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To Ulrike, my not-at-all-wicked stepmother, whose magic takes the form of photography, origami, lemon marmalade and kindness.









[image: A map shows different locations in a coastal region. Mizzleport, the capital, is on the eastern coast, the Red Hospital is northwest of Mizzleport, the cliffs are northeast of the hospital, Kyttels Wall is southwest of Mizzleport, the Wilds are along the eastern coast, the marshland is in the southern coast, and the mountains are in the west.]









PROLOGUE


If you must travel to the country of Raddith, then be prepared. Bring a mosquito net for the lowlands, and a warm coat for the hills or mountains. If you mean to visit the misty marsh-woods known as the Wilds, you will need stout, waterproof boots. (You will also need wits, courage and luck, but some things cannot be packed.)


When your ship arrives at the great Mizzleport harbour, remember to trade your gold currency for Raddith’s ugly steel coins. Don’t be offended when the customs folk peer at you through lenses set in hollow stones, or sweep you with iron-fibred brushes. There are reasons for caution where the land meets the sea.


Ignore the hustlers on the docks who will try to sell you anti-curse amulets. You have of course heard that some people in Raddith are able to curse their enemies. It sounded so picturesque when you were reading about it at home, like a fairytale. As you listen to the pedlars’ blood-curdling warnings, however, you may start to feel nervous. You shouldn’t really waste money on a so-called protective amulet, but you probably will.


The hustlers may also try to sell you and the other tourists bundled parchments that they claim are maps of the Wilds. (The Wilds cannot truly be mapped. Buy one anyway, just in case.)


As you walk through Mizzleport, you will soon realize that none of the locals wear anti-curse amulets. Your landlord at the inn will gently mock you for buying one. If you ask him how you should protect yourself, however, he will shrug and offer no useful suggestions.


You can’t defend yourself from a curse, he will tell you. But don’t worry – cursers are rare! Only those consumed by hatred are able to curse. Just make sure nobody hates you while you’re here!


The other locals at the inn will be happy to answer some of your questions. Do cursers really exist? (Yes.) Can curses really set someone on fire, steal their shadow or turn them into a swarm of bees? (Yes.) Is it true that the power to curse comes from spiders? (No, the Little Brothers are not spiders, however much they look like them.)


What are the Little Brothers, then? Your new friends will tell you, with a certain affection, of the many-legged creatures that live in the cobweb-laden treetops of the Wilds. They are friends to weavers and craftsmen, apparently. They also seek out those consumed by rage or hatred, and gift them with a curse. The curse then nestles in the host’s soul like an unhatched egg, growing in power, until the curser is ready to unleash it upon an enemy.


Try not to ask the next questions that burn in your mind. Shouldn’t someone do something about this? Why don’t you all exterminate these spider-things to stop people becoming cursers? If you ask this, you will make everyone around you very uncomfortable. The Little Brothers cannot be swatted like ordinary spiders, they will tell you. Besides, attempting to harm them would anger the Wilds.


While you are still reeling from everyone’s grim and serious tone, the conversation will move on to another subject. (The Wilds are slippery. It is hard to think of them or talk of them for long.)


You will only consider the matter again at the first stop on the route out of Mizzleport. From the raised road, you will at last have a view down to the famous Wilds that line the Raddith coast. Prepare to be very, very disappointed.


Admit it, the Wilds were one of the reasons you came to Raddith in the first place. You had read stories of these sprawling, misty marsh-woods, veiled with cobweb and dripping with emerald moss. You had heard of the shape-shifting braags, the dagger-toothed marsh horses, the dancing glimmers that lure you into danger and the pale-handed ladies who offer secrets if you solve their riddles.


Yet here you are, staring down at a meagre band of damp, greyish woodland, only a few miles deep. Is that what all the fuss is about? So narrow and dull-looking! How could it possibly hide ancient ruins, secret castles or mysterious lakes? How could anyone wander lost in the Wilds for years?


If you are rash enough to venture down among the trees, you will discover your error quickly. The innocent appearance of the Wilds is a lie. The marsh-woods are every bit as strange, vast and perilous as the stories say.


However, it is much more likely that you will lose interest in visiting the Wilds, now that you have seen them. (You only think that you have seen them.) You will believe the evidence of your eyes and mind, which tell you there is nothing worth seeing here. (They are lying.)


Why is everyone so frightened of the Wilds? It is only natural that you should wonder this. If that’s where these curse-bearing spider-creatures come from, why doesn’t everyone just get rid of the marsh-woods, once and for all? Surely it wouldn’t be that hard?


No guidebook will tell you this, but the people of Raddith once tried to do exactly that.


Raddith is ruled by Chancery, a government of master merchants who believe in honest dealing, level-headedness and worth you can measure. A hundred years ago, Chancery looked at the Wilds and saw only wasted land. Great dykes were built to subdivide the marshes, so that they could drained more easily. Trees were hacked down, the reeds harvested and smoke used to clear the spiders.


Then the Wilds struck back.


Huge clouds of mosquitoes surged inland, bringing diseases with them. Upland rivers flooded for no obvious reason. Little Brothers appeared in the highlands en masse, creating cursers and trammelling the streets with great webs. Other things wandered into Mizzleport, and left mayhem behind them.


Eventually, Chancery reached an agreement with the Wilds. Their representatives travelled into the very depths of the marsh-woods, where they talked with . . . something. Or somethings. Perhaps a lyre made of bones and stars, perhaps a Little Brother the size of a dinner plate, perhaps a faceless woman with a voice like the yowls of a hundred cats. Accounts vary, but in every version of the story the Pact was sealed on a boat made of moonlight and spider web.


Ever since that time the Pact has held, and nobody in Raddith is in a hurry to break it.


Knowing none of this, perhaps you will decide that all the stories of the Wilds and the Raddith cursers were invented to entertain tourists. At night, when you see a many-legged shape scuttle across the ceiling of your bedchamber, you will tell yourself that it is a spider, and only a spider.


(It is not.)









CHAPTER 1


BLAME


Five minutes into the conversation, Kellen was grinning so widely his face ached. He could see Nettle trying to catch his eye, and very slightly shaking her head. She knew what his grin meant, even if this idiot merchant didn’t.


I’m going to lose my temper, Kellen thought. Any minute now. The inevitability of it was almost calming.


‘I didn’t hire you to lecture me!’ the merchant was saying. ‘I hired you to fix the problem!’


Kellen stood there in the stupid, over-decorated reception hall, letting the flood of words pour over him. The merchant had glossy, angry, frightened eyes. His hair was dyed, but that just made his pale, haggard face look older. Petty, weak, childish. The sort of man who needed chandeliers the size of dinner tables to feel powerful, and who made you stand while he sat and ranted at you, so that everyone knew who was in charge.


‘Are you listening to me?’ demanded the merchant.


Kellen’s head snapped up, his mind airy and bright with anger.


‘The blood’s showing again,’ he pointed out, a little spitefully.


The merchant immediately curled his hands into defensive fists. His gloves were so padded that they looked like clownish silken paws, but even this had not been enough. The blood always found its way through, mysteriously oozing from his palms and fingers until it could not be hidden.


Kellen wore gloves too, for a different reason. He was used to the weight of the iron bands hidden within the cloth. Right now, he was wondering whether that weight would break someone’s nose if he punched them in the face.


‘They said you knew how to deal with curses!’ snapped the merchant. ‘But you’ve done nothing, and it’s been two weeks!’


Kellen had taken the job against his better judgement. Or, rather, he had allowed his rational judgement to outweigh his better instincts. For once, there had been a reasonable prospect of a decent payment. Now, however, reasonableness was losing its appeal.


‘That’s because I was trying to find out who cursed you, and there were too many suspects!’ Kellen exploded. He could almost feel his leash snap, his temper bounding forward like a big black dog. The aghast silence all around him made him want to laugh.


Oh well. Boring job anyway.


‘All the marsh-silk pickers, the carders and dyers, the folks in your felting mills . . . they work themselves to the bone for you, and you pay them spit!’ Kellen’s voice echoed off the frescoes and ornamental arches. ‘And the lodgings you rent to them are stinking hellholes, crammed to the eaves with too many families! What did you think would happen? I’m surprised they haven’t all cursed you!’


‘How dare you?’ Powerful people never said anything original once you stopped showing them the deference they expected. In a state of outrage, they all used the same script.


