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CHAPTER ONE



Maybe it was because my name was Lark, but I had always loved heights. The way everything small fell away, leaving me with the thrill of possibility. Even now, when I was about to do the most dangerous thing I’d ever done.


Perched on the roof of the Royal Museum, I could almost convince myself that the world was full of opportunity. The city of Lamlyle spread in glittering splendor around me like the spangled skirts of a fine lady’s gown. Aether lamps sparkled their otherworldly light, tracing the patterns of streets and outlining the dark mystery that was Prospect Park. If I squinted, I could even make out the lights of the great barges on the river. Barges that could carry me away to grand and faraway lands, to find adventure, to be free.


But the truth was, I wasn’t free. My debt to Miss Starvenger bound me tight and heavy as iron, and just as unbreakable. If I didn’t escape it soon, I’d be trapped forever in a life I hated. A life my mother had died fighting to save me from.


That was why I was here. All I needed was to make this last leap over to the museum’s west wing, then drop down to pick the lock on the window. A wiggle inside, and I was golden. Literally. There were enough treasures in the Royal Museum to pay off a thousand debts.


I probably should have felt guilty, but really, all I felt were nerves. Guilt could wait. No, guilt could go stuff it. Guilt was for people who had other options.


I breathed in cool night air dashed with the scent of smoke and sugarcakes from the nightmarket in the next square. The gap before me seemed wider now than it had a few minutes ago. But it was the only way to reach the west wing, to get inside and claim my prize. The great glass dome of the central observatory was too slick, and there was no convenient wisteria vine on which to climb.


Just jump, I told myself. I’d practiced it a dozen times. But my feet remained rooted to the roof.


A quaver of voices sent me hunching down, wary of being spotted by the patrolling watch below. Peering over the edge of the roof, I saw two girls on their way to the nightmarket. Girls like me, from the looks of it. Ragged around the edges, underfed, underloved. As they passed out from under the glow of the lantern, I blinked. Because the light seemed to chase after them. It wrapped around them, a faint luminous gleam that bloomed from their skin, their patched and faded smocks, even the long braids slipping down their spines.


Factory girls. People called the folk who worked in the aether shops “haunts” for a good reason: they looked like living ghosts. The luminous aether dust seeped into their clothing, their hair, their flesh. Beautiful and terrible. The magical stuff might power marvelous works of artifice, but it was dangerous. Too much of it, and you truly did become a ghost. You couldn’t touch things. Couldn’t eat. Couldn’t speak. Eventually, your body faded completely away.


Not that anyone seemed to care. The factories kept right on hiring, and there were always folk desperate enough for coin to answer.


A swell of fury rose in my chest, ember-hot and useless. If I could, I’d stick Mr. Pinshaw, the factory owner, at one of his own grinding benches to see how he felt after breathing in poison all day. But I was only twelve. An orphan. It took every scrap of my strength just to stay alive and whole. Wishing to do more was like wishing for a star to fall into my pocket. My mother had tried to change things, and she’d died because of it. I wasn’t going to make the same mistake.


One of the girls below stumbled, coughing. Soundless gasps shook her frail limbs, nearly bending her double. Her friend tried to reach for her, but her hand slid right through the sickly girl’s arm. My own body tensed in useless sympathy. Maybe it was just a momentary flicker. Please, let it just be a flicker.


Finally, the girl straightened, catching her breath. I sagged in relief as they walked on, slipping away like gleams of moonlight lost in the clouds.


That sad scene was my fate if I didn’t find the gumption to make this leap and seize fortune by the scruff of its neck. Plenty of Miss Starvenger’s other girls were already answering the whistle, trotting down every morning to grind raw aether ore into dust, coming home gleaming and flickering. That was Miss Starvenger’s idea of “charity.” Take in a clutch of young girls from the orphanage, then squeeze every scrap of copper and silver out of us that she could. Even if it meant sending us to the haunt-shops. We owed it to her, she said, for all the care she’d invested in us.


Not me. Never. The factories had killed my mother, but they weren’t taking me. Even if I had to risk death and dishonor.


I tugged a bit of black cloth from my pocket and tied the makeshift mask across my eyes. Five paces back along the roof. A turn. My legs coiled tight and strong. I ran, straight toward the edge. Launched myself into the air.


Flew.


My feet slammed into the roof of the western wing. I stood, shaky but victorious, shoulders back, feeling the air fresh and triumphant in my lungs.


I would make my own fate, starting tonight.





