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    The Twins




    Once upon a time there were two brothers, as alike to one another as you are to your own reflection. They had the same eyes, the same hands, the same voice, the same insatiable curiosity. And though it was generally agreed that one was slightly quicker, slightly cleverer, slightly more wonderful than the other, no one could tell the boys apart. And even when they thought they could, they were usually wrong.




    “Which one has the scar on his nose?” people would ask. “Which is the one with the saucy grin? Is Ned the smart one, or is it Tam?”




    Ned, some said.




    Tam, said others. They couldn’t decide. But surely, one was better. It stood to reason.




    “For god’s sakes, boys,” their exasperated neighbors would sigh, “will you stand still so we may look at you properly?”




    The boys would not stand still. They were a whirlwind of shrieks and schemes and wicked grins. They would not be pinned down. And so the question of which one was the quick one, the clever one, the more wonderful one, remained a subject of some debate.




    One day, the boys decided it was high time that they built a raft. Working in secret, and with great attention to detail, they constructed it using scraps of lumber and bits of rope and cast-off pieces of broken furniture and sticks, careful to hide their work from their mother. Once they felt the vessel was seaworthy, they slid it into the Great River and climbed aboard, hoping to make it to the sea.




    They were mistaken. The vessel was not seaworthy. Very quickly, the rushing currents pulled the raft apart, and the boys were thrown into the water, fighting for their lives.




    Their father, a broad, strong man, dove into the water, and though he could barely swim, struggled through the current toward his children.




    A crowd gathered at the edge of the water. They were afraid of the river—afraid of the spirits that lived in the water who might snatch a man if he wasn’t careful and pull him toward the dark muck at the bottom. They did not dive in to assist the man or his drowning children. Instead, they called out helpful comments to the terrified father.




    “Mind you keep their heads above the water when you drag them back,” one woman yelled.




    “And if you can only save one,” a man added, “make sure you save the right one.”




    The current separated the boys. The father couldn’t save them both. He kicked and swore, but as he reached one boy—the closer boy—his twin had been swept far down the length of the river and out of sight. His body washed ashore later that day, swollen and aghast. The people gathered around the small, dead child and shook their heads.




    “We should have known he’d bungle it,” they said.




    “He saved the wrong one. The wrong boy lived.”
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    A Sharp Needle and a Bit of Thread




    The wrong boy was barely alive. He had swallowed so much of the murky river that his small belly swelled. His lungs sagged under the weight of water—they slurped and wheezed and wouldn’t hold air. His father gently laid the boy on the ground and tipped back his chin. He pressed his lips to the boy’s lips and blew his own breath into the boy’s mouth, again and again and again.




    “Don’t be scared,” the father whispered. “Don’t be scared.” But if he was talking to the boy or to himself, no one could tell.




    The boy didn’t breathe.




    “Come on, Neddy,” the father said. “My little, little Ned. Come now and wake for Papa. Open your eyes.”




    But the boy didn’t open his eyes. Finally, after several breaths forced into his mouth, Ned gasped. He coughed and coughed again, as river water cascaded in great gushes from his mouth. He breathed, though not very well. His lips were blue and his skin was as pale as bone. The father removed his coat and wrapped it around his son.




    Ned coughed violently, his small body rattling from his eyebrows to his toes.




    “The sea, Tam,” he sighed. “Th-th-the s-s-sea . . .” He shuddered. His teeth clattered and clacked. His father gathered him into his arms and carried him home.




    By the time they arrived, Ned was insensible with fever, and his father could not wake him.




    Back at the river, a handful of men and women from the village walked quietly down the long, lonely shore to retrieve the body of the drowned twin. The boys’ mother waited, seated on a rock, straight backed, her fingers shirring the fabric of her dress, gathering fistfuls of skirt and letting it slip through her open hands, over and over again. Her eyes gazed at nothing. She had a name, but no one used it. Her children called her Mother, her husband called her Wife, and everyone else called her Sister Witch. She was a woman of power, both loved and resented, and she was listened to—always.




    “All that magic,” the people muttered among themselves as they cradled the dead boy in their arms and carried him back, “and for nothing. She cannot save her own children. What on earth was the point?”




    Sister Witch was the keeper of a small store of magic—one so ancient and so powerful that everyone knew it would kill a man if he touched it—but it did her no good. Her magic could only be used in the service of others. (This is what people believed, and Sister Witch allowed it. They were only wrong by one word. Should. It only should be used for others. It was a dangerous thing, her magic. With consequences.)




    “Stupid,” people said. “A waste.”




    But some, who remembered the help they had received from the magic worker—their sicknesses erased, their crops rescued, their lost children miraculously found—who were still grateful, pressed their hands to their mouths to stop their grief. “Poor Sister Witch,” they said. “The poor, poor thing.” And their hearts broke, just a little.




    The boys’ mother heard the muttering, but did not respond. People would think what they liked, and would likely think wrong. This was nothing new.




    Finally, as the light of the day began to slant and thin, the dead child was brought to his mother. She sank to her knees.




    “Sister Witch,” an older woman said. Her name was Madame Thuane and she was the youngest member of the Council of Elders. Though she was normally imperious and stuffy, not to mention suspicious of the witch, the presence of the dead child seemed to break her. Her eyes flowed and her voice cracked. “Let me bring you a cloth to wrap him in. And we shall lay him out as tender as can be.”