‘Anyway, I did work out who cursed you,’ said Kellen, ‘and they’re already dead. So you don’t need to know who they were.’


No, the merchant didn’t need to know about the sad little note or the body in the river. The dead woman’s family didn’t need a ladleful of stigma added to their grief. Kellen would have felt differently about the curser if she’d been alive and still dangerous, but she wasn’t, so all he felt was pity.


‘Dead?’ The merchant looked alarmed. ‘Is that a problem? Can you still lift the curse?’


‘Talking to the curser often helps, but all I need to know is the reason for the curse,’ Kellen said grimly. ‘And there’s no mystery here, is there? You’re the reason! It doesn’t even matter which of your victims cursed you. Because in this case the problem is you.


‘You made somebody desperate enough to become a curser. You’ve got blood on your hands. And, thanks to the curse, now everyone can see it.’


‘You’re one of those rabble-rousers!’ The merchant was recovering from his shock. ‘Who do you work for? Who paid you to come here and say all of this to me?’


‘You did, you idiot!’ exploded Kellen. ‘You hired me to get rid of your curse, and I’m telling you how to do it! What did you expect me to do, give you an ointment? You can’t cure a curse; you have to unravel it. You have to find the reasons that wove it, and work out how to pull the threads loose. And the only way I can see for you to do that . . . is to be sorry.


‘You need to understand what you’ve been doing all this time, and regret it, and change. So you need to spend a month gathering raw marsh silk in the Wilds, or washing the thorns and grit out of sticky fluff until your fingers bleed, so you understand other people’s lives. Then you need to find ways of mending the harm you’ve done, and doing penance for anything that can’t be fixed. If you do this for long enough, then maybe—’


‘Maybe?’ The merchant gave an appalled huff of laughter. ‘You want me to do all this for a “maybe”? This is ridiculous!’


Kellen had let himself become earnest again. Yes, this whole conversation was ridiculous.


‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Do what you like. If you pay someone else enough, I’m sure they’ll tell you you’re blameless, and sell you a curse-proof hat. It won’t work, but at least they won’t be rude.’


‘Listen to me, you grubby little charlatan!’ The merchant leaned forward. ‘I want my money back, right now!’


‘Not a chance!’ yelled Kellen. ‘I did what I was paid for! I’ve told you how to lift your curse! It’s not my fault if you’re too stupid to do it!’


The merchant tightened one hand into a fist. There was a tick-tick-tick noise as he did so, and the seam across the knuckles of the glove burst open, white eiderdown bulging out through the gap. As more blood seeped scarlet through the exposed feathers, the merchant gave a whimper of panic, and clutched his hand to his chest.


‘Fetch me more gloves! A cloth! Something!’


Kellen gave an involuntary snort of mirth, and apparently that was the final straw.


‘Guards!’ shouted the merchant. ‘Take this fraud into custody!’


Nettle managed to get arrested by the guards as well, by asking politely. She could probably have walked away in the confusion, but instead here she was in Kellen’s cell in the local gaol, her unspoken opinions filling half the room. Apparently, she didn’t even trust him to languish in captivity by himself.


Part of him wished that she would just grab him by the collar and yell, What’s wrong with you? Why couldn’t you just tell that rich idiot what he wanted to hear? Or maybe just shut up and let him yell at us?


‘You think we should give him back his money, don’t you?’ he said accusingly. ‘Well, I’m not doing that! We earned that money!’


‘Actually,’ said Nettle levelly, ‘we can’t. We don’t have enough money. They want you to pay for the glove. The one that split.’


‘What? ’ Kellen stopped pacing to stare at her. ‘But . . . that was his fault! You saw him! He clenched his hand and stretched the seams . . .’


‘And they’re saying one of the tapestries in that room is frayed around the edges,’ continued Nettle carefully. ‘They want you to pay for that too.’


‘I can’t believe they’re trying to blame that on me!’ Kellen was aghast and furious. ‘That’s . . . criminal! That’s fraud!’


He looked to Nettle for agreement, but didn’t get it. Instead, she looked impassive, and raised her eyebrows slightly.


Nettle seemed meek and inoffensive if you didn’t know her. Her expression was usually rather blank, in an attentive, slightly worried sort of way. She appeared diluted, colourless, as if she were waiting for somebody else to give her an opinion to hold. After more than a year of travelling with her, however, Kellen had learned to read stillness and listen to silence. He had become very good at hearing the things Nettle didn’t say.


You lost control again, she wasn’t saying. I told you you needed to rein yourself in. When you unravel, so does everything else.


Kellen’s ability to pull apart the threads of a curse came with a mild but annoying side-effect. Woven cloth in his vicinity loosened over time and began to unravel. This phenomenon was particularly noticeable when Kellen lost control of his emotions.


‘That wasn’t me!’ he protested. ‘I didn’t unravel anything!’


‘You were very angry,’ Nettle said in a mild, careful tone that Kellen found infuriating. There was something about her ‘one-of-us-has-to-be-reasonable’ air that made him want to be wildly unreasonable. ‘You’ve been in a bad mood all day.’


This was true enough. He’d had a night of broken sleep and uneasy, half-remembered dreams, and it had left him feeling sour and strung-out.


‘So what?’ Kellen held up his hands in their iron-studded gloves. ‘I was wearing these!’


Iron damped his unravelling side-effect, so there were strands of it in Kellen’s boots, hat and coat lining. The iron-studded gloves muffling his clever, calloused weaver’s hands made the biggest difference.


The merchant had demanded to know the reason for these gloves, so Kellen had told him about the side-effect. Now it sounded as if the man was using this as an excuse to blame every loose thread and pulled seam on Kellen.


‘And even if I hadn’t been wearing them it wouldn’t happen that quickly, would it?’ Kellen pointed out. ‘I can’t just make somebody’s clothes fall apart by being angry with them. More’s the pity.’ The truth is, he had been thinking that it would serve the merchant right if his stupid gloves fell off his stupid bloody hands. Thoughts didn’t unpick cloth, however.


‘Well, we’re going to have trouble proving that, aren’t we?’ Nettle stared calmly at the opposite wall, refusing to meet Kellen’s angry gaze.


Nettle was like a belt that rubbed. Familiar, irritating, every little chafe adding to a thousand others. Comforting, necessary. Unavoidable, every twinge of irritation mixed with guilt and a sense of obligation. She might as well have been family.


Her strangeness was something you only noticed when you paid attention to her, and most people didn’t. She always held her face and body too still. All her motions were careful and deliberate, as if she were getting used to steering her body, which was, in fact, the case. Kellen knew that she was fifteen like him, but strangers found it difficult to guess her age. There was something young-old about her face, a weathered smoothness that spoke of storms survived. He wondered if she would always have that ageless oddness. A young woman with an old woman’s careful gravity, and then an old woman with a quiet, fey blaze like a winter sky.


She had Kellen to thank and blame for that. Nettle was his responsibility, and she never let him forget it.









CHAPTER 2


GALL


Nettle hunched on the sill of the little window, and watched the sky. She tried to make her mind just as cool, blue and untouchable, but it wasn’t easy with Kellen pacing up and down right behind her.


‘That merchant’ll have to get the magistrate to release us, once he’s calmed down,’ he was telling the walls and world for the ninth time. ‘He still needs me!’


Nettle took a breath and let it cool in her lungs for a second before answering.


‘He won’t,’ she said with determined calm. ‘You humiliated him. He’ll convince himself you’re a fraud.’


‘Well . . . he shouldn’t!’ Kellen glared at Nettle, as if making her back down would somehow change the situation. ‘All I did was tell him the truth!’ He was always like this, raging at the world for not being as it should. His furious innocence was exhausting. Kellen started pacing again, and she knew he was hating her for being right.


The sky was wide and flawless. When Nettle was little, it had just been the roof of her world, a place to store the sun and stars. Since then she had come to understand the texture of that wild, blue air. She knew its chill strength, its living tremors, the sweet and treacherous way it bore one’s weight. Nettle watched the birds, and felt her soul reach out, like an amputee wanting to stretch a lost but remembered limb.


I hate being heavy. I hate being here. I hate being right.


As usual, she was right. The merchant didn’t arrange their release. It was somebody else who came to rescue Kellen and Nettle just a few hours later.