I didn’t belong here. Everything in the posh halls of the Royal Museum made that utterly clear. No matter how carefully I stepped, my footfalls rang like warning bells through the dim corridors. The displays full of lush velvet robes mocked my threadbare breeches and coat. But none of that was going to stop me. I needed coin, and no one was going to notice a few missing trinkets.


My pulse buzzed with anticipation as I crouched before a glass-fronted cabinet. A bevy of small gold trinkets lay within: a handful of rings, a toothpick, a thimble. Because of course when you already ruled an entire country, you couldn’t possibly use a brass thimble. Or pick your teeth with slivers of wood like the rest of us.


Then my gaze caught on something even better: a set of silver hair combs shaped like songbirds. Larks! And silver was easier to fence than gold.


I tugged a thin bit of metal from my cuff. The lock didn’t look bad. The moonlight filtering down from the skylights above revealed no protective runemarks, either. A moment of careful fiddling and the lock gave a satisfying click. I was about to pull open the doors and claim my prize when a distant scuffing made me freeze.


My breath burned in my chest as I held it, listening.


There it was again. Something, somewhere behind me in the hall with all the swords and armor, also known as my escape route. Wonderful.


I could leave the loot and run for it. I could take off my mask and make up some story about getting lost as the museum closed. If they caught me, I’d only be guilty of trespass. Given my age, it was likely I’d escape serious punishment.


But if I gave up, this entire escapade was a waste. All the planning. All the time I’d spent watching the guards, plotting my route to the roof. That final, perilous leap.


And, worst of all, if I didn’t make my weekly payment to Miss Starvenger, she’d order me to the factories to work off the rest of my debt. Turn me into a haunt, like those girls I’d seen, coughing and fading away.


The silver combs glittered, taunting me. Stuff it, I hadn’t come this far to give up now. I snatched them from the shelf and shoved them into my coat pocket, then added the golden thimble and a few other baubles. If I was going to dabble my toes in the water, I might as well jump into the sea.


I crept back past a collection of marble statues, then sidled behind a large display of spears. There was definitely someone else in the museum. A cool blue light spilled from somewhere on the far side of the room. A boy was speaking.


And he was blocking my way out.


He stood in front of a low, wide pedestal bearing a single artifact: a sword. His spindly body was bent nearly double, as he traced something—runemarks?—in an oval around the blade.


In spite of myself, I let out a low breath of wonder. I’d never seen someone doing aethercraft. The practice of artifice was rare these days. My housemate Sophie said that, in theory, anyone could do it—it was like cooking, you just needed to follow a recipe. But so many of the cookbooks had been lost during the Dark Days, and now only folks with coin could afford the proper ingredients. Which they only had thanks to folk without coin working themselves into haunts in the factories.


The boy shuffled along the pedestal, still intent on his work. What was he doing? Maybe he was a very young museum guard, working late to add new wards on a prize display?


He wasn’t dressed like a guard. He wore dark blue breeches and a pale linen shirt. There was a matching blue jacket slung onto the shoulder of a nearby suit of armor.


Curiosity tugged at me, but I couldn’t afford to linger. What mattered was getting past him unnoticed, to the windows that filled the wall behind him. In particular, the one on the far left, which I had left cracked open after scrambling down from the roof earlier.


His back was to me. It was my best chance. I adjusted my mask to make sure my face was covered. Then I scuttled forward, ducking behind a gruesome display of armored mannequins playing out some ancient battle, complete with splatters of gore.


But the blasted boy must have heard something. He straightened abruptly.


I froze as he searched the shadows, a slight frown on his narrow, pale face. He didn’t look much older than I was. Maybe thirteen, at most. And he definitely wasn’t a guard, not with that glimmer of gold around his neck, a medallion with an insignia I couldn’t make out from this distance.


But the tight set of his shoulders and gleam of sweat on his brow seemed proof enough he wasn’t supposed to be here any more than I was. He stared into the shadows near my feet for a few seconds longer before returning to his work. That’s right. I was just a breeze. A creaky old floor settling. Nothing to worry about.


I should have made another go for the window then, but the mystery of the boy and the sword gnawed at me, tempting as a fat purse. He’d begun to intone some sort of invocation. I could make out only a few phrases.


“… nightingale return…”


“… new champion arise…”


“… defend the land…”


I thought of all the stories I’d heard of the marvels of the Architect, who first taught the sorcerous craft of artifice. The wonders of the Golden Age, when all of Gallant glittered with enchantment, when diamond-bright airships raced across the sky, aetheric threshers harvested grain so that no one was hungry, and magical devices cured any injury.