    “No, thank you,” Sister Witch said. No one could help her. Not this time. She ignored the eyes of her neighbors on her back as she laid the boy’s head on her shoulder and wound her arms around his body and carried him home for the last time.




    The house, when she arrived back, was quiet and sad. Her husband lay on the floor next to the bed, fast asleep, utterly exhausted by worry and grief.




    Ned, her living child, struggled for breath. His lungs were dank and muddy. The Great River boiled inside him, its fever claiming the victim who should have drowned. There was little chance the boy would survive the night. Not without help.




    “Oh no,” Sister Witch whispered. “That will not do at all. My little Ned will live.”




    She went to her sewing basket and retrieved a spool of strong, black thread. She pulled out her sharpest needle and, running the tip of it along the edge of a whetstone again and again, made it so sharp that the merest touch on her finger produced a tiny bloom of red, red blood.




    She paused, brought her wounded finger to her lips and sucked the blood away. She closed her eyes and looked, for a moment, as though she was coming to a decision.




    Should not. Not could not.




    The house’s beams creaked and the rafters rattled and a foul smoke leaked through the floorboards.




    The house stank of magic—sulfur, then ash, then a blistered sweetness.




    The magic, she knew, was awake, and listening and hungry.




    It wanted out.




    “You stay where you are,” Sister Witch chided. “I’ll not be needing you.” The magic—an ancient, foul-tempered thing—said nothing at first. It was trapped inside its clay pot and secured in Sister Witch’s workshop—a dry, sandy room dug out under the house, accessible only by the trapdoor hiding under the rug. It rocked on its shelf, knocking its pot against the wall.




    You can’t do it without us. The magic did not say this aloud, but Sister Witch could feel it all the same. Come now, you bossy old meanie. Let us out. We want to help.




    “I mean it,” she said, though her voice had much less conviction than before. “I’ll be fine on my own. And you’ll just muck it up.”




    The magic muttered a rude word, but Sister Witch ignored it.




    Fuming and fussing, it rattled its pot against the shelf, and then was silent. A tight, dry, listening sort of silence, as though it was holding its breath.




    “There’s a dear,” Sister Witch said out loud, as though praising a petulant child. Then she set to work.




    She rummaged in her linen chest until she found a bit of white cloth—not as clean as she hoped, but clean enough.




    It is not enough, the magic whispered.




    “I’m not listening to you,” Sister Witch said as she attempted to scratch off the spots with her thumbnail.




    Come now, the magic urged. Death is not for the powerful and it certainly is not for the clever. The boy need not die. Do you even know where the dead go? Neither do we, and we do not intend to. Let us help, Witchy Dearest. Please.




    She would not let the magic help. This is what she told herself as she kicked the rug away from the trapdoor. She would not use the magic for personal gain. This is what she told herself as she crept down the ladder and faced the clay pot on the shelf.




    “This isn’t magic,” she said, as she set the skein of thread on top of the pot. The clay pot shuddered and smoked. The thread glowed orange, then yellow, then blue, then white. It shimmered.




    Ah! The magic sighed. Ah, ah! We knew—




    “SILENCE,” she ordered, and the magic obeyed. She wrapped the thread in the cloth, and scurried up the ladder, as though burned.




    The thread was terribly heavy.




    It hurt her hands to hold it.




    “It isn’t magic,” she said out loud, as though she could will it true.




    And it wasn’t magic after all. Not really. The thread never actually touched the power inside the clay pot. It was only near it. There’s a big difference between almost and actually. Just as there was a difference between should and—




    She shook the thought away.




    Tam’s body lay on the kitchen table—cold, swollen, and horribly still. Sister Witch sat next to him, running her hand along his cheeks and his brow, letting her fingers twist in those dark, damp curls. And she waited for the sun to set.




    When someone dies, the soul stays trapped inside the body until nightfall. And then it emerges and goes . . . elsewhere. No one knew where. Sister Witch had seen this, many times. But she had never interfered.




    Until now.




    The sun hovered over the edge of the sky, lurid and fat as an overripe peach, before slumping toward night. The light oozed overhead in garish colors; it was a sky that announced itself.




    Ned coughed and sighed. “T-t-tam,” he whispered through his dreaming.




    “Soon,” his mother said to her living son across the room. She leaned in and kissed each eyelid of the dead twin. “Very soon.”




    The sun widened, rippled, and disappeared under the lip of the land. Tam’s body shuddered slightly, and she watched as his soul uncurled from his mouth, just as she knew it would. And, oh! It was beautiful! The soul sprouted slowly, unfolded petal by petal, before opening like a flower and hovering before her. Sister Witch felt her breath catch. My child! She thought. My little, little child. She threw the white cloth over the soul and swaddled it like an infant. She clutched it to her chest, crooning all the while.




    The soul fluttered and wiggled in its wrapping. It shuddered and squirmed under the white cloth, desperate to get away.




    “I know, darling,” she whispered to the soul. “I know my sweet, sweet boy. I’m sorry. But I won’t lose both of you. Not at once. Indeed, I cannot bear it.”




    She kept her voice even and light. But her heart was breaking in her body. It shattered to pieces. And it would never heal. She brought the soul to her lips, kissing it gently.




    “Stay with your brother,” she said as she pressed the soul to the dying boy’s chest. “Keep him alive,” she said as she readied the needle. “Keep him safe,” she said as she untangled the thread, slicing off a section with her teeth.




    And, as she pierced both soul and boy, as she stitched the two together, she said this:




    “Mother loves you. Don’t forget it.”