The visitor was six foot tall but, as he ducked through the doorway and straightened, he seemed taller. His dark grey riding coat looked well-made. He could not have been more than thirty, but his complexion was grey-ish too. There was something quietly forbidding about him, as if a stone lion had found a way to look human.


Nettle felt a tingle in her teeth. This man had a touch of the Wilds – she could sense it – a familiar pang, like the worst kind of homecoming. Then he glanced her way, and she saw that his left eye was covered by an eye patch of dark red leather. It looked expensive and showy, which only ever meant one thing.


Marsh horseman.


He stood and watched them in silence for a little while. He seemed to be waiting, as if they had asked to see him, not the other way round.


‘What?’ demanded Kellen at last, getting impatient. Fortunately, the visitor showed no sign of being offended.


‘Do you want to get out of here?’ he asked. His accent was a lot less refined than his clothes. Mizzleport dockyards, Nettle reckoned.


Kellen opened his mouth, and Nettle cut in quickly before he could say anything sarcastic.


‘Yes,’ she said. ‘We do.’


‘Good,’ said the stranger. There was another pause. Either he was trying to make them nervous, or he didn’t consider talking a particularly valuable skill.


‘The merchant’s had a change of heart, then, has he?’ asked Kellen, casting a triumphant glance at Nettle.


‘Not yet,’ said the stranger. ‘But he’ll listen if money talks. My name is Gall, and I’ve been sent to make you an offer.’


‘Sent by who?’ demanded Kellen. Nettle was pretty curious herself. Anybody who could hire a marsh horseman was probably very rich.


Marsh horses were creatures of the Deep Wilds. They could not be bred, trapped or tamed by humans. It was said that they could only be acquired by trading with the people from the White Boats, at one of the Moonlit Markets held where the Wilds met the sea. The price for such a horse was usually a single, living human eye, of clear vision and beautiful colour, willingly given by its owner. Since rich people didn’t like giving up their own eye, they would generally pay a fortune to someone poor or desperate enough to surrender one of theirs.


Such an arrangement had consequences, however. The rich buyer might fancy that they owned the marsh horse, but the horse itself always knew whose eye had bought its loyalty. Most marsh-horse owners were philosophical about this unbreakable bond, and hired the one-eyed unfortunate to control the horse. Such coachmen or coachwomen were generally treated with respect by anyone who knew what was good for them.


‘There are questions I won’t answer,’ said the stranger simply. ‘That’s one of them. If that’s a problem, I can save us all some time and leave now.’


‘You can’t expect us to—’


‘Kellen!’ hissed Nettle.


Kellen sighed angrily, then shrugged. After a pause, Gall continued.


‘You have a rare talent, boy. Unique, probably. There are plenty of people claiming they can undo curses for money, but they’re all liars. You really can. So you should be rich by now. But you’re not. You’re running from one town to the next on hope and an empty belly.’


Nettle exchanged glances with Kellen. The stranger was evidently well-informed. Raddith had no end of con men preying on the desperate by claiming they could cure curses. It had always been hard for a scruffy fifteen-year-old like Kellen to convince people that he wasn’t just another charlatan. His attitude also made him a lot of enemies. Word of Kellen’s successes were starting to spread at last, but there were also plenty who would swear violently at the mention of his name.


‘You need protection,’ the stranger continued, ‘and somebody to vouch for you. Someone who can get you rich clients, and make people think twice about locking you up.’


‘A patron, then?’ Kellen was clearly annoyed, but he was too honest to deny the truth of the stranger’s words. ‘A mysterious, anonymous patron?’


‘If you want to put it that way,’ said Gall. ‘We’d tell you which curses to unravel, and we’d see that you were well paid for it. You’d be fed and given somewhere to sleep each night. And, trust me, nobody will ignore or underestimate you if you turn up in a carriage with a marsh horse between the shafts.’


‘You’d be coming with us, then,’ Nettle said sharply. A tame marsh horse never went anywhere without its horseman, and vice versa.


‘You’d accept my protection and guidance,’ Gall said blandly.


‘Guidance?’ Kellen made it sound like a dirty word, and Nettle didn’t blame him. ‘You mean orders.’


‘Advice,’ said Gall. ‘And supervision.’


‘We don’t need to be put on a leash!’ snapped Kellen.


‘Not everyone would agree,’ said Gall, and let the silence stretch.


Nettle knew how silences were used, and she had no trouble filling this one. You make people jumpy with your strange talent, and the way you pick apart the knots of everyone’s secrets. You can’t and won’t rein in your temper. You cause trouble.


‘Why bother with us at all, then?’ asked Nettle. Gall looked at her, and the experience was a little like facing into a damp wind. His one eye was dark grey like his coat, and almost as lightless.


‘My employer needs someone who can unravel curses,’ he said. ‘And there’s a matter that needs investigating. I think you’ll want to hear about it, actually.’


‘What do you mean?’ demanded Kellen.


‘You two have put a dozen cursers behind bars, haven’t you?’ said Gall.


‘Sixteen,’ Kellen corrected him. Unravelling curses nearly always meant identifying the cursers, who were then handed over to the authorities for arrest.


‘Do you know what happens to them after that?’ asked Gall.


‘They get sent to the Red Hospital.’ Kellen fidgeted uneasily.


‘And after that?’ pressed Gall. ‘Do you ever keep track of them? Do you ever visit them in the hospital?’


‘No!’ Kellen said sharply, looking unhappy. ‘I’m the last person they want to see!’


Nettle couldn’t blame Kellen for wanting to avoid angry cursers who hated him, but it was also typical of him. He always wanted to put upsetting things behind him, so that he could forget about them.


Gall nodded quietly to himself, seeming unsurprised, then reached into his pocket. He drew out a creased and grimy slip of paper, and passed it to Kellen. Nettle leaned across to read it over Kellen’s shoulder.




A good choice. She has every reason to want revenge against the young unraveller of curses. After all, he’s the one that put her behind bars.





There was no signature.


‘Where did this come from?’ demanded Kellen. ‘Who wrote it? Who’s this “she” they’re talking about?’


‘We don’t know,’ said Gall. ‘The note was found among the belongings of a dead criminal, and we haven’t identified the handwriting. But we believe the “unraveller” they mention is you.’


Of course it is, thought Nettle, her blood running cold. ‘Unravelling’ was the way Kellen always talked about his curse-lifting. It was the way he saw things, as a tangle of threads to be pulled apart.


‘So what does this mean?’ she asked. ‘Are you saying some criminals are trying to get a curser to take revenge on Kellen? How can she do that if she’s a prisoner in the Red Hospital?’


‘A good question.’ The thing that happened to Gall’s face was probably a smile. ‘As far as we can tell, the prisoners there are all secure. They shouldn’t have any means of affecting the outside world or harming anyone. But my employer thinks we’re missing something. You two have an instinct for cursers, and a knack for prising out secrets. She wants you to take a look around the Red Hospital, to see if everything’s as secure as it should be.’


‘What if we don’t take up your offer?’ asked Kellen. ‘What if we say no?’


‘I leave,’ Gall said immediately.


No threats. No dwelling on the desperation of their position. Kellen glanced at Nettle again.


‘Let me talk about it with my friend,’ he said.


After Gall had left the room, Kellen dropped to a crouch with his back to the wall, frowning.


‘For all we know, he might have written that note himself,’ he muttered, clearly rattled. ‘What do you make of him?’


Cold and weird, thought Nettle, but there was no point in stating the obvious. Pacting with a marsh horse changed you, and never by making you more pink and cheery.


‘He doesn’t care whether we agree,’ she said instead. ‘If we say no, he won’t haggle. He’ll just go.’


‘Well, that’s obvious,’ said Kellen. ‘But maybe we should say no anyway.’


Nettle said nothing.


‘Oh, and you disagree?’ asked Kellen.


‘I’m not telling you what I think!’ said Nettle. ‘You’ll just do the opposite!’


‘Then what’s the point of even talking to you?’ Kellen frowned down at his fists, and sighed. ‘So he’s offering us a way out, and we need one. I know that, all right? Is that what you want me to say?’


‘No,’ said Nettle, very quietly.


‘What?’


‘I don’t like him. I don’t like this. Any of it.’


‘But you’re the one who wanted to listen to him!’ exclaimed Kellen.