My housemate Sophie didn’t think it could really have been all that grand, or it wouldn’t have fallen apart so easily. You couldn’t fix the world with artifice, she said, because no artifice could turn human cruelty to kindness, or greed to generosity. That was why she was so fired up about making new laws to protect workers. She said that was the only way to actually change anything.


And she was probably right. It was foolish for me to linger here. What did I care about some rich boy enchanting a sword? It had nothing to do with me. It wasn’t going to change my life. Only the trinkets in my pocket could do that.


Then I saw something that knocked every bit of breath from my chest: a vial of glowing blue liquid. The boy held it in his hand, brandishing it above the sword.


I gaped at it, my chest swelling with wonder. Aether was the most valuable substance in the entire world. A single drop could power a streetlight for days. That was why the factories churned on, eating up desperate folk to crush the poisonous ore into dust, then boil it into stable, harmless liquid aether.


The boy didn’t seem to care that he held a king’s ransom in one hand. He leaned out and poured the entire bottle’s worth over the sword. There was a fierce intensity in his expression. It reminded me of Sophie when she was caught up explaining some bit of philosophy. Whatever he was doing, it was vitally important to him.


I crept forward in between two of the armored figures. I had to see what he was doing. How had a boy—even a rich one—gotten his hands on so much aether? And why? A buzz of excitement rippled over my skin, driving away all sensible thoughts. Hundreds of factory workers had turned themselves into haunts to fill that vial. What was worth such a price?


The gleaming blue liquid ran into a groove along the length of the blade, then into more runes etched into the steel itself. For a moment, the entire weapon seemed to glow, the runes blazing into my eyes, even when I blinked. The light flared, suddenly brighter than noon.


I gasped, jerking back, wary of being spotted.


And caught my pocket on the knee of the armor beside me. Cloth tore. Metal crashed down, an iron fist driving me to the floor and setting a horrendous clatter echoing through the air.


Ears ringing, bones jangling, I struggled to free myself. Finally, I slithered forward, escaping the armor’s embrace, only to find the boy staring at me with a mixture of amazement and outrage.


“Who are you? Who sent you?” he demanded. “If you’re here to stop me, you’re too late!”


I held up my hands as I stepped to the side, putting the pedestal and the sword between us. It had stopped glowing, though its runes still held a faint blue gleam. “I’m not here to stop you. In fact, I’ll just be going now, if that’s all right with you.”


“No,” he snapped. “You need to explain yourself. You’re not allowed to be here.”


“Neither are you!” I spat back.


For one brief moment he looked uncertain. Guilty, even. Then he tossed back his floppy black hair and said, airily, “Of course I’m allowed to be here. It’s my museum.”


I blinked at him. “Aren’t you a little young to be a museum director?”


“I’m the prince,” he blurted out, sounding irritated. “This is the Royal Museum.”


I cocked my head, looking him up and down. “You’re not the prince.”


“Yes I am!”


“Prince Gideon is seventeen. And blond.”


“I didn’t say I was Gideon,” snapped the boy. “I’m Jasper. His younger brother.”


“Oh.” I squinted, trying to find the resemblance.


To be honest, I’d almost forgotten there was a second prince. Heir apparent Gideon was a constant feature in the ephemera-boards, his dashing smile beaming down from the sides of buildings and factories throughout the city. He always seemed to be winning a horse race, or saving a drowning kitten, or attending a charity gala. He’d been only sixteen during the last war, but he’d still managed to lead a small unit of the Bright Brigade to win a key victory over the neighboring country of Saventry. The whole city of Lamlyle was in a swivet over his birthday next week, when he would finally be crowned king.


All I recalled of Jasper was a hazy image from Queen Jessamine’s funeral procession. A small, skinny boy blurring into the background.


But the person standing before me now was definitely not blurring away. He was vibrantly, distressingly present, his intent blue eyes taking in every detail of the scene.


He glanced at the floor a few paces away from where I stood. Something glittered there. Silver combs. I stifled a curse, slapping one hand to my pocket, only to find the cloth ragged, hanging empty and torn. Rust that rotting armor!


“Though I hardly need to justify myself to a thief,” said Jasper.


Ugh. Why had I let myself get distracted? Now I was deep in the pot and the water was starting to boil. I tried to lift my chin to feign nonchalance under his accusing gaze. “I’m no thief. Those just got knocked out of their displays.”