    And, in the darkness, and in that grieving house, the soul opened its throat and screamed.




    And the scream became a sigh.




    And the sigh became a cough.




    And Ned began to heal. And he lived.
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    The Stones




    It was evening, and the shadow of the trees cut across the smallest and youngest of the Nine Stones.




    If she had eyes, she would have opened them.




    If she had a mouth, she would have yawned. Or even smiled.




    “I’m awake,” she said, astonished. Something had woken her, though she had no idea what.




    “We all are,” another Stone said. The Sixth, she thought. It had been so long—so very long—since she had heard any of their voices. Indeed, she had quite forgotten them.




    “Does that mean—” she stopped. She couldn’t even say it.




    “Perhaps,” the other voice said. The one that may or may not have belonged to the Sixth. “We can hope. Or we can despair and go back to sleep. It doesn’t matter either way.”




    “I’ll hope,” the youngest Stone said. Her voice was small and thin and brittle. It crinkled at the edges.




    “Don’t.” The Eldest. She’d know his voice anywhere. It rumbled under the earth and buzzed against the sky. It sent rocks rolling and pebbles spilling out of the riverbeds. It was a voice that mattered. “The last time we hoped, there was war. And loss. And pain. And there’s more coming. I can feel it.”




    The eldest Stone was silent for a long time. Minutes. Hours. Days. What is time to a Stone? The Youngest started to wonder if he had forgotten about her.




    Then: “Wait. Don’t hope. Don’t wish. Don’t despair. Just wait. Our prison was our fault, and our redemption will come in a flash—or not at all. It is not ours for the choosing.”




    And so they waited, the Nine Stones together. They waited and waited and waited.
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    The Wrong Boy




    Ned’s fever finally subsided, but he wasn’t the same. His step slowed, his eyes no longer glittered, and his laugh left him completely. He sat in the corner in a stupor, making small dolls from scraps of fabric, and hugging them to himself. His eyes were tight; his mouth was set. He wouldn’t speak.




    “He’ll come ’round,” his mother said firmly, as if just saying the words would make it so. “Just you wait.”




    But he didn’t. Not for ages.




    The stitches on Ned’s chest, so cruel they looked at the time, had melted into his skin just moments after she made them—they could not be undone. An unforeseen consequence. One of many. When she pressed her hand to his chest, she felt the beating of his heart—and the flutter of something else. She closed her eyes. She imagined that beautiful soul. She told herself it was for the best.




    “You are simply yourself,” she said to Ned, though she knew it was a lie.




    “And you are loved,” she added. Which was true.




    But did he believe her? Sister Witch had no idea.




    Her husband, meanwhile, had taken to spending all day and most of the night at the mill, or in the forest, or chopping wood for the woodpile. There was enough wood towering behind the barn to build another house. Or construct an enormous raft to sail the sea or to save a boy from drowning. It’s not your fault, she told him over and over. But it didn’t help. She watched him, that gray skin, those leaden eyes, his mouth frozen in a frown. He was not a tall man, but he had ox-broad shoulders and limbs as thick as tree trunks. Still, each day he bent under the weight of his guilt and his sadness, a great millstone around his neck. He couldn’t look at Ned.




    Well, it stood to reason. Ned had his brother’s face.




    (And more than just his face, Sister Witch thought grimly.)




    And still, Ned said nothing. The fever, Sister Witch told herself. The grief. But as the years passed, Ned’s silence grew and grew. It pressed upon his face and his body. It leaked into the house and spread outward into the yard. His silence had weight. It had substance and presence and teeth. And people noticed.




    The longer he said nothing, the more people whispered wrong boy, and the less power Sister Witch had to combat it. The phrase, it seemed, had stuck.
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    And so Ned grew.




    The wrong boy, the village said.




    The wrong boy, the world said. Year after year after year.




    And Ned believed it.
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    Áine




    Far away, on the other side of the world, a girl named Áine lived with her mother and father, whom she loved very much. When Áine was very small, her mother was a fisherman—the most skilled and honored of any along the coast. Her skills at navigating were legendary, and it was said that she had journeyed farther into the uncharted portions of the sea than anyone ever before had. From her mother, Áine learned to manage a craft, to read the water, to chart a course, and to wrestle a fish and ride out a storm. Everyone said that she’d be as good as her mother someday.




    But then her mother’s vision suddenly went dark.




    And then the shaking started. And the fits that lasted for hours.




    Soon the beloved fishing boat had to be sold to buy medicines to keep the illness at bay. And the maps were sold. And the tools were sold. Heirlooms. Rings. Winter boots. A wedding dress. Even her mother’s spyglass. Everything that could be traded for coins was brought to the marketplace—anything to make her improve. And the medicines worked. Until they did not.




    And when Áine was only ten years old, her mother began to die.




    During those last moments, Áine sat at the sickbed, still trying to coax broth into those blistered lips, still trying to dab the fever away with a cool, wet cloth, still trying to save her. By now her mother’s eyes were bloodshot and sightless, with a thick yellow slick creeping across the whites. She licked her lips and gasped, grabbing Áine’s hand.




    “The wrong boy,” her mother whispered, her voice as rough and dry as a mouthful of sand. She coughed. “The wrong boy will save your life, and you will save his. And the wolf—” She choked and shuddered.




    But what a wolf had to do with boys (right, wrong, or otherwise) Áine’s mother didn’t say. Instead, she pressed her hand against Áine’s heart one last time, before letting it drift back down to the bed. And soon her shallow breathing stopped, and she was gone.