Nettle hesitated, trying to find words for her unease. It smacks of the fen-weed, her mother would have said. And it was like a scent, like the lush, creeping fragrance of salt and sweet rot that told you that you’d taken the wrong turning, that the hungry, unseen bog was just one unwary step away . . .


‘It’s . . .’ She tried again. ‘The deal looks too tempting. The price looks too low. Which means it must be too high – we just don’t know it yet.’


‘So how else do we get out of here? And what about that note?’


Just as Nettle had predicted, Kellen was pivoting to disagree with her. She could see him doing it, even if he couldn’t. He was unbelievable.


‘If we’ve got a secret enemy, I want to know,’ Kellen declared, as if that had always been his argument. ‘Don’t you? And if something crooked is going on at the Red Hospital, shouldn’t we find out? If we make a deal with Gall and it goes sour, we can always run away later, can’t we?’


Nettle turned away from him, pulling back her temper like a snail withdrawing its horns. She returned her gaze to the sky, and tried to let its calm blue pour into her head.


‘Do what you like,’ she told him coolly.


So of course he did.


The black carriage stood outside the town gaol, blocking half the street, and nobody objected. Pedestrians kept their distance from the sleek black horse harnessed to it.


The animal was a little too large, a little too beautiful, and glossy as polished leather. It didn’t fidget the way other horses did, and its ears didn’t flick nervously as Nettle and Kellen approached. The huffs of its breath stirred little clouds of steam before its muzzle, despite the warmth of the day.


It didn’t smell like a horse either. It smelt of rain.


Gall went up to it and stroked its mane slowly, gently and with total concentration. It wasn’t like a man calming a beast. Nettle thought of lovers greeting each other, or battle comrades silently clasping hands.


He glanced back at her, and gave a jerk of his head to invite her into the carriage. She climbed up on to one of the seats, and set the little bundle of her worldly possessions down beside her.


‘Your friend’s just being lectured by the magistrate,’ said Gall in answer to Nettle’s questioning look. ‘He won’t be long.’


That’s what you think. Nettle suspected the shouting match would probably last for a little while.


‘You’ll need new clothes if you’re travelling with us,’ she said instead. ‘Your coat’s felted wool, so it’s all right. But the cotton shirt . . .’ She shook her head. ‘No trim, either. And you’ll need buckles and buttons, not laces.’


Everything she and Kellen wore was felt, leather or clotted marsh silk. Woven fabric fell apart around Kellen, not quickly but relentlessly.


‘So you’re Nettle,’ Gall said after a pause. ‘I thought you’d be . . . skinnier. Pointier.’


‘With a six-inch nose and knees that bend backwards?’ suggested Nettle. Everyone expected something like that. ‘Sorry to disappoint you.’


‘There were four of you, weren’t there?’ asked the horseman.


‘Yes,’ said Nettle curtly, and added nothing more. If Gall liked the silence game so much, she could play it too.


There had indeed been four of them. Two brothers and two sisters. Cole, Yannick, Iris and Nettle.


Nettle had been closest to her elder sister Iris. Sometimes kind, sometimes impatient, Iris had always known Nettle would follow her lead. They formed a united front in quarrels, when Cole was a bossy know-it-all, or when Yannick tried to dodge his share of the chores.


Their mother had not been good-natured or fair as the dawn, but after her death she had gained the sweetness of distance, like a blue and hazy hill. Now when Nettle remembered her mother, it was as a warm heart of a peaceful time that she had only learned to cherish after it was over.


It had not been so bad back then, she supposed. Even though she and her family had been living within the marsh-woods of the Wilds.


Their village was in the so-called Shallow Wilds, which were areas of truce. Humankind was allowed to build there . . . and other things could come and go if they chose. Usually they didn’t.


It hadn’t seemed dangerous back then, just rather dull. Nettle’s parents had enough money to own a real house of brick on one of the rocky outcrops, not a wooden stilt-house. There had been a little grove of honey-pears, and a blue boat tethered by the rill. There had been too many siblings, all of them larger and more argumentative then Nettle, and too little to do – no market fairs, no news, no buzzing streets, no surprises.


Then it had all ended. Their mother had perished of a fever, and taken their childhood with her.


Another woman had married her father, and Nettle still couldn’t think about her clearly. Her own anger and fear frightened her. It blinded her mind, like looking into the sun.


Even though Nettle had only been nine years old, she had started to realize that she was hated. Her stepmother hated her, hated all four of her stepchildren. Nettle didn’t know why, nor did she ever find out. Perhaps there never was a reason, except that sometimes these things happened, particularly in the Wilds. Sometimes hate was a wild thing. You might as well expect a wolf to be fair or reasonable.


For two years they had all lived with her stepmother’s warm smiles and hatred. Nobody guessed at the curse growing inside the woman until it was far too late.


One fine morning, the woman had taken all four children out on the boat. And in the middle of a velvet-green marsh lake, jewelled with dragonflies, she had released the curse inside her.


It wasn’t pain Nettle had felt as her bones changed inside her. She didn’t think it was pain, but now that word had so many meanings in her head she couldn’t be sure. It wasn’t quite death that she experienced as her mind clenched like a fist, and her personality hissed out of its grip like grains of sand between tight fingers.


She didn’t remember seeing the others’ transformation, though her dreams had painted it since. Iris sprouting dove-white down, Cole’s face hardening into a hawk-beak, Yannick’s cries of pain becoming a gull-shriek. But she knew what had happened to Iris almost as soon as they changed. Even her heron-mind, cold and narrow as a flint, had remembered that. The bloodied white shape in the undergrowth that fluttered and twitched as an eager hawk-beak tore it apart.


The three years that followed were endless and fleeting as a dream, a relentless, perpetual now where time had no meaning.


Food. Flight. Fear. Coiled-spring instincts spurred her mindlessly, puppeted her body, governed her world.


The only thing that pierced her heron-trance was Yannick.


Sometimes she would look up, and her black, watchful eyes would see another bird soaring high above, and she would know him. Some grains of herself would return to her grip. She had lost something, hadn’t she? And that gull above her was . . . was . . .


Nettle could still recall the torture of remembering all over again that she wasn’t really a bird. This isn’t right. This isn’t real. Why can’t I think? Why can’t I remember? I used to be able to use my brain, and now I can’t.


Then for a moment she would know who she was, and what had happened to her. She would cling to that knowledge, but it was like trying to keep thoughts straight during a maddening fever. She was dragged away from herself, whirled around, lost. Again and again.


She never saw her hawk-brother, or thought about her dove-sister. But her gull always came back to her, and every time he did Nettle recovered a little of herself for a little time. Just enough.


And then, one day, she was cured.


It was pain, recovering her human limbs on that grey day by the green marsh lake. She had fallen over there into the mud, naked and shuddering. She could hear someone near her screaming and screaming. An older boy with wide eyes, clawing at his own face. It was Cole, the long-forgotten Cole. Human again, and realizing at last what his hawk-claws had done to his dove-sister.


High up in the sky she could see a familiar gull circling in the sky. Yannick. She knew his name now. She reached up a hand towards him wordlessly, begging him not to leave her, entreating him to join her in her new, painfully alert world.


No. She heard his answer as clearly as a voice in her head. The gull tipped on the wind, and skimmed away out of sight.


Minutes passed before she noticed another boy standing on the bank, watching Nettle and Cole in flabbergasted horror. He wore thick gloves with metal studs, and held four lockets and a ball of twine in his hands.


‘What’s wrong with him?’ He stared at Cole’s curled, shrieking form. ‘Where are the others? There’s supposed to be four of you!’


Nettle sat in Gall’s carriage waiting for Kellen. Waiting for her saviour, and trying as usual to be grateful for her lot.


This is real. This is me, this lumpy body taller than the one I remember from four years ago. This unfamiliar, half-woman thing that bleeds once a month. This face with expressions I’ve forgotten how to use. Why doesn’t this body feel like home? Why is it so exhausting, hobbling along the ground on these soft feet? Why is it a strain being around people, and pretending to be one of them?


I used to be able to fly. And now I can’t.









CHAPTER 3


THE HOSPITAL


It had been a tough week, and a bad day. And yet, Kellen admitted to himself, there was a certain satisfaction to riding out of town like a king. People stared at the marsh horse, yanking each other’s sleeves and pointing . . . then boggled outright when they saw a familiar scruffy adolescent troublemaker waving back at them from the expensive coach.