“And, what, you’re just wearing that mask because you’re shy?”


Oops. I had forgotten about the mask. Rust it. Well, at least he wouldn’t be able to recognize me. You know, next time I got invited to tea at the palace.


He held up a glittering palm-size box. “You’d best surrender now.”


“Or you’re going to throw a snuffbox at me?”


He gritted his teeth. “It’s not a snuffbox. It’s an aethercom. All I have to do is trigger it and there’ll be a dozen soldiers from the Bright Brigade here before you can blink.”


I smirked at him, even though my heart was battering my chest. “Why are you skulking alone around here if you’re the prince? What are you up to that’s so secret?”


A rich flush burned into his pale cheeks at my words. “Nothing that a thief need worry about,” he snapped back. “Now are you going to surrender, or do I need to summon the Bright Brigade?”


I drew in a steadying breath. There was no way I was surrendering. And I saw only one source of leverage in the room. So I grabbed for it.


The moment my fingertips closed around the hilt of the sword, everything shifted. A brilliant light fell over me, sharp and bright as diamonds. I heard something like music being played in a room very far away, but so beautiful it made me want to cry. Even the air smelled different, blown in from some faraway meadow full of flowers I had no names for.


A hum ran through me, starting in the hand that held the sword, arcing up my arm and into my chest, then spreading out to every other limb. What was happening? I tried to let go of the weapon, but my fingers only spasmed, clutching it tighter. A voice—or maybe it was several voices, speaking in unison—said, Greetings, Nightingale.


Then, suddenly, it was over. The light was gone, the air smelled musty, and I was standing across an empty pedestal from an angry prince, clutching a sword that might have just spoken to me.










CHAPTER TWO



I shook myself, trying to clear the odd, tingling sensation that clung to me. I still had an angry prince to worry about. And he looked more furious than ever.


“Give me that sword!” demanded Jasper. “You don’t deserve to even be touching that, thief!”


I’d already started backing up toward the windows.


“I’ll give it back if you let me leave,” I said. “Put down that aethercom thingy.” If he really could summon the Bright Brigade, I couldn’t risk just making a run for it. Not when they could chase me down on their flying velocipedes.


The prince gritted his teeth. “You have no idea what you’re doing. The fate of all Gallant is at stake!”


“The fate of the entire kingdom depends on you doing some sort of secret aethercraft on an old sword?” I snorted. “Someone has a mighty big opinion of himself.”


“Have you been watching the ephemera-boards?” Jasper demanded. “We could be at war again any day now.”


“Plenty of folk are miserable with or without a war.”


Jasper gave a strangled groan. “Of course you don’t understand. You’re just some guttersnipe.”


My breath burst out as the word jabbed into my chest. It was true, but that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. “Oh? Really? What I don’t understand is why this museum is full of gold and jewels when there are people burning themselves into haunts in the factories just to put a lousy pot of carrot soup on the table for dinner. Why folks in the Scrag have to decide between starvation that will kill them quick, or work that will kill them slow, while the folk in the Cutlet only have to decide whether to wear the mauve taffeta or peacock brocade to the next gala. If you really care about the fate of Gallant, why don’t you do something about that?”


I finished the speech with a fierce glare, but I was actually rather pleased with myself. I’d remembered most of my housemate Sophie’s last tirade against the factories almost word for word, though her delivery had been better. Also, I was pretty sure I’d mispronounced “taffeta.”


Jasper gaped at me. Good. I backed up another step toward the windows. I was almost close enough to make a break for it.


“Stop!” Jasper called, starting to move around the pedestal.


“Freeze!” I swung the sword toward him, meaning to ward him off.


And it exploded.


A silvery light burst from the tip of the blade, arcing out toward the prince. He yelped, diving behind the empty pedestal. Chilly air gusted over my cheeks, the recoil sending me stumbling.


I blinked through a hazy mist to see Prince Jasper, staring at the pedestal between us with a look of mixed awe and horror. It was encased in a shimmering prison of ice. Frozen solid.


“It worked,” he said in a hollow voice.


“What worked?”


“The Nightingale,” he said. “She answered!” His eyes fixed hungrily on the blade. “I reawakened the sword of the champion!” Then he seemed to remember who he was talking to. “Look,” he said, clearly struggling to keep an even tone, “that sword is dangerous. It belongs to the Nightingale.”


“The Nightingale?” I repeated dully.


“The hero of Gallant who fought the Crimson Knight?” Jasper drawled. “Maybe you’ve heard of her?”


