the storm. Though I couldn’t see it, I knew that somewhere beyond them, a grand, turreted house sat peering down at us from where it was perched at the peak of the Isle d’Eylau: the legendary residence of the Weaver King, Fortblanche.


Technically speaking, of course the Alaires were no more royals than I was myself. While powerful, they were Weavers like any other; in truth, though, the lore that surrounded the reclusive family made them stand fully on their own. The Alaires’ artisans can craft Woven clocks that unwind time. The Alaires manufacture half the products on the black markets—no, they own the black markets. Bastian Alaire can see into a man’s mind like a well. The Weaver King knows your most sordid desires, and your wretchedest fears. The rumors were plentiful, but still, last year one had emerged that usurped all the rest: that of the Weaver King’s Vainglory.


I could not recall the exact day I’d first heard of it; awareness seemed to spread gradually, like a spring thaw, so that by the time the news reached me, the affair had already commenced. In retrospect, I knew that the gossip had begun sometime in the weeks before Noé Alaire’s eighteenth birthday—murmurs of a ball unlike any other, to be thrown by the Weaver King himself in honor of his only child’s coming-of-age. At the center of the discussions were its ten maidens, coveted positions reserved only for the most promising silkwitches in the nation, each one carefully chosen to compete for a single prize: a chance to become the future heir’s bride. The details of the proceedings were little more than hearsay for all except the few invited to attend, but it was claimed that over the course of ten days, the chosen maidens would be tested, ranked against one another, and gradually eliminated until, at the climactic evening of the affair, a single one amongst them was to be crowned the victor, and Noé Alaire’s betrothed.


The opportunity to bind oneself, inseparably, to the most powerful family in the nation. A life of wealth and prosperity, of a ring around one’s finger, like a bullet between the watching eyes of the cloisters. It was an escape unlike any other— one that, last year, had inflamed the heart of every silkwitch, not just in the capital, but in all of Balmoore. The process by which the ten maidens were to be chosen was as much a mystery as the competition itself, and at first, the vagueness led to a sense of infinite possibility. Any action, even a task as mundane as walking to the market, could be an audition; Bastian Alaire’s representatives could be anywhere, searching through the dankest alleyway for the flash of a pearl amidst the murk. Waiting to pull it free.


And then, just as the hysteria was nearing its peak: the sudden crash of Ophelia’s death. A single incident, and the competition was over, finished while those of us on the outside had been waiting for it to begin.


In the year since, the shadows surrounding the event had only deepened. Accounts of the proceedings emerged from those who claimed to be in attendance and then were quickly contradicted by others, or revealed to be false. The Weaver King’s guests, it seemed, had chosen to take the truth of the Vainglory to Ophelia’s grave; to this day, the identities of the nine surviving maidens remained anonymous, blank faces on blurred canvas despite the population’s attempts to paint them in.


Yet here I was now, being handed that very same invitation so many of my kind had longed for a year ago. An opportunity to experience for myself the mystery others would have lied, stolen—perhaps even killed—to solve.


But though I’d had only one conversation with him, Eliot Lear did not strike me as the charitable sort. So why was he offering it to me? And where, in all this, were the men at the source of the rumors—the Alaires?


I asked Eliot as much. When I did, he smirked, settling back in his armchair.


“Tell me what the papers told you,” he said with a commanding flick of his hand. “About how my sister died.”


Ophelia again. “They said she fell from the top of the Weaver King’s mansion, Fortblanche,” I replied. “It had been storming—she likely slipped and lost her balance. A few of the bolder tabloids claimed she was drunk.”


Eliot nodded thoughtfully. “It is true she fell,” he answered. “But she didn’t slip. Ophelia was killed.”


My eyes widened; outside, the storm raged on, as if in a fit of mourning. “Killed?” I repeated doubtfully. “By whom?”


“That is exactly what I’d like you to find out.” Abruptly, Eliot leaned forward, clasping his hands together in his lap. There was a new, frenetic energy to his manner, an eagerness, as if our entire conversation, up until this point, had been but a tedious precursor in his eyes, necessary to get to—this.


“My sister had a Wit—a gift, like yours,” he said briskly. “She called it her intuition; my father marketed it to her suitors as the talent of prophecy. She could . . . feel when things were coming, the way another might sense rain in the air.” Twined together, his fingers flexed, as if pushing against a memory. “The night before she left for Bastian’s competition, the two of them fought,” he went on. “Ophelia told my father she’d had an intuition—that she knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt, if she ventured into the Alaires’ halls, she would die there.”