Maybe Nettle was right. Maybe they were heading to a new captivity. But at least they were doing so in style.


On the outside the coach was painted a gleaming black, but inside it was varnished a deep coffee colour, with olive-green padded seats and curtains at the windows. It took the potholes of the road with a soft bounce, instead of jarring your bones the way the farmers’ wagons did.


And the speed! The marsh horse drank up the miles like water, even on the steep ascents. It overtook wagon and gig, carriage and lone rider, the brightly painted milestones and boundary markers racing past.


Nettle sat huddled on the rear-facing seat, wrapped in one of the warm, soft blankets as if she were cold. She only showed interest when Kellen opened the wicker hamper on the floor, pulled out a rugged little loaf, and bit into it. The seeds dug into his gums, and the dry crustiness took the moisture from his tongue. It was glorious.


‘You wouldn’t like it,’ he said cheerfully but indistinctly. ‘It’s probably poisoned.’


Nettle plunged a hand into the hamper and snatched a loaf of her own, then munched it with heartfelt dedication. The hamper also turned out to contain four apples, some rough barley biscuits and a little round of goat’s cheese wrapped in dark purple leaves.


‘Well,’ he said, ‘at least we know our mysterious patron’s got good taste in cheese.’


‘And we know she’s a woman,’ Nettle said quietly.


‘Yeah.’ Kellen had noticed Gall’s use of the word ‘she’ as well. ‘And she’s rich.’


‘Do you think she’s in Chancery?’ Nettle asked.


‘Maybe,’ said Kellen.


Raddith wasn’t governed by a monarch, nobles or a parliament, like neighbouring nations. Instead, it was run by Chancery, a huge, sprawling league of merchants and officials.


The first Chancery had been set up centuries before, by the merchants of a market town near the Wilds. Their aim had been to make sure locals could trade without fear. People needed to know that they were buying a horse that wouldn’t turn into a bale of hay, apples that wouldn’t send them to sleep for a hundred years and furniture that wouldn’t gallop back to its previous owner.


So Chancery had minted steel coins that wouldn’t turn to dead leaves with the dawn. They oversaw sales, and drew up contracts without treacherous loopholes. They gave inscribed iron necklaces to traders and pedlars who could be trusted. As Chancery took over the town, it became safe and prosperous. Other towns set up their own Chanceries, and eventually these had all joined forces to become a single Chancery governing Raddith.


‘She must have influence if she can get us into the Red Hospital without notice,’ Kellen said thoughtfully. ‘I doubt most people could just show up and walk in.’


‘Most people wouldn’t want to,’ murmured Nettle. She was looking paler than usual.


Kellen could have kicked himself. Why hadn’t he wondered how Nettle would feel about visiting the Red Hospital? It was full of cursers, exactly the people she had most reason to regard as her enemies.


‘You don’t have to come in,’ he said quickly.


‘It’s all right,’ she said, without looking at him. Kellen felt a twinge of gratitude. Although he didn’t want to admit it, he wasn’t looking forward to visiting the hospital either.


The Red Hospital had been built in a dip between two ridges, because nobody wanted to see it from any of the main roads. Aside from an old turnpike and a scattering of grey stone cottages where the staff lived, there was nothing else for miles but green hillside.


Although Kellen had never seen the hospital before, he knew it as soon as it swung into view. The straight-backed, many-gabled building was the vivid, dirty red of a congealing wound. Apparently it had been black once, but the outer layer of its iron cladding had been rusted by twenty years of brisk highland rain. It had even bled a reddish stain down the hill.


As the coach descended the winding lane towards it, Kellen felt something tighten round his ribs. He didn’t usually mind iron. In fact, his gloves comforted him. Without them, he could feel the tickle of something in his mind waving loose like long hair in a breeze. The iron in his gloves damped and tamed it, whatever it was. However, approaching this much iron was too much damping and taming. It felt heavy.


By the time Gall pulled up the coach in front of the building, Kellen’s mouth was dry. Some orderlies came out, and Gall climbed down from the carriage and gave them a letter. Kellen could just make out a wax seal in one corner. The orderlies immediately became flustered and very polite, and one ran off back inside.


After a few minutes, a tall, brisk man with blond-grey floppy hair emerged from the building. He looked tired, but bounced out to meet them with determined enthusiasm, as if he had never quite worn out his boyhood mannerisms, and had decided to keep them.


‘Mr Gall?’ He managed a harassed smile. ‘I’m Dr Lethenbark. I understand you want to inspect the hospital and our security measures?’


He looked a little surprised when Kellen and Nettle got out of the carriage as well, but accepted Gall’s explanation that they were his assistants. Noticing Kellen’s apprehensive expression, the doctor gave him a reassuring smile.


‘Don’t worry!’ he said. ‘It’s quite safe in the hospital. Nobody can cast a curse in this building.’


‘I know,’ said Kellen. ‘But . . . there are some people here who really won’t be happy to see me.’ He was starting to feel sick.


‘They won’t see you at all,’ said the doctor. ‘Come with me.’


A neat black door with seven locks opened on to a narrow corridor with walls covered in dense, black cloth, and a string of little lamps set in the ceiling. At intervals along the walls was a series of palm-sized wooden shutters, about five feet off the ground.


‘The walls are sound-proofed,’ murmured the doctor. ‘If we talk quietly it won’t disturb anybody.’ He opened one of the little shutters, and beckoned Gall over. ‘It’s safe to look. They won’t see us.’


Kellen opened another little shutter to reveal a little eyepiece like that of a telescope. When he pressed his eye to it, he found himself looking onto a small, sunlit courtyard.


He could see over a dozen of the inmates. Some sat reading next to the central fountain. Others strolled along the white gravel paths, or chatted in the shadow of ornate steel trees. None of them moved at more than a shuffle, weighed down by the metal plates sewn into their clothes, and the chainless metal shackles round their wrists and ankles.


‘They’re all loose together! And they’re outside!’ Kellen pulled back from the eyepiece. He hadn’t wanted to see miserable captives chained to stakes, but this sight terrified him in a different way. ‘Couldn’t they all escape?’


‘The compound’s more secure than it looks,’ answered the doctor. ‘Besides, those are our “voluntaries”. None of them want to escape. They all asked to be confined here because they’re afraid of endangering others.’


‘They came here of their own free will?’ Kettle stared at the inmates again.


‘Yes,’ said the doctor. ‘It happens now and then. When the symptoms start, and they realize they have a curse egg growing inside them, a few of them decide to resist it. They come to us, and we help them fight it.’


A curse as yet uncast was often spoken of as a ‘curse egg’. It was not really an egg, or even a solid thing, but it was something waiting to break open and unleash a curse into the world.


‘Does it work?’ asked Nettle. ‘Does the curse egg ever go away?’


She was peering through the shutters, her face tranquil but oddly static. Sometimes she was hard to read. Was she picturing how things might have gone if her stepmother had lived long enough to be arrested? Could she imagine looking through one of these peepholes at the shackled form of the woman who cursed her?


‘We’re not miracle-workers,’ the doctor said sadly. ‘But we can save them from releasing something terrible into the world, and having to live with that for the rest of their lives.’


‘So they stay here for ever,’ said Nettle flatly. ‘Reading books. What about the curse-egg carriers who didn’t hand themselves in? The ones who got spotted and arrested?’


‘We’re a lot more careful with those,’ said the doctor, and beckoned them further down the corridor.


Here the peepholes looked in on smaller cells, where solitary individuals trudged or slumped. The floors were mosaic and the walls covered in murals, as if the powers-that-be had tried to soften their bleakness. These inmates wore heavier manacles and iron helms locked into place.


One girl was sobbing in her cell.


‘I haven’t done anything!’ she wailed quietly. ‘I haven’t, I haven’t!’


Kellen always felt uncomfortable about the imprisonment of people before they had actually cursed. But there were telltale signs of a potential curser, if you know what to look for, so they could be identified. Some showed flashes of uncontainable rage, or saw things other people couldn’t. No, it wasn’t fair to lock up an innocent person, but what else could you do? It would be like saying you couldn’t take an arrow from a drawn bow because it hadn’t hurt anyone yet.