“Everyone’s heard of the Nightingale,” I spat back. “And everyone also knows the Nightingale died two hundred years ago when she stopped the knight from destroying the realm.”


Because of course she died. That was the price of heroism, even back then.


“Exactly. And she stopped him with that sword. So you need to put it down. You don’t have any idea what you’re doing.”


I stared at the frozen pedestal. A shudder rippled through me. Prince Jasper was right. I didn’t want anything to do with a magic sword that might accidentally turn me into an ice cube. “Fine! You can have the stupid thing!”


I tossed the weapon away from me, sending it skittering across the marble floor toward the prince’s boots.


An odd feeling gripped me the moment the weapon left my hand. Like I wanted to snatch it back. The empty ping in my chest felt like the first night Mum wasn’t there to tuck me into my bed, to tell me stories of the glorious life she had planned for us.


I shook off the useless feeling. This wasn’t the time to go all foggy-eyed. I had to make my escape, now, while the prince was distracted!


I hooked a leg up onto the window casement, pushed the glass panel open, and prepared to swing out onto the ledge to make my way back to the roof. I glanced inside to see Jasper bending to reach for the sword where it lay.


The sword twitched. Jasper yelped. The blade shivered, a glitter racing over the etched runes, before it suddenly flew up into the air, racing toward me.


I gasped as the hilt caught me smack in the gut and tore my grip from the casement. I flew backward into the empty dark air.


A shriek ripped from my throat as I fell. I twisted and turned, scrabbling for something, anything to halt my deadly plunge to the ruthless stone pavement far below. My fingers brushed the hilt of the sword, still—somehow—nudging into my chest.


And then, suddenly, I wasn’t falling anymore. I was hanging in midair, the sword now clutched tightly in my hand.


My breath caught in a great gulp. My pulse thundered. Carefully, I looked down.


Far, far down. My feet floated well above the tops of the aether lamps.


“Wh-what?” I could barely force the word through my lips. A part of me was still falling, still convinced I was about to be cracked open like an egg on the street.


The sword wiggled in my hand. “Are you doing this?” It felt ridiculous to be talking to a sword. But it also felt ridiculous to be floating twenty feet above the street.


“Hey, you! Thief!” Prince Jasper’s voice echoed from above. Looking up, I could see him leaning out the window. “Come back! That sword belongs to the Nightingale!”


But the sword, apparently, had other plans. The next moment I was whizzing away, flying across the street toward the Royal Library. I yelped as the weapon gently lowered me onto the rooftop. My feet settled onto solid stone and I sagged in relief, bracing myself against the gargoyle that glowered out from the cornice.


The prince shouted, but I could no longer make out the words. He brandished something that glittered ominously. The aethercom!


I glowered at the sword in my hand. “Look, I appreciate you saving me from a cracked skull, but I can’t just steal a magic sword from the prince of the realm! I’m going to leave you here, and he can come get you back. All right?”


I uncurled my fingers from the hilt, trying to place the weapon on the rooftop. But the cursed thing spun back up, waggling at me like a reproachful finger. When I tried to back away, it chased after me, nudging itself into my hand again.


I blew out a breath of frustration. “Fine! Fine, I get it. You want to come with me. But the prince wants you back, and I’m sure he’s already got soldiers on the way.”


The sword tilted rakishly, its edges glittering.


“No! We’re not fighting the Bright Brigade!” They were the best of the best, and specially trained to use artifice in battle. I pinched the bridge of my nose with my sword-free hand, trying to think. “All right, we need to get out of here. We need to get somewhere safe. Can you do that flying trick again?”


In response, the sword zoomed up into the air, taking me with it, but leaving my stomach behind. A strange, wild glee filled my chest as the world filled with glorious possibilities.


“I guess that’s a yes!” I called as we sailed off into the night.





The city of Lamlyle wasn’t actually shaped like a sheep, but tradition chopped it into pieces as sharply as any butcher’s cleaver. Not that everyone used the names. The nobs surely never said they lived in the Cutlet, but that was what it was: a choice cut of serene, tree-shaded avenues crowded with fancy town houses and aether lamps in a glittering diamond rope to light the night. And on a slight rise, overlooking the river Rhee, the brightest gem of all: the palace itself.


On the north bank lay the Shank, home to the markets and guildhalls, and the folk who worked them, solid and dependable. Then the Rump, a bit more run-down, with crumbling brickwork and folk still reputable enough to have a bit of finery for feast days. And, last of all, farthest downriver, bony and abandoned, was the Scrag, home to the poorest of the poor, who couldn’t afford to live anywhere but the slums in the shadows of the aether factories.