    Now Áine, being a practical girl, an industrious girl, and not prone to sentimentality or grief, didn’t waste time weeping. She loved her mother and missed her terribly, but crying couldn’t get the washing done or the bread made or soup cooked, and it certainly couldn’t bring her mother back from the dead. Besides, Áine’s father wept enough for the two of them.




    Áine’s mother had taught her well. She knew how to keep a house clean and warm and safe. She knew how to tie nets by hand and use them to snatch a fish from the city sloughs and preserve them with smoke and salt. She could stretch a roast from dinner to breakfast to a stew that would last a week or more. She knew how to drive a hard bargain at the marketplace—which was handy because her father had locked himself in his room with a jug of wine and his howling sadness. He stopped going to the shop where he worked. He stopped speaking. His tears flowed like swollen rivers and threatened to drown the both of them. Áine waded through the swamp of her father’s grief.




    Meanwhile, the coins in the jar grew fewer and fewer, until they disappeared altogether. Meanwhile, the oil jug grew lighter and the pantry thinned and the bean pot was as empty as Áine’s heart. Even the fish deserted them.




    Eventually, the shopkeeper came to the house and said that her father need not return. Shortly after that, their landlord told them to pack up their things and find a new place to live. Áine was finally at a loss. She went into her father’s room and woke him up.




    “Father,” she said. “The shopkeeper says that you needn’t come back, and the landlord says that we must move, and there are no more coins in the jar, so I cannot buy flour, so I cannot bake bread. And there is no soup on the stove because we ran out of meat.” Potatoes, too, Áine thought. And lentils. And fish. And salt. And any other bit of food that might have been sliced into the pot. In her mind, she calculated how much was needed to keep them fed through the week. Through the month. Through the year. Where would the money come from? She had no idea.




    Her father dried his eyes and sat up. He was a big man. A giant. His red hair blazed as though his mind was on fire, and his face had the cunning look of a bandit—for that was what he was, before Áine was born, though she did not know it. Not yet. He ran his hand over his red beard, pulling it to a sharp point, and tilted his head at his daughter. His face softened. He pressed his lips together as though he was coming to a decision. “So, my flower,” he said slowly, laying his great, broad hand on her cheek, and leaning over to kiss her forehead. “You’re saying we have nothing, then?”




    Looking back on it, Áine wished she had taken greater notice of the strange gleam that appeared in her father’s eye at the mention of the word nothing. As though the word itself, or the fact of nothing, was a magic thing. A talisman of power, or doom.




    “Nothing at all?” he pressed. The gleam deepened.




    “No father,” she said carefully. “I would never say we have nothing.” (Again! That gleam! Why had she not noticed it?) “We have our hands and our heads and strong backs. That’s always something. Mother always said that sharp wits are more valuable than a castle full of gold.” The girl swallowed and closed her eyes. She missed her mother so much she thought she might break in half. “And she was always right.”




    Her father’s green eyes crinkled at the edges, and each crease held a slick of a tear. He tilted his head back and let out a cry that sounded at first like a wail but turned into a huge, booming laugh. His voice was brittle and bright and sharp—as though his sadness had shattered suddenly, spangling the dusty floor with glittering shards. He stood, grabbed his daughter by the waist, and swung her around as though she weighed no more than a measure of wheat. He sat her on his shoulder like a bird.




    “Indeed, my daughter, my treasure, my hope,” he sang. “The world is large and nimble and rich! And this village is too tiny for people as clever as us. Pack our things, my angel, and let us be off!” He set her lightly on the ground, grabbed his hood and his boots and an empty leather sack, and set off into the night. “I’m off to gather supplies, my flower!” he called from outside. “Assemble your possessions. We leave before moonrise!”




    There was little to pack. So much of what they owned had already been sold. What little they had fit easily into a small rucksack—with room to spare. What was left of her mother’s things—papers, a couple of sensible dresses, bundles of journals and Áine didn’t know what else—remained sealed in their leather-lined box. That she would not leave behind. She sat on the box and waited for her father.




    She didn’t know how he would purchase what they needed with no money, but her father astonished her by coming home with a full purse hanging from his belt and the once-empty sack, now very full and very heavy, slung over his shoulder.




    “Father—” she began.




    “No questions,” he said. His eyes were bright and feral, his cheeks flushed. His gaze darted this way and that, as though they were, already, beset by enemies. “Come! To our horses!”




    “We have no horses!” Áine protested.




    “We do now,” her father said with a wild, wicked grin. He grabbed her arm with one hand and their possessions with the other and pulled what was left of their life in that house into the darkness outside.
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    They traveled east over desert, over grassland, over swamp, and through the mountains, until they came to a deep, dark wood. The largest forest in the world, people said.




    Áine pressed her hand to her mouth and tried not to scream. “We cannot go in there,” she gasped. The forest was an enemy, made long ago by the magic of the wicked Speaking Stones. It destroyed cities and farms and murdered untold numbers of people. And even now it was cursed, its trails wandered and shifted and its trees were foul-tempered and malicious. Everyone knew that. Áine had known the story for as long as she could remember.




    “Do not be frightened, my love,” her father said. He reached out and laid his hand on the first tree. Áine watched in astonishment as the tree straightened itself, just a bit. And before her eyes, a trail emerged, broadening as she gazed.




    “Father . . .”