The girl glared up at the door, her face twisting with hatred. For a moment he could almost smell the marsh breeze of the Wilds, and sense the misshapen emotions inside her, howling for release. Then she looked away, and was just a sobbing girl again. Kellen quietly closed the shutter. No wonder people had found her out.


‘Can we move on?’ he said, more abruptly than he intended. ‘We need to see the inmates who were arrested after they cursed.’ Heart banging, he handed the doctor a list with sixteen names on it. ‘Particularly these ones.’


The rest of the hospital was dedicated to the convicted cursers, those who had cast at least one curse and been caught.


‘The people on my list – they’re all still here?’ asked Kellen.


‘Oh, yes.’ The doctor sounded surprised. ‘Where else would they be?’


‘Inmates get discharged sometimes, don’t they?’ asked Nettle. ‘If they’ve served their time, and they’re not a threat?’


‘It doesn’t happen often,’ said Dr Lethenbark. ‘The hard part is making sure that they’re not a threat. You know how it is. Once someone has cursed, there’s a good chance they’ll curse again. Channelling that much hatred, that much power . . . it changes the soul permanently. They’re likely to become host to a second curse, then a third, a fourth, and so on.’


‘But they can’t if they’re here, right?’ Kellen thought of all the cursers he’d helped to catch, a montage of faces twisted with hatred.


‘No, no,’ the doctor assured him. ‘The Little Brothers won’t visit anyone here because of all the iron. But that means that it’s hard to be sure whether our patients would curse again if they left the hospital. Occasionally, if a patient has seemed tranquil at least five years, we risk sending them to another prison for a trial period, to see if they show symptoms of gaining another curse egg. If they still haven’t after a year, they’re discharged. But nobody on your list has been here long enough for us to risk sending them away like that.’


‘How many fail that test?’ asked Kellen. ‘How many become cursers again?’


‘Most of them,’ said the doctor, sounding tired and regretful. ‘Most of them end up back here.’


Skin crawling, Kellen was led to shutter after shutter, and peered into cell after cell, seeing face after familiar face.


Some were groggily sedated, and sat staring into space with red-rimmed eyes. Others were placidly absorbed in reading, dealing cards or painting hand-whittled game pieces. Some looked surly and withdrawn, their faces slack with resentment or boredom. All were unkempt and pasty with lack of sun, but looked otherwise ordinary.


‘You see the problem?’ said the doctor. ‘A lot of the time they can seem so calm, reasonable and normal. But now and then the mask slips . . .’


‘I know you’re there!’ shouted the woman called Marglass as Kellen peered into her cell. Hatred poured from her eyes like a black wind. The muscles of her face twitched and puckered like a sack full of rats. Kellen pulled back in panic, really believing for a moment that she could see him.


‘Are they ever allowed out?’ asked Nettle. ‘What about visitors, or letters, or contact with the outside world?’


‘The patients don’t have outings – too risky,’ answered the doctor. ‘And nobody comes to visit, I’m afraid, not even their families. We read any letters that arrive for our patients, but they’re usually from lawyers. Divorce proceedings, custody of their children, family members taking over their businesses . . .’ He sighed.


‘So . . . if somebody was writing to one of your patients, and encouraging them to get revenge on someone . . .’ Kellen asked tentatively.


‘Oh, we’d never pass on a letter like that!’ Dr Lethenbark looked shocked. ‘Ah, here’s the last on your list. Jendy Pin.’


Kellen peered into a new cell, and saw a thin, young woman hunched in a corner, knees drawn to her chin, her ragged dark hair streaming from beneath her helm.


Kellen frowned, and turned to stare at his companions.


‘What’s going on?’ he demanded.


‘What do you mean?’ Gall drew in his brows, looking more alert.


‘I remember Jendy!’ said Kellen. ‘She tried to take my eye out with a comb! She’s wiry, with a long jaw, and one of her front teeth is broken! That’s not Jendy Pin in there!’


Dr Lethenbark was deeply distressed to hear that one of his inmates was not, in fact, meant to be there at all. He hurried his guests into his cosy, cluttered study where he started making tea for them, then poured hot water into the cups instead of the pot and sat there staring at them blankly.


‘Are you quite sure it’s not her?’ he asked. ‘All the paperwork was in order! She’d been shipped straight up from Mizzleport! I don’t understand how this happened! Could they have arrested the wrong person?’


‘No, they couldn’t!’ Kellen told him firmly. ‘We were there when they took her!’


‘Do you still have the paperwork?’ asked Gall. ‘We’d like to see it.’


The doctor retrieved a file, and handed his visitors a document bearing multiple ink stamps and signatures. The prisoner had apparently been kept in a Chancery cell in Mizzleport, then moved by guard to a prison barge, and taken up the canal to Gryte, where the hospital carriage had picked her up.


‘Could the gaolers have mixed up their convicts?’ asked Nettle. ‘Maybe the real Jendy Pin was sent to another prison?’


‘Unlikely,’ said Gall. ‘Arrested cursers are kept in a separate gaol from other prisoners.’


‘I should have listened to her,’ said the doctor, massaging his temples. ‘She kept saying that there had been a misunderstanding, and that she was a travelling tinker from the lowlands. She said she’d been drugged and kidnapped, and had woken up in our hospital. But lots of the inmates say things like that! And, well, she was quite violent with the orderlies, so I’m afraid we’ve kept her mostly sedated for the last four months. Poor woman! How could this mix-up possibly happen?’


‘It wasn’t a mix-up,’ said Kellen, hearing his own voice wobble. ‘You can’t drug and kidnap somebody by accident. Somebody switched Jendy Pin for the tinker on purpose. And now she’s out there somewhere.’


Back in the carriage, Kellen and Nettle rode in silence. Kellen’s earlier meal sat uneasily in his stomach, and Nettle looked as queasy as he felt.


No enemy was more dangerous than a curser. A curse could cross any distance, penetrate any stronghold, pass through any armour. It could find you wherever you hid, and no bodyguard could defend you from it. The only people truly safe from curses were cursers themselves – cursers could not be cursed. For everyone else, the only defence was to load down any would-be curser with as much iron as possible.


Kellen had made enemies of sixteen cursers, but had tried not to let it prey on his mind. After all, they were all safely locked away and unable to strike back at him, or so he’d thought. Now it seemed that one of them had slipped through the cracks and vanished.


Kellen didn’t believe in dwelling on the past. Better to crash onward through the world, taking it by surprise, without lingering or looking back. There was nothing behind you worth seeing – only wreckage, regrets and people who resented you for good or bad reasons.


Even if you didn’t dwell on the past, however, sometimes the past dwelt on you. Sometimes it remembered you and came after you for revenge.









CHAPTER 4


THE LITTLE BROTHER


Kellen hadn’t always been an unraveller of curses, barrelling from place to place. For the first twelve years of his life, Kellen had even had a home. He could never go back there again, so there was no point thinking about it, but sometimes he did anyway.


Now that he had travelled, Kellen remembered Kyttelswall differently. In his bitter mind’s eye, he saw the little hill town for what it was, a shabbily self-satisfied knot of shops and houses, peering over its surrounding wall like a gossip over a fence. A few hundred souls, a town square too small for a ball game, a portcullis rusted into its gate, sloping streets, and too much dust on the wind.


And Kellen had loved it. It had been the centre of his world. When he was not helping his father and mother with the loom, or winding thread onto bobbins, he was clambering along the tops of the town’s crumbling walls.


He was the best scrambler, the wall-warrior, the king of cats. It was a point of pride to be always a little more in trouble than any of his friends. Not too much. Not real trouble. Just enough that Kellen could shrug it off with flair when he met his gang later.


They always gathered to share boasts (and, on a few ill-advised occasions, chewing tobacco) in one of the crumbling, unused guard towers. In this lichen-covered eyrie, Kellen and his friends could look north towards the upper highlands. They could see other hill towns perched on higher crests, a faint haze of blue hearth smoke smudging the air above each. Beyond these hills loomed the indistinct shapes of mountains, floating like peaked clouds.


To the east, the land descended, hill-hummocked, towards the distant grey-blue of the sea. The clean, bold scars of new roads were pale against the hillside like scratches in dark varnish. A newly carved tunnel in a cliff face gaped a round, surprised, shadowy mouth. Smoke rose from the distant shipyards of Mizzleport on the coast to the north-east.


If Kellen remembered to look, and was in the right mood, he could also see the Wilds.