Folk like me, with nowhere else to go.


“Down there,” I told the sword, and it dipped obligingly toward a crumbling brick town house near the middle of the Scrag.


I stumbled as my feet touched the rooftop. If it weren’t for the sword hilt smooth and warm in my hand, I might have thought I’d just woken up from a strange and terrifying dream. But it was real. It had happened. I’d stolen a magic sword from the prince. Well, I suppose you could say it had stolen itself. Though I didn’t think the prince would see it that way.


I held the sword aloft, frowning into the shimmering surface of the blade. “So what am I supposed to do with you now?”


The sword gave a shiver, sending a faint glimmer of aetherlight along its blade, highlighting the metalwork of the hilt. I could see now that the grip was modeled in the shape of a bird; its outstretched wings formed the cross guard, its flared tail the pommel. The head and beak curved out along the base of the blade, glittering with two deep blue sapphire eyes.


I tried to remember what the prince had said, back in the museum. Something about the fate of the kingdom of Gallant, the sword of the champion, and the Nightingale. I’d heard of the Nightingale, of course. She’d been a great hero, back in the time of the Architect, famous for defeating the terrible Crimson Knight. Before the Nightingale stopped him, the artificed metal warrior had murdered the Architect and nearly destroyed Gallant, driven by some unfathomable rage.


And, like all heroes, she’d paid for that victory with her life. Why anyone would choose such a path was beyond me. I certainly knew better.


“If you really are the sword of the Nightingale, I don’t know what you’re doing tagging after me,” I told the blade, gesturing to my mask. “You heard the prince. I’m a guttersnipe. A thief!”


The sword wiggled its cross guard as if shrugging.


“It’s all well and good for you,” I said, “but I’m the one who’ll end up with her hand chopped off if they catch me.”


This time the sword made a slashing motion, as if slicing at unseen enemies.


“Oh? So you mean to take on the entire Bright Brigade? No, I think we’d better find you a place to hide for now.”


I glanced around the rooftop. Piles of broken clay filled one corner, the remains of what had once been giant urns and planters back during the Golden Age, when all Lamlyle glittered with artifice and this town house had been home to some rich sods who needed a rooftop garden for their crystal teas. That would have to do.


I slid the sword behind one of the heaps of rubble. “You need to stay here, all right? I’ll come back in the morning.”


And hopefully by then whatever Prince Jasper had done to the weapon would have worn off. With luck, it would be just a hunk of steel. It would be a risk to fence it, but it was my only chance at redeeming this entire mess. The sword had already cost me my loot, it was only fair it got me something back.


“Good… er… sword,” I said cautiously. The sword gave a twitch but remained where I’d placed it, even as I padded away.


I let out a sigh as I retreated into the stairway that led down into the town house. It had worked. The sword had obeyed me, for now. And I could worry about what to do with it tomorrow. I tore off my mask and shoved it into my remaining pocket, feeling a surge of frustration that I hadn’t divided my booty between them. If I had, I’d still have something to show for all tonight’s fuss.


I set my feet carefully as I made my way down, pausing every few steps to listen for the sounds of someone stirring below. It was late. Surely Miss Starvenger must be asleep.


The third-floor hallway welcomed me with faded, threadbare carpet and tattered wallpaper covered in sagging posies and sickly-looking violets. The door to the dormitory was cracked open at the far end. Right now my lumpy mattress and thin blanket sounded like paradise. Tomorrow would be a new day. One where I could get things right, finally. I just needed to avoid Miss Starvenger until I had the coin I needed for this week’s payment.


My shoes scuffed lightly along the patchy carpet. I hoped Sophie was asleep. I didn’t want to deal with all her inevitable questions, and I especially didn’t want to have to explain the sword. Sophie loved laws, and I was pretty sure there was a law somewhere that said you weren’t supposed to steal magic swords from princes. If it were anyone else, I wouldn’t let it bother me. But Sophie was the one person in the world who still made me wish I were a better person.


I was just reaching for the dormitory doorknob when a voice spoke behind me. “Well, well, Miss Granby. I hope you have a very good reason for breaking curfew.”


Icy dread rushed into me. I stood for a moment, bracing myself, then turned to face the voice.