Outside, the sky briefly cracked with white: lightning, like the emphatic stroke of a pen underlining his words. When it retreated, the hotel room seemed darker than it had before.


“That is . . . inauspicious,” I said cautiously. Each word took a long time to come, as if thawing out of a winter freeze. “But death does not mean murder, necessarily. As I’ve stated, the papers said she fell—”


“I care nothing for what the papers said.” Eliot’s tone sharpened, and I flinched, steeling myself for his anger, or dismissal, or both. As swiftly as it had appeared, though, the emotion departed, the strain fading from his shoulders.


“I was there that night,” he said dully, a minute later. “At Fortblanche, when she . . .”


He fell silent, his eyes jumping away from mine. There was guilt in them, a tired sort of pain like a bone that had never properly set.


“I hadn’t attended any of the previous evenings, but my father had been badgering me to do so, and I—after the claims she’d made prior to leaving, I was worried for her,” he continued in that same flat tone. “As soon as I was able, I pulled her aside to ask her about the feeling she’d had before the competition started—if she still believed it to be accurate. And she said . . .”


Another break in his speech, a road suddenly dead-ending. I got the sense that touching this subject made him physically uncomfortable—that he was disturbed by it, like the memory was a raven seated on the sofa next to me, portending death. “She told me her Wit had failed her,” he went on, his voice rough. “That she could not have possibly predicted what she now understood to be true. She seemed so terribly scared.” He shook his head, his jaw tensing. “Horribly frightened, and worse than that, uncertain in a way I hadn’t witnessed since she’d come into her gift. We didn’t speak long—one of my father’s fellow Councillors pulled her away. I tried to find her again later, but she was nowhere to be seen. And then—”


He stopped again; there was a finality to it this time, like the fall of a blade. Fingers of trepidation feathered over my neck, the hurl of the rain outside somehow menacing.


She told me her Wit had failed her . . .


Glancing sidelong at Eliot, I bridged the silence. “Even if what you suppose is true,” I said. “If your sister truly was killed, as you believe, then why approach me? Why trust me, above all others, to solve the riddle of her death?”


“Because,” he answered steadily, “it is as I said before—you, Miss Tamerlane, are a lyrebird. You resemble a lady, but beneath, you are an impostor, of the exact sort which I have been searching for these past twelve months. After Ophelia’s passing last year, the surviving maidens scattered back to their respective households. Now, with the competition recommencing, they—along with Bastian’s other guests—will be drawn back to the scene of her death for the first time. Besides,” he added, “it isn’t as if you’d be alone. Noé has invited me to judge you girls alongside him this time around—a concession granted by his father to encourage his participation after the chaos of last summer. I’ll be there for the whole of the Vainglory, at your complete disposal, but you can go places I can’t, figuratively and literally. You can track down the person who killed my sister; I am convinced of it.”


His eyes were trained on mine, unwavering and certain. Yet his previous words still hung, miasmic, in the air, the memory of them sitting like lead in my stomach. She knew . . . if she ventured into the Alaires’ halls, she would die there.


I pictured Ophelia’s broken body, washed up on the sea rocks. Whether it had been the drunkenness the tabloids claimed or a far more sinister force, something had driven her off the cliffs that night. Did I truly want to meet whatever it was?


As though he could sense my reservations, Eliot shifted closer, the citrus scent of his cologne catching in my nostrils. “How old are you, Miss Tamerlane?”


His words were hushed; I felt myself stiffen at the sound of them. In my ears the phantom sound of a clock, never entirely absent, grew louder: tick, tick. Its accusing hand sweeping ever closer to twenty-one.


“I should think,” I replied, just as softly, “you would know better than to raise such a delicate subject with a lady.”


He didn’t blink, his eyes like a cat’s, yellow-gold and glittering. “You must at least be eighteen,” he went on, ignoring me. “Three years left, then. Are you not frightened of what awaits you at the end of them?”


I hardened my gaze, unwilling to let him glimpse my unease. “Three years is a long time still.”


“Ah.” He smiled wanly, the motion catching me by surprise— like the abrupt flick of a lash. “But is it time enough?”


My skin pricked, as if with a chill. Dropping his stare, Eliot leaned back in his armchair.