There was not much to see, mind you, just a long, narrow margin choked with grey-green trees, following the line of the coast. Peering at the Wilds made your eyes ache, so you never did it for long. You blinked, and looked away.


Kellen and his friends had once made a game of trying to wrench their minds into seeing the Wilds properly. Under his breath, Kellen chanted all the things that he knew about the Wilds from stories, to counteract the voice in his head telling him that he was staring at something dull.


Marsh horses. Will-o’-the-wisps. White-handed Ladies. Little Brothers.


It was no good. Even these words became pebbles on his tongue, and lost their meaning.


‘This is boring,’ one of Kellen’s friends said at last. ‘Can we do something else?’ And of course they had.


That was the way it was with the Wilds.


Kyttelswall had a little too much of three things – wind, cats and weavers. Of the three, the weavers were the most useful and by far the most trouble.


You could always spot a weaver district. It wasn’t just the caged songbirds singing from every house, or the click-a-clack of hand looms. There was an atmosphere, a swagger, a rough-handed insubordination. This fierce confidence came from the knowledge that they had unseen, many-legged allies.


Under the Pact, the Little Brothers had more freedom in human lands than other creatures of the Wilds. Not only was their curse-making permitted, but they were also allowed to punish the use of any machine that they judged to be a breach of the Pact. In practice, they were even more likely to get involved if the machine threatened the livelihoods of craftsmen and makers. The Little Brothers were protective of all makers, but the weavers were their favourites, perhaps because they too were masters of threads.


Then again, the weavers didn’t usually need much help with destroying machinery. Looking back at his early childhood, Kellen’s community seemed to be in a semi-perpetual state of exhilarating war. Mostly it was riots about ‘idiot looms’, as Kellen’s father called them. Some rich merchant would make the mistake of bringing one of these cumbersome contraptions into town, saying that it would make life easier for the weavers. But the weavers were never fooled. A lumbering machine like that, where all the difficult work was done for you, no strength or skill required? Just another way of squeezing out the real weavers! A way of paying untrained kids a penny or two to man the machine, while it spat out cheap cloth, like a cat vomiting up fur balls! The weavers’ families would starve, and Raddith would be flooded with cloth with no soul, no artistry! To arms!


There was a jubilation in the anger, because anger was something the weavers were good at. The merchant who owned the loom would be dragged out of his house, and dunked in the fountain, or would have his behind paddled in the market square. If the weavers got the chance, they broke into his house as well, and smashed the offending machine.


Occasionally the Little Brothers got involved on the weavers’ behalf. Kellen had never seen one, because they were seldom spotted so far from the Wilds. But you could never be sure that they were not listening nearby, ready to seethe out of the walls.


By the time Kellen was twelve, the battle against the ‘idiot looms’ in Raddith was all but won. Then a new enemy raised its head. Calico! Kellen didn’t quite understand why calico was evil, but apparently the weavers in other countries didn’t have the sense to riot and stop people using idiot looms. Now those countries had lots of cheap cloth. They were selling it to Raddith so that the Raddith weavers would all starve, or something like that.


So now Kellen’s neighbourhood weren’t smashing machines – they were slashing calico. They were throwing ink and dung at anyone unpatriotic enough to buy and wear it.


Kellen loved times like this. Suddenly mischief and breaking into places were good and brave and right. You and your gang weren’t troublemakers any more – you were soldiers fighting alongside your family, friends and neighbours. A big, warm rambunctious ‘us’ against a cold and cowardly ‘them’. You broke a window? Nice throw, young Kellen-sprat! D’you think you could lob a stone through the high one up there?


So could Kellen leave the cloth-slashing to the adults? Of course not!


It was easy enough to find out which merchants were stocking calico. Everyone knew. So, one night, Kellen had clambered in through the back window of a merchant’s house. That was an evening that he would remember over and over, poring over every detail until they started to become smudged, like a picture handled too many times.


The inside of the storeroom was dark. It was a tall room, moonlight from the slender windows striping the bales and floorboards, and gilding the floating motes of silk-dust.


He had taken three hasty steps towards the bales before his instincts halted him. What was that? A sound so faint it might have been the house settling, but stealthy and rhythmic. A hushed, silken thik-a-thik-a-thik . . .


The furthest bale was twitching, very slightly. He tiptoed over, curiosity drawing him like an invisible thread tethered to his gut. The sacking round the bale had been torn open, the spring-like pink and green of the exposed calico blazing in a band of moonlight.


On the floorboards below the bale was a mess of brightly coloured loose thread. Seated in the middle of it was something the size of a hand. Its busy legs pulled weft loose from warp, so fast that they were a blur. It was shaped like a spider, its body pale and downy, its legs thick and black.


Kellen knew what the creature must be. He knew from descriptions, and the feeling of giddiness that was halfway between terror and the head-whirl of strong cider.


If you ever meet a Little Brother, his father had told him, treat it with respect. You’ll probably be panic-drunk – that’s what happens when you meet a thing from the Wilds – but for goodness’ sake, keep your head. Don’t do anything rash.


Kellen watched the trembling cloth unravel with a weaver’s eyes, and knew exactly how much effort had been spent on this fabric. Gathering, spinning, making the thread up into spools, setting up the loom, weaving, printing, then keeping the cloth clean and pressed. Even though he had come to destroy the calico, a part of him felt pain at watching it unravel. But the wrongness of it also mesmerized him. The wicked ease of the undoing was intoxicating, beautiful . . .


His mind felt happy and loose, like a leaf tumbling and dancing in the wind. He fell to his knees beside another bale, used his knife to cut the sacking, and ripped it open. Kellen cut loose a thread, and tugged on it. The yank made the cloth bunch up into a grimace. No more of the thread would pull loose.


Then he felt a soft weight on his arm as the Little Brother clambered to his hand, and teased at the thread between his fingers. The cotton thread trembled in his grip, and the next moment Kellen was pulling loose loop after loop, the bright thread flying out of the bale with the gentlest tug. He laughed aloud, and surrendered to the wild, destructive joy of it.


Boy and spider raced each other in a frenzy of vandalism, flinging fine arcs of pink-green thread into the air, until everything was webbed with delicate, colourful strands. Bale after bale seemed to explode into a loose mass under their touch, and time unravelled as well, losing its meaning. Afterwards, Kellen could only remember how bright and light he’d felt, how wonderful and easy it had been to destroy and destroy, alongside his newest and best friend.


Only when the door banged open did he jerk out of his trance. He stood there, drenched with shock, staring at two equally startled men. The room was dark, but in a moment they would see the velvety bulk of the spider at his feet . . .


He snatched up the Little Brother and sprinted back towards the window by which he’d entered. The spider was too big to slip away between the floorboards, he had realized, too heavy to scamper nimbly up walls.


‘I’ll get you out of here!’ he whispered to the Little Brother as he scrambled on to a crate. ‘I’ll see you safe!’ It burrowed into the loose fold of his sleeve.


Kellen jumped to grab at the edge of the windowsill . . . then somebody grabbed his ankle. A hard yank tore his grip from the sill.


He scraped his face against the wall as he fell, and landed in a painful heap. Somebody kicked him onto his front, then placed a knee on his back. Kellen flailed, swore, kicked and squirmed, all the while trying not to roll onto his arm, for fear of hurting the Little Brother in his sleeve.


There was shouting, and somebody else ran into the room. Kellen heard a metallic jangle, then his free arm was grabbed. Somebody forced an iron shackle round his forearm, and snapped it so tight that it hurt.


The Little Brother screamed.


It was a thin, pale, sickening sound that cut smoothly into the soul, the way a blade slices through skin. Kellen felt a sudden, terrible pain, as if a red-hot needle had been driven into his wrist. The men holding Kellen let go, pressing their hands over their ears. Kellen scrambled up to the window again, half-blind with pain, and tumbled out into the moonlit night.


He sprinted hectically down six streets before he dared stop and tug at the shackle. He slowly wriggled it loose. As it came away, a small torrent of soft, black flakes poured out of his sleeve, and pattered onto the street like soot. Scattered among them were a few crumbling black spider-legs. That was all that remained of the Little Brother.


Doubled up in the street, Kellen sobbed with pain, misery and remorse.