When I first came to the boardinghouse, I thought Miss Starvenger was the most beautiful person I’d ever seen. A roses-and-honey complexion, rich waves of glossy nut-brown hair, eyes like a summer sky. Clothes so lovely and stylish she might have stepped out of one of the colorful fashion plates I used to ogle on the ephemera-boards.


Even now she was wearing a lavender dressing gown, lace running in a creamy cascade down the front and along the wide cuffs. Fluffy violet slippers peeked out from beneath the long skirt. Her hair was loose, spilling in ringlets down her back. But there was a sharp glint in her smile that terrified me. I knew now that beautiful people could hurt you just as easily as plain ones. And Miss Starvenger had the power to wound me worse than any other.


I swallowed, trying to find the words that would save me.


“Perhaps you were securing your next payment?” She checked the watch pinned to her lapel. “It’s after midnight. You know what that means.” She held out one hand, brows arching expectantly.


“I don’t have it,” I said, straightening my shoulders, trying my best to look confident and assured. “But I will. Tomorrow. I mean, today.”


She sighed. “Dear Lark, do you know how many nights you’ve spent under my roof?”


“Seven hundred and thirty-seven,” I said. Just over two years ago, after my previous placement failed so miserably.


“Indeed,” she said. “Seven hundred and thirty-seven days of three square meals, clothing, and lodging.”


I had to clamp down on the snort that was trying to leap out of my throat. Miss Starvenger’s cook set a miserable table. Sure, there were three meals a day, if you considered watery porridge and dry toast a meal.


“Perhaps you don’t realize just how costly it is,” she continued, “keeping you and the other girls here. You don’t understand the sacrifices I’ve made in order to teach you children the skills you need to survive in this world.”


“Yes,” I said, unable to help myself. “It must be terribly hard for you. You do look so dreadfully worn down.”


Miss Starvenger’s blue eyes sharpened, sensing my sarcasm. Even so, my words must have pricked some doubt. She lifted one hand to pat her hair, then smoothed her dressing gown, glowering at me.


“You owe me a considerable debt, Lark,” she said. “I would be doing you a disservice to ignore that. This is not a kind and generous world, and you need to learn to take responsibility for yourself. Now, Mr. Pinshaw was just asking if I had any more likely young ladies who might be able to help out. He has some new royal contracts that involve significant additional—”


“I’m not working in a haunt-shop!” Fear crackled in my words, harsh and sharp. I thought of those girls I’d seen in the street earlier and felt my chest tighten, imagining that gleaming dust drifting into my lungs to fade me away. I remembered my mum’s voice. I’m doing this for you, Lark. I didn’t have any other choice. But you will.


Miss Starvenger’s lip curled, as if my fear disgusted her. “In that case, I have no other option but to send you back to the orphanage. But you understand I still need to recoup my losses.” Carefully, precisely as a carver boning a fish, she lifted one finger to stroke the gold chain around her neck. It was just enough to make the locket at the end slide out from her lacy collar.


I stared at it, my fear burning into a sharper desperation. My mother’s locket. The only thing in the entire world I had left of her. The locket bound us together, mother and daughter, even when she wasn’t there.


That was what she’d told me the night she’d slipped it over my head. There was a meeting of the Aether Workers’ Union that night, but I hadn’t wanted her to go out. I’d been having nightmares, ever since the big man had banged on our door a few weeks earlier, growling at her to keep her mouth shut. But Mum said she had to go out. It was an important meeting. She and the other workers were going to make Mr. Pinshaw listen, and if he didn’t, they were going to go on strike.


He can’t run a factory with no workers, she said. We have power, Lark. Even the smallest of us. And when we put that power together, we can do great things. Everything is going to change.


She was right about one thing. Everything had changed that night. Because the next morning Mum was gone and all I had left were eight years of memories and that locket.


Which was why seeing it around Starvenger’s neck filled my mouth with such a bitter poison. The witch had taken it from me the first day I came to board with her, and I’d spent the last 736 days plotting how to get it back.


I hated this. Hated how small and powerless she made me feel. Hated that she’d taken something I loved and turned it into a weapon to beat me back into the little cage she kept me in. I could feel the bars pinching closer, even now. But I refused to stop fighting. I had to believe I could break them.


“That locket is mine,” I said. “It belongs to me.”


Her lips twitched. “Dear Lark, don’t you understand? You have nothing. You owe everything to me.” She jingled the locket. “This trinket isn’t worth much, but I suppose I can have it melted down. The gold will cover some of the expenses for your upkeep.”


“No!”


Miss Starvenger’s eyes narrowed. She knew she had me in her power now, curse her. “Is that all? Haven’t I taught you better manners than that, Lark?”