    “Not every story is true,” her father said. “And sometimes the things that were wicked become the things that save us, and the things that were good doom us to misery and pain. We lift our eyes to the heavens, but we live on the ground. Come. Let me show you.”




    Her father wasn’t afraid, so neither was Áine. They made their way down the shadowed trail.




    He had grown up in this wood, he told her, and was a young man in this wood, and would have lived there forever had it not been for the love of a good woman who wanted a simple, honest life in the village. But then she died. He told Áine that the wood meant her no harm, and would provide a life for them.




    Not, by any means, an honest life. Banditry. She did not say the word out loud, and her father didn’t explain, but the fact of it remained. The word hovered between the two of them, like a cloud.




    It’s what he was. Before. She understood it now.




    He found the house he grew up in—a tiny thing made of stones and timbers, with a mossy roof, hidden in a thicket of trees next to a waterfall and a deep pool. (No fish, Áine noticed at once. They were too far upstream. Pity.) There was even a dilapidated barn. He made her wait outside, and he rummaged through the house for a moment or two. Finally, she heard her father let out a whoop of joy, and he came out the front door looking somehow taller, stronger, and more wild than when he went in. He wore something around his neck—a bit of stone that looked very much like an eye tied up with a thin strap of leather.




    “Father,” Áine began, “what’s that around your—”




    “No questions,” her father barked, his face suddenly stormy, the eye around his neck flashing bright. Áine recoiled, but relaxed when the stormy look was replaced by an expression of such gentleness, such grace, that she convinced herself that she must have imagined that anything was amiss. “We have no time for questions, my flower. Look! Our new home!”




    It was a mess, but Áine loved it. Within the week it was as tidy and clean and homey as any merchant’s house in their old city. Áine’s father rebuilt the barn, and taught her how to hunt with a bow, how to coax food from the ground, and which mushrooms and berries and roots and mosses were safe to eat. He snatched milking goats and laying hens, and every once in a while, a barrel of wine.




    He warned her about the wolves. “Mind you shoot them before they rip out your throat,” he said darkly. “Never trust a wolf.”




    Every time he said this, she felt the outline of her mother’s hand, pressing over her heart.




    After that, they always had enough to eat. And Áine was happy. Mostly. She loved the wood, and she loved her father, and both loved her in return. And though sometimes, when she lay in bed, the wind in the trees sounded so very much like the ocean that she felt a sob pierce her chest like a needle, she knew it was for the best.




    The river by her house flowed to the sea, after all. And that would have to be enough.




    And it was enough. Until it wasn’t.
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    A Visit From the Queen




    Ned woke, as always, before the sun rose. He pulled on his tunic, and then, noticing the chill in the air, pulled on another one. His father, in the other room, snored prodigiously, rattling the floorboards and the windows, and jittering the dishes. His parents would wake soon, and he preferred to be out of sight when they did. Sliding his feet into a pair of goatskin boots, each as soft and worn as slippers, he padded silently out into the yard. His house, like most houses he had ever seen, was built of river stones and mortar with a timber framed roof. It was a pleasure to climb.




    Ned greeted every morning from the roof beam of the house, regardless of the weather. He liked to watch the world start. The sky was deep purple and soft gray. Mist clung to the fields, obscuring the view and blurring the world.




    He reached into his tunic pocket and pulled out a bit of wood and a very sharp knife, and began to carve out a figure. This he also did every morning. It was a thing he was good at—not that anyone knew. How could they? Each evening, he took his carving to the shore of the Great River and placed it in a paper boat, launching it into the current. He showed his figures to no one, and he never saw them again.




    He hoped they made it to the sea.




    The sky lightened by inches as Ned worked, his two legs splayed down the mossy slopes of the roof. He could hear his mother and father begin to rouse themselves inside the house. He heard their low murmurs and their hurried ministrations. He heard his name being spoken with a heaviness in their voices, as though it were a great burden. They were getting ready to go to the village for the Queen’s Jubilee—a countrywide celebration of her seventy years of benevolent rule. The queen had spent the previous months travelling from village to village to mark the occasion, and now, at last, she made it to Ned’s own. His was the farthest out, the most remote, and the most unfashionable village in the whole kingdom.




    Next to Ned’s village was the forest.




    No one went into the forest. Not soldiers. Not warriors. No one. Except for Ned’s father, the woodsman. Only he was brave enough.




    Still, there would be crowds and food and singing and merrymaking. And people attempting to look their best. And sidelong glances that Ned could feel. He could always feel them. His parents intended for him to join them at the festivities. They had made themselves very clear.




    But he wouldn’t go, he told himself. He wouldn’t.




    He focused on the carving. The knife he held was small and clever—a bone handle and a blade made from polished steel. It responded to the slightest touch. Ned gave his figure a three-buttoned coat and the high boots of a woodsman. He carved curly hair, bright eyes, and a sideways smile. There was, of course, a resemblance to Ned himself, save one key distinction: Ned never smiled.




    Nearly an hour after his parents woke, his mother and father walked into the yard. His father wore the same coat and boots that he always did, but she was wearing her second-best dress and her twice-dyed purple cloak. Usually, she only went out in simple browns, but today was special. It was not enough, apparently, to be a woman of power: She needed to look like it too. “Ned,” his mother called from the vegetable garden in front of their house. “It’s time to go. The procession will be here soon. Come down now, please.”