“I have heard the tales about the silkwitches sent to the cloisters.” Eliot spoke again, and my thoughts faded. “I know that those entrusted to their care never escape it again.” He inclined his head, his expression subdued—like a storyteller’s, giving away nothing. “I can ensure you don’t become one.”


The question left my lips before I could stop it. “How?”


Disgust coiled in me at his triumphant smirk, like a fisherman who’d just felt their line catch. Once more, he shifted forward, his movements slow with an oiled, muscular grace.


“Join the competition,” he said. “Come with me to Fortblanche. Help me find the person who killed my sister, and regardless of whether you are crowned the victor or not, I will see to it that you are welcomed into every circle that has ever disgraced you. Once this affair is over with, I will pull every string at my family’s disposal in order to find you a husband—and there are, I assure you, a great many strings to choose from.”


His gaze tightened on mine, the drum of the rain a chorus behind him, filling in the silence.


“You are playing a good game, but it is not one you can win,” he continued lowly. “Either you will be caught thieving and taken to the cloisters before you reach twenty-one, or you will age and they will claim you regardless. My sister was a silkwitch, Miss Tamerlane—I have witnessed, firsthand, the path assigned to your kind, and I know there are but two destinations. Unless . . .” He hesitated, as if debating. “Well, one never knows. Perhaps you have a relative of vast political importance who may spare you. A brother, perhaps?”


When I flinched, his eyes flashed with satisfaction.


“I said you were difficult to track down, not that I hadn’t managed it,” Eliot went on. “Markham, isn’t your brother called? I’m assuming he doesn’t know about your . . .” His hand drifted toward his waistcoat, where I knew his pocket watch was hiding. “. . . Extracurriculars.” He clicked his tongue in disapproval. “Still, maybe he could plead your case, whenever it is that the authorities inevitably apprehend you. Remind me, what is the nature of his employment again?”


I hated him then. Hated him with a hot-centered rage for the admission he was forcing out of me, more so for the knowledge I heard in his question. He was already aware, I was positive, of my brother’s occupation. He only wanted me to roll over for him; he wanted to hear me say it.


To admit, to myself and him both, just how desperate my situation truly was.


“Markham is employed by the workhouses,” I spat. “He signed a ten-year contract. I rarely see him before dark.”


Pleased, Eliot shifted away. “What a pity,” he drawled. “If we were friends, you and I, I’d be happy to see about getting him out of that.” His chin tilted to the right, a single dark brow arching. “You’ll find I can be most generous, Miss Tamerlane, when my sympathies are struck.”


I despise you, I thought. I wish you, and not your sister, had fallen from Bastian Alaire’s terrace last year. I wish the ocean had swallowed you whole. “Fine.”


Eliot went rigid, his smirking cruelty vanishing in an instant. “Fine?”


My jaw was stiff. “I’ll do it,” I hissed. “I’ll be your tenth maiden.”


He did not vocalize his relief, but I registered it all the same—an unclenching like an exhalation, a crack in his stoic facade. I forcibly batted away the pulse of sympathy that rose within me at the sensation of it. Even tyrants cared for their siblings, I reminded myself. It meant nothing, the impulse to stanch the flow of your own blood.


In the end, “wonderful” was all he said in response, his speech barely above a murmur.


I didn’t offer him an additional word of reply. For a moment longer, we watched one another; then, pulling his pocket watch out, he glanced at its polished face. “Well then,” Eliot continued more steadily. “I’m afraid I must excuse myself— dinner obligations, unfortunately—but rest assured, I will be in touch soon. We have much to discuss.”


He leaned down, grasping my hand before I could retract it and giving it a shake. His skin was cool and dry; I blinked in astonishment as, when he pulled away, there was an object pressed into the hollow of my palm, its circular face glinting in the stormlight. The watch. Its chain draped over my fingers like a tail.


“You earned it,” Eliot said from above me. “Your con was good, but you rely too much on your looks. Every girl selected for the Vainglory will be as pretty as you, Miss Tamerlane. You will need to learn to differentiate yourself.”


He extended his arm toward the entrance, signaling an end to our conversation. Throwing him a glare, I rose, then paused to glance back over my shoulder. “I am not the only unlucky silkwitch in this city, Mr. Lear, and yet you came looking for me,” I replied curtly. “Does that not make me different enough?”


His feline eyes narrowed at my response, but I turned away before he could voice a retort, making for the exit.


I dropped the watch by the door on my way out.
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