She wanted me to beg. To ask her nicely not to destroy the only thing in the world that meant anything to me. My insides cracked at the realization.


Then I saw something that scattered every other thought into a chaotic whirl: something silvery and sharp, slicing through the air from the direction of the stairs to the roof. The sword, aimed right at Miss Starvenger.










CHAPTER THREE



If I didn’t do something, the blasted sword was going to murder Miss Starvenger right in front of me. I flung up both hands, crying, “Stop!”


Miss Starvenger blinked. It obviously wasn’t the reaction she’d been expecting.


But my command had worked. The sword hung frozen in midair, the sharp point quivering barely a handspan behind Starvenger’s unsuspecting shoulders.


“That’s not necessary,” I said carefully, fighting to keep my voice level.


Miss Starvenger frowned at me, probably trying to make sense of my odd behavior. Behind her, the sword made a similar motion, cross guard rotating in confusion. It gave a wiggle, gesturing toward Starvenger.


“There’s no need to destroy her—it, I mean,” I said. “We can find some other answer, can’t we?”


The sword made a shrugging motion, then gave another hopeful stab toward Starvenger.


Oblivious to the bloodthirsty magical sword behind her, Miss Starvenger pursed her lips, then said, “Very well. What do you have to offer as an alternative?”


“Put it away,” I said, glaring past her at the sword, hoping it would get the message. “I’ll come back for it when the time is right.”


Miss Starvenger sniffed, but did slip the locket back under her collar. Meanwhile the sword gave a sulky sort of wiggle, then retreated, sliding into an old urn filled with decrepit umbrellas that sat in the corner of the hall. The hilt gleamed among the darker handles, but it would do for now.


“So then,” Miss Starvenger said sweetly, “I trust this means you’re prepared to do your part? You can report with the other girls to Mr. Pinshaw tomorrow at the eight o’clock whistle. If not…”


She let the words trail off, arching one delicate brow as she touched her collar again, just where my locket was hidden.


Rust and dross. I was trapped. There was no way out. Panic buzzed in my chest, as if an entire swarm of bees had lodged there, ready to sting.


And then I had the most terrible thought of all.


There was a way out. I could let the locket go. Maybe I was a sentimental fool for even caring about it. My heart rattled, loud in my ears, and it felt like the whole world was waiting.


No. Foolish or not, that locket was more than just a bit of gold. It was my connection to Mum; it was my soul. Or as much of it as I had left. And I couldn’t let Starvenger take it from me. Not even to escape the factory.


“I’ll do it,” I said, “I’ll go—”


“Will this cover it?” asked a voice behind me.


I spun around to see a short, sturdy girl standing in the hallway just outside the dormitory. Her thin nightgown only reached her knees, revealing the one clubfoot that turned slightly inward. Her hands were on her hips, her chin jutting up. Sophie always looked poised to deliver a speech.


She limped forward, ignoring my agonized look, holding out a small purse that jingled as she dropped it into Starvenger’s hand. Rust it, she was going to help me whether I wanted her to or not.


Miss Starvenger hefted the purse, then spilled two silver coins into her palm and sniffed. “I suppose this will do for today’s payment. But I will expect the next one on time, Miss Granby. There will be no more indulgences.”


She marched away, heading down to the second floor and her own suite of rooms.


I stood for a moment, watching Miss Starvenger until she disappeared down the stairs, before I turned back to Sophie. Wonderful, clever, infuriatingly noble Sophie. A part of me wished I could throw myself at her, hug her tight, thank her for saving me. It was probably what Sophie expected. That was what friends did. And, in spite of everything I’d done, Sophie still thought I was her friend. That I deserved kindness and loyalty.


Really, it was my own fault.


When I arrived at Miss Starvenger’s, Sophie had been the first of the other girls to greet me, and honestly, I was horrible to her. Didn’t laugh at her jokes, didn’t return her smiles, didn’t even offer to swap her chore rotations when she was sick with the grippe. Life so far had taught me all too well that caring about anyone or anything was dangerous. Besides, I didn’t intend to stay any longer than necessary. I just needed to figure out where Miss Starvenger was keeping my locket, and I’d be gone. I’d make my own way in the world.


I thought I’d struck gold—literally—when I found a padlocked trunk in Miss Starvenger’s study. It took me five nights to crack it, and when the heavy iron clasp finally clicked open, I could feel my soul practically lift out of my body on wings. I was going to be free!
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