    Ned shook his head. He did not call back to his mother, nor did she expect him to. No one expected him to say a word. He rarely spoke, and when he did, his words came out in a stuttering mess. He would sweat, he would shake, he would feel as though he had a boulder strapped to his chest. Words were his enemies. They rattled in his mouth like broken teeth, or tumbled off the page like scattered dust after a sneeze.




    He held up his bit of wood and his carving knife in hopes that she would notice that he was terribly busy and need not accompany his parents. The whole village would be there to greet the queen’s procession—and many from outside the village as well. The village school was cancelled, and the shops would close as soon as the procession arrived. It was the queen, after all. Everyone had been planning it for months.




    Sister Witch crossed her arms over her chest and gave her head a slow shake. This was an argument that he was not likely to win. Sister Witch was one to get her way.




    “Listen to your mother,” his father said in a weary voice without looking up. He wouldn’t look at Ned.




    He never does, Ned thought.




    His parents stood side by side, waiting.




    They won’t stop fussing at you till you go, his inside voice told him.




    “Please, Ned,” his mother said. She stood in the yard—broad-shouldered, straight-backed, an unshakable force. He’d never been able to say no to her for very long.




    He closed his eyes and sighed. Fine, he thought.




    Nimble as a spider, Ned climbed down. His mother tried to lay a conciliatory hand on his shoulder, but he darted ahead. He slid his knife into its sheath and shoved it deep into his pocket, along with his carving. No one was allowed to bring weaponry into the village, but this rule was routinely ignored. He kept the knife tucked away where no one would see it, just in case. You never know when you might need a good, sharp knife.




    Ned glanced back at his house—the goats grazing in the yard, the garden bursting with plants for food and plants for healing and plants for doing work that seemed like magic, but wasn’t really. Plants were smarter than most people realized. Above the front door was a sign that said witch in bright red letters. It had been painted, years ago, by an unkind neighbor, meant to shame the magic worker. It didn’t work. Sister Witch rather liked the sign, and left it there. “Best to keep things clear,” the witch had said briskly. She kept the letters touched up with fresh paint, brightened with lacquer, and studded with small pieces of embedded glass to give them a bit of a glimmer. She made it beautiful.




    Though he knew what it said, Ned couldn’t read the word over his door. He couldn’t read anything. Not for lack of trying. There was a time when he could read. Both he and his brother could. Before. But then everything changed. Now, whenever Ned looked at the sign (or any writing for that matter), the letters seemed to wobble, shift, and scramble themselves. They wriggled like snakes and swarmed thick and fast as locusts. It made his head spin.




    A word, after all, is a kind of magic. It locks the substance of a thing in sound or symbol, and affixes it to the ear, or paper, or stone. Words call the world into being. That’s power indeed. And Ned was not a powerful boy.




    In the village, people greeted Sister Witch by touching their foreheads or pressing their fingers to their lips. A few slipped gifts into her basket. A jar of jam. A smoked fish. A round loaf. A bouquet of fresh herbs. Their neighbors were always grateful for her help (for a little while anyway), but they kept their distance all the same. She was a witch, after all.




    The procession had not yet arrived. Spotters at the top of the hill could see the queen’s convoy approaching by way of the road, but it was slow going.




    Sister Witch pressed a piece of paper into Ned’s hand along with a small pouch of coins. “Here is your list. I want you to go to the dry merchant’s and the apothecary’s and the metal shop and the scrivener’s house. Spend no more than a copper’s worth at each.” Ned shot his mother a poisonous look, but she looked stonily back.




    Why? Ned’s expression asked.




    Because, his mother’s face responded.




    “Do as you’re told,” his father mumbled without looking at Ned. His eyes were red-rimmed and damp, as always. They slid from side to side, skimming the village rooftops, as though scanning for something lost.




    Ned looked at the list. The words writhed like worms, but the pictures were clear enough. This type of list-making was a strategy that his mother used quite a bit, an attempt to trick his brain into relearning how to read. She would write the word that Ned was to find and next to it would draw a picture. This was fine for things like spools of thread or bottles of ink. But a sack of sugar looked just like a sack of flour. And once he bought a bucket of salt pork when he was supposed to simply buy a bucket.




    He wove his way through the square, dodging feet and carts and donkeys. There were people selling what they had made in their own kitchens—sausages warmed over coals or sweet cakes or savory pies. The Council of Elders, consisting of Madame Thuane, a stout woman with hair the color of ashes, and two decrepit old men with hardly any hair at all, stood at the head of a table where the queen and her entourage would sit and eat the food that the village had prepared. They stood at attention, though one bald council member leaned his head against his tall staff and had begun to snore. The ash-haired lady cleared her throat and gave him a kick.




    No one noticed this.




    No one but Ned.




    Ned noticed everything. He couldn’t help it.




    He slid into the scrivener’s house.




    The head scrivener—a watery-eyed man with spider-thin arms, a long chin, and thick lips in a perpetual frown—wrinkled his nose when Ned walked in.




    “The toy shop is down the lane,” he said with a nasty chuckle. “Or couldn’t you read the sign.” He always said things like this. Little digs. Ugly smirks. Our powerful and glorious witch has a son who is too stupid to read, his fleshy face said. Well.




    The scrivener wasn’t the only one who thought this. Ned did his best to ignore the smothered snickers and the sidelong smirks. He tucked his chin to his chest and tried to focus on the floor.