Everyone knew everyone in Kyttelswall, so of course the men in the warehouse had recognized Kellen. His family gave him an alibi without blinking, however, as did a suspiciously high number of other weavers. His whole neighbourhood was ready to ply him with cider and sweetmeats, but Kellen just wanted to hide away.


The Little Brother had trusted him, and it had been killed while in his care. In its last moment it had bitten him hard, its mandibles leaving a raw, red wound. Kellen had never even heard of a Little Brother dying before. What would this mean?


‘It can’t have been a Little Brother,’ his father told him. ‘They’re small – no bigger than hazelnuts. Maybe yours was one of those big crab-spiders from the marshes. Sometimes they sneak into a fruit crate and get brought upland. Just a big, dumb spider. Nothing to lose tears over.’


For the first time in his life, Kellen knew his father was wrong. But everyone else agreed, and told Kellen not to worry.


Of course, they stopped saying that after the unravelling began.


It started slowly. Kellen’s cuffs became frayed, and the seams of his clothes kept splitting. Weaving in his house was suddenly a slow, frustrating business. No matter how many times the thread was unpicked and rewoven, it kept tangling, pulling loose and refusing to sit tidily in its rows. Soon the nearest neighbours were complaining of similar problems, particularly after Kellen had dropped by to visit.


‘There’s nothing wrong with the looms,’ Kellen’s uncle said. ‘So what is it? If we can’t weave, we can’t eat!’


In another district, it might have taken much longer for anybody to guess who was at the heart of the strangeness. Weavers had a nose for cloth, however, and quickly noticed how ragged and frayed Kellen’s clothes had become these days. They also noticed his new restlessness, the way he fidgeted, picked and prised at everything. The way he squabbled, and picked holes in arguments, and couldn’t let anything go.


They were not angry with him. They accepted the truth with nothing but sorrow.


‘It’s not your fault,’ said Kellen’s mother. She was always the one that handled the difficult conversations. ‘You’re cursed – that’s all.’ She drew in a deep breath, and then slowly released it. Her shoulders slumped sadly, as if she had let go of something heavy but irreplaceable. ‘And while you stay here so are we.’


I’m not cursed, Kellen could have told her. I’m not cursed, he cried out to his family in his head, whenever he remembered that day. It’s something else. But it wouldn’t have made any difference anyway.


The whole neighbourhood chipped in, finding things to sell so that they could put coin in Kellen’s purse. They all gathered to watch him leave and cheer him on his way. But there was never any question of letting him stay, and Kellen felt that certainty like a stone in his gut.


Nothing could be allowed to threaten the weavers’ craft and way of life. Not even one of their own.









CHAPTER 5


SPIKE


A little after sunset, the carriage drew up outside a small inn. Nettle got out, still feeling sick and shaky. The memory of the hospital clung to her mind like a bad smell. When she closed her eyes she saw the cursers, with their iron helms and wintry eyes.


Gall booked three poky little attic rooms, then headed out to the stables with a dead rabbit and came back empty-handed. He ordered the three of them leek pie and partridge broth. It was the best thing Nettle had eaten in months, but she could barely force it down.


After dinner, the trio retreated to the privacy of one of the attic rooms, lit by a cheap, smoky candle, which threw black, tremulous shadows on the walls. As soon as the door closed, Kellen dropped into a chair, raking his fingers through his hair.


‘None of this makes sense!’ he blurted out, looking angry and shaken. ‘Why would anyone rescue Jendy Pin? She didn’t have any friends or family. Nobody liked her!’


Kellen’s words were brutal but accurate. Nettle remembered Jendy all too well, a sour-tempered and bitter-tongued bully. One neighbour had made a point of standing up to her, until Jendy’s curse turned her into a plague bell. Nobody had shed tears when Jendy was arrested and taken away.


‘She couldn’t have bribed anyone, either,’ added Nettle. ‘She didn’t have any money.’ Jendy had been halfway between a fence and a rag-and-bone woman, scratching together a living selling goods of doubtful provenance.


‘So what’s going on?’ demanded Kellen, glaring at Gall. ‘This is more than just a prison break, isn’t it? Is it something to do with that weird note? You know more than you’re telling us, don’t you? You knew enough to haul us out of gaol, and drag us to the Red Hospital!’


‘You can’t expect us to investigate blind!’ Nettle said firmly. For once, she agreed with Kellen.


The marsh horseman leaned back in his rickety chair and considered for a moment. He seemed even taller than usual in the cramped, raftered room.


‘Yes,’ Gall said at last. ‘This is bigger than one prison break. My employer believes . . . that someone is collecting cursers. She noticed that potential cursers were vanishing. Reports would come in of someone acting as if they had a curse egg, but by the time an investigator got there, the suspect had gone. Moved away. Or eloped. Or vanished, and a suicide note left behind. And because it was too early for a warrant there wouldn’t be a hue and cry to find them. Now a convicted curser has vanished from custody. For all we know, this isn’t the first time.’


‘But what’s happening to them?’ Nettle blurted out. ‘Are they being rescued? Or kidnapped? Or murdered?’


‘There are whispers all over Raddith,’ answered Gall, ‘if you know where to listen, of a secret group called Salvation. The rumours say that those carrying curse eggs can run to them and hide. They won’t be chained or imprisoned. They won’t be blamed or drugged. They’ll be protected and helped. We suspect Salvation is real, and that someone’s creating a hidden league of cursers.’


Nettle sank down into a chair. It didn’t seem to be a matter of choice. A place where curse-carriers roamed free, uncontrolled and unshackled, despite the rage festering inside them . . .


‘What are you saying?’ Kellen looked worried. ‘Some runaway cursers have started rescuing their own kind?’ He grimaced. ‘I can’t imagine cursers working together. Wouldn’t they end up cursing each other? Oh – but they can’t, can they? Cursers can’t be cursed.’


‘We think some of Salvation are cursers,’ said Gall. ‘But not all. We suspect there are non-cursers in the league too – armed thugs for dirty work, and spies inside Chancery.’


‘Inside Chancery?’ echoed Kellen, sounding appalled.


‘That’s why we wanted you two to investigate,’ said Gall. ‘Because you’re not Chancery.’


‘Spies inside Chancery.’ Kellen was fidgeting and fiddling with his gloves, a sure sign that the mystery had its hooks in his mind. ‘That must be how they rescued Jendy. She was under guard the whole time, but if one of the guards were crooked . . . We need to know when the switch happened! We need to talk to anybody who saw the prisoner!’


‘That was four months ago,’ Nettle pointed out. ‘Nobody’s going to remember her!’


‘Not many people will have seen her face anyway,’ said Gall. ‘Cursers are usually transported in a covered cage. People are squeamish about being seen by an angry curser, even one shackled in iron.’


‘Wait.’ Nettle remembered a detail from the paperwork at the Red Hospital. ‘The prison barge was taking Jendy to Gryte, wasn’t it? That’s on the Greywater canal.’


‘Oh!’ Kellen’s eyebrows rose as he caught her drift. ‘Yes! We could talk to Spike!’


‘We’ve got a friend who’s a brusher and lock-keeper on the Greywater,’ explained Nettle. ‘He knows the canal very well.’ In fact, Spike knew it in ways that most humans never could. ‘He might know if there’s a way of raiding a barge secretly – or a good place to change your cargo without anybody noticing.’


‘And he checks all the boats that pass his lock,’ added Kellen. ‘He might have seen the prisoner.’


‘Even brushers don’t look inside curser cages,’ objected Gall.


‘Spike’s . . . different,’ said Nettle tactfully. ‘He’s very . . . thorough. And determined.’


‘He’s a pain in the neck,’ said Kellen.


‘You like Spike,’ said Nettle.


‘Nobody likes Spike,’ said Kellen.


I know. And that’s why you like him.


Like Nettle, Spike had once been cursed.


Kellen had unravelled his curse two months after de-heroning Nettle. Back then, Kellen had still been surprised and annoyed by Nettle’s persistence in following him around. He clearly hadn’t believed that she intended to stick with him indefinitely.


Before being cursed, Spike had been a shipyard inspector in Mizzleport docks, with a long memory for rules and a very short fuse. He had a passionate devotion to the law and tended to get into fights with those who didn’t show it the same respect, which ironically meant that he often got arrested for brawling. Given his ferocious obsession with punctuality and hard work, his sudden disappearance was met with surprise, and a certain amount of good cheer.
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