    The scrivener’s house was packed with people, each pressing shoulders against the person nearby. They held their stacks of papers and playing cards and prints of the queen at various moments during her seventy-year rule, the ink so fresh it still shone on the paper and had to be handled with extreme care to prevent smudging. The scrivener’s apprentices—many Ned remembered from his short time at school—were busy taking dictation from people who claimed to have the ability to read and write, but who complained of arthritis or poor vision or atrocious handwriting.




    Ned gathered the items from his list. Writing paper and blotting paper. Ink. Charcoal pencils. In the far left corner stood a man—a stranger. He held a pretty little pouch and a leather-bound journal with embossed flowers on the front cover, holding them away from his body with a grimace on his face, as though their girlishness might infect him somehow. He was a tall man—practically a giant. A full head taller than the tallest man there. He had a shock of red hair curling upward from his head like a bonfire and a red beard, oiled to a sharp point. He wore a pendant around his neck. An odd thing in the shape of an eye. Ned felt the invisible scabs on his chest start to itch.




    He gave Ned a curious look. His eyes glittered.




    “Ah,” he said. “A scholar.”




    Ned looked down at his items and shrugged. The man’s eyes crinkled at the edges.




    “Or a storyteller, perhaps.”




    Still, Ned was silent. What do you want? he wanted to say. But the words were heavy, and Ned knew they would heave out of his mouth and shatter on the ground. He would stutter. And people would laugh. And so he was silent.




    The man pressed on. “An arithmancer? A draftsman? A poet? A writer of love letters?” He took a step forward. His eyes were large and wild and searching. Ned felt the man’s gaze poking and prodding and rummaging about, and found himself pulling inward, curling his spine over his purchases in order to shield them from the aggressive curiosity of the red-haired stranger. “Oh, come now, boy, why must you keep a stranger in suspense? I must know.” He spoke with a strange cadence, and his pronunciation had an unfamiliar lilt to it. Ned could understand him, but it was work. He’d never heard anything like it. Even as far away as the queen’s city, no one spoke as strangely as this stranger did.




    “He ent none of those things,” the head scrivener said. “That there’s our Witch’s only boy, and a waste of space if there ever was one. Who’s that ink for, boy? Not you then, is it? Come on now, I don’t got all day. Bring it here.”




    Ned felt himself redden. The room, already hot, felt like a pot boiled dry. He put his items on the counter and shook his bag of coins. The red-haired stranger followed him. He leaned his elbows on the table and regarded Ned with fascination. “A real witch, then?” the man said. “Of your very own? Well. That is a precious little something, isn’t it?” And the pendant sparkled just a bit.




    “Precious little, I’d say,” the scrivener said. “Lot of pompous hocus-pocus from that house for people who could rightly take care of themselves if they just put their minds to it, but far be it from me to judge.”




    Ned glared at the scrivener, who instantly cleared his throat and focused instead on haggling over the price of a contract with two customers. Everyone was like this—or everyone in the village, anyway. They loved their witch when they needed her, and resented her when they didn’t. It drove Ned mad. A year earlier, the scrivener had been at Ned’s house, begging for help with his grown son, who suffered from a tumor bulging from his belly. Sister Witch cured the young man—at a terrible cost. His mother’s magic was a tricky, unwieldy thing, and taxing. It hurt her to use it. Saving the scrivener’s son landed her in bed for a week! And now . . . Ned shook his head.




    She asks for nothing, he thought. And she gets nothing, too.




    And even though he knew it was wrong, he hated the scrivener. He hated everyone.




    The red-haired giant cupped his chin thoughtfully. “Oh, I think such a treasure is appreciated when it is needed and forgotten when it is not.” There was a gleam in his eye and a crackling around his body, like a field just before lightning strikes. Ned felt his hair stand on end.




    “I’m sure you’re mother’s work has its . . . enthusiasts, yes?” The stranger’s sharp gaze scanned the room and his large fingers quivered.




    Go away, Ned thought at him, though he didn’t know why. He edged backward, resisting his instincts to bolt. His skin itched and his teeth clattered. The man curled his fingers around the pendant at his neck, and the crackling energy surrounding him intensified. There’s something wrong with him, Ned thought. As though in response, the man grinned. He chuckled a bit to himself, then turned away from Ned, and began to move through the crowd—never jostling, never begging pardon, as easy as a slick of oil across the water.




    Other people were distracted, they looked outside, they asked one another what the queen would be wearing, whether she would address them, or shake their hands, or simply wave. They wondered if they should sing. Or pray. Or stand in silence. The queen had never visited their little village before, and no one knew exactly what was expected of them.




    And as they fussed and murmured, they did not pay attention to the stranger, nor did they notice what he was doing.




    But Ned saw the man reach, flick a coin purse from a belt, and make it vanish up his sleeve. And a ring from a finger. A sweet roll from a basket. An apple. An eyeglass. A pocket watch. Item after item disappeared into the big man’s sleeves.




    Ned opened his mouth. He could feel Wait sitting on his tongue. He could feel Stop jittering on his molars. He felt the words shudder and jumble and buzz against his lips.




    “S-st—” he stammered, but he couldn’t spit out stop. He coughed and gagged, but nothing came out. His tongue felt like a heavy stone in his mouth. It would be easier to cough out a carriage and a team of horses than to string a sentence together. Even a single word felt impossible.




    “Th—” he began. “Tthh—” But the word thief shattered in his mouth, sharp and cruel as glass.




    His face flushed; his heart raced. The stranger, now at the door, locked eyes with Ned. He cocked his head and winked.




    “Cat got your tongue, Witch’s boy?” He gave Ned a slow smile. There was a bottle of ink in his hand. And then it was gone. And a pretty mirror—the kind that you might give to a girl on her birthday. And a stylus made of carved bone. His fingers were quick and clever; they moved as fast as thinking. Like magic.




    But that wasn’t possible, was it? There was only one bit of magic left in the wide world. And his mother had that. Didn’t she? The invisible scabs on his chest throbbed and itched.




    “I do believe I need to pay a visit to your mother. She’s near, isn’t she?” He held his finger in the air and closed his eyes as though listening to something. “Yes. I do believe she is.”




    The noise swelled. Ned’s mouth hung open, and his insides felt as though they had spilled on the floor. How?




    The big man grinned. “See you soon, boy.” Then, with a private laugh, the stranger kicked open the door with the smile of his boot, and he was gone.




    Ned shivered and gasped. Sweat came pricking through his skin in tiny, sharp points.




    He’s a thief, Ned thought. And a liar. And he knows things. And he has plans. But what those plans were exactly, Ned had no idea.




    Still. He had to tell someone. And right away.


  




  

    
7




    The Clay Pot




    Ned ran into the square, just as a cheer erupted from the crowd. The queen’s carriage crested the hill and came rushing down the green slope. Flags waved. People held up fans imprinted with woodcuts of the queen at seventeen, when she first ascended the throne: wide eyes, round cheeks, a mouth attempting to be grim, but with a slightly sideward tilt, indicating her sardonic good humor. The queen’s good humor was famous.




    The ash-haired councilwoman roared at the slumped musicians, each one deep in his cups, and forced them to their feet. After a rushed count, they began to play the anthem, though not particularly on tempo or in tune.




    Each Stone did once our spirits bless




    And led us through the wilderness.




    Not war, nor want, nor tyrant’s sin




    Could taint that grace we entered in.




    Ned rushed through the tangled crowd, trying to find his mother, trying to catch a glimpse of the stranger. (He shouldn’t be this hard to find, Ned fumed. The man was practically a giant! Still, he appeared to have vanished. So slippery! So fast!) Ned dodged hips and carts and elbows and baskets. Twice he stepped in donkey’s droppings and was once sent sprawling onto the ground when the master blacksmith turned around too fast.




    “Watch where you’re going, witless!” the blacksmith barked.




    Ned pulled himself to his feet and ran as though outrunning a storm. He had the words in his mouth, ready to go. Thief. Liar. He saw the red-haired man standing in the thick of the crowd on the opposite side of the square as his mother. Go away, Ned shouted in his heart.




    The queen’s carriage hurtled toward the square, moving faster and faster.




    Too fast. Ned leaped onto the rim of the central fountain and paused a moment, curling his hands over his brow and squinting.




    The soldiers in the entourage urged their horses onward, their arms flailing as they tried to hail the woman at the reins of the carriage. The woman at the reins, meanwhile, was shouting at her horses, her face tight and wild, her eyes pinned on the gates of the town.




    Ned saw those white knuckles, those livid eyes, those faces shattered with worry. Something was wrong, he thought. Meanwhile, the crowd around him crowed with joy. The queen! They shouted and sang. Our marvelous queen!




    The soldiers and carriage thundered over the old stone bridge and under the ancient arch marking the entrance to the village. The woman at the reins screamed her horses to a halt and leaped onto the ground.




    “We need a healer!” she called out. She was crying. “The queen!” A sob tore at her throat. Ned could see the queen inside the carriage (a tiny thing—just sticks and grass and delicate skin with a crown stuck on top) slumped in the arms of a very large woman. Was she dead? Ned couldn’t tell. Across from the large woman was a man with a face like a toad and an extraordinary amount of lace around his throat. Ned narrowed his eyes. Was he smiling? Surely not. Who could smile at a time like this? Still, it did seem . . . The man leaned back in the carriage, hiding his face in shadow, while the large woman leaned forward.




    “Please,” she shouted. “Someone help!”




    Sister Witch rolled up her sleeves, nodding grimly. She set her face and gritted her teeth, bending her knees and bracing her body against the surety of the ground under her feet. The house was far away and Ned had never seen her hail the magic at this great a distance. And he worried for his mother—the farther away she had to call it, the more it drained her strength. The more it hurt her.




    She raised her two fists and turned to the direction of the house. “TO ME!” she shouted, her voice oddly amplified. It crackled the air and vibrated underfoot. The magic—dark and fast as a storm cloud—came tearing down the road, leaving a spray of dust in its trail. It was black, then purple, then gold. Normally, when it emerged from its clay pot it was nothing more than a little yellow puff—like a dandelion clock. But now it seemed to expand as it moved, as though the fact of itself in motion had worked to increase its energy. Indeed, Ned had never seen it look so wild. It came to Sister Witch, swirling around her like a cyclone. She stumbled back as though she had been punched, almost losing her footing. Recovering herself, she bowed to it, murmuring a phrase.




    Ned knew the words. “It is with a pure heart that I humbly ask your assistance.” It’s what she always said. But she spoke so quietly, and the magic around her blew with such a roar, that Ned was sure no one could hear her—he certainly couldn’t and he was closest. He glanced back at the stranger, who still had his eyes on the witch. The witch had turned away, so that he couldn’t tell what she was saying. The man looked frustrated—good, Ned thought. The man wrinkled his brow and started to snake through the crowd